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This story is dedicated to those who find the love of their life in the most unusual of circumstances.


Prologue

Election Day, November 7th

Springfield, Illinois

One way or the other, it would all be over tonight.

The political campaign to see my friend’s father elected had been a grueling and bitter slog, with vicious attacks from both candidates. Eight months and yet the polls had the race as neck and neck. Tonight, I was at the watch party with my friend, Byron and the results of the election would determine my job, my future, my life.

What started out as a harmless prank, something we could laugh about in the future, took on a much larger significance. It seemed a lifetime ago, but it was just last February, when this whole thing got started. It was shortly before the primary election when Byron couldn’t find someone to attend a campaign event with him. He was in a jam and asked me to go with him. The problem was he needed a woman to accompany him, and I don’t happen to be female. A stupid plan was hatched where I would pretend to be Byron’s new girlfriend. My cousin helped with the transition and worked frantically to turn me into the best lady I could be.

What should have been a one-night event expanded to a couple of weeks, then months. Tonight I would learn if I could ever get my old life back.

Byron and I circulated around with the movers and shakers of the local political party, him in an expensive black suit and me wearing a thousand-dollar woman’s designer dress and looking like something out of a fashion magazine.

A hush fell across the room as one of the major polling places reported their results. On the large screen television at the front of the room, the opposition candidate walked up to a podium. After a deep breath, he began by thanking his staff, his family and his supporters. Then his eyes turned to seek out the news cameras.

Next came the words that I hoped I would never hear. A concession was offered with sincere best wishes to his worthy opponent. The room around me erupted in cheers. The opposition candidate turned and walked from the stage as my heart sank.

The man who I hate with the whole of my being, my best friend’s father, had just become the new state senator.


Chapter 1

Sunday, February 23rd

“I don’t see what the problem is, Carmen. It’s just for the one night.”

I’d patiently explained that my best friend needed a date for a campaign event, and since it was a fundraiser, all she had to do was show up, smile, and stay for a little while. No big deal.

Carmen wasn’t buying it. “Look, Blake. That’s what you said the last time, and now you’re back again because Byron can’t find a date.”

“He really needs your help.”

“Honestly, I’d rather stay home and wax my legs.”

“Your legs look great!”

“Thanks, I guess. Would you like something to drink? Some wine maybe?”

“Carmen, It’s the middle of the afternoon and I just got off work. No wine, maybe a Pepsi or something.”

“Okay,” she said, heading for the kitchen.

While she was out of the room, I took in the changes she’d recently made to her apartment. Her one-bedroom place was a good size, and the living room was now a soft peach color. The sofa plus the overstuffed chair and ottoman were new. They had a floral print and gave a feminine feel to the space. She had wood floors, but a tangerine-colored area rug added a spot of color. Photos and contemporary artwork had been added, as well. It suited her perfectly.

Carmen returned to the room, gave me my beverage and took her seat. “So, why can’t you go with Byron?” she asked abruptly.

“His dad wants him to have a proper date; like with a woman.”

“Have him contact an escort service or something.”

I sighed. “Get real. His old man is concerned that if it doesn’t look like he’s dating, the press is going to think he’s…like…”

“That he’s like gay or something? Do reporters even worry about stuff like that?” she asked.

“His father thinks they do.”

“And Darren Henderson is afraid that would cost him some votes from his like-minded homophobes,” she muttered. “Does anyone even think he can get elected? Some of the stuff he says makes me want to gag.”

“Some of that has been edited to make it sound worse than it is. You know how the media is. He’s trying to project himself as a Midwest family-values candidate.”

“Oh, come on. He’s an anti-abortion misogynist who wouldn’t know a family value if it bit him on the ass. He is way creepy. And his wife…”

“Byron’s mother is a little intense, I will admit.”

“Intense? She didn’t think I looked good enough at that press gathering and wanted to take me to her beauty shop, then visit a clothing store to bulk up my wardrobe.”

“A free spa day and some new outfits? What’s wrong with that?”

“Going anywhere with that witch would make me retch. If you think it is no big deal, why don’t you do it?”

“Hello? I’m missing some needed equipment, or I would. You could easily tune out Byron’s dad, just out weird him.”

“I tried the weird thing. I played all Uber-Christian and Daddy Darren really got off on that. When I told him I was ultra-conservative and didn’t believe in sex before marriage, that didn’t even faze him. Byron about shit his pants when I said that, though.”

“Come on, my friend really needs your help.”

“Sucks to be him. Why is this such a big deal for you? Tell him to get his own dates.”

“Carmen, please. Byron is a really good friend.”

“A good friend wouldn’t send you out playing matchmaker.”

“I owe him a lot.”

“Is this about that deal with Monica?”

“Well, yeah.”

“Blake, you need to get over that.”

“Carmen, she accused me of raping her. Byron was the only one who believed me. They were threatening to put me in jail. He got me a lawyer, proved I was innocent then helped me get back on my feet. He even found me an apartment and gave me a reference for my job. I owe him a lot.”

“I hadn’t heard any of that. I was still living in Florida when that happened.”

“It gets worse. Monica is an absolute flake. She turned around and accused Byron of raping her. He had to go through a lot of stuff to get the cops to drop the charges. It was all my fault.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know all the background.”

“Yeah, I know. I’m not blaming you.”

“So, back to the issue. He needs your help so why don’t you go with him?”

“I keep telling you, he needs a woman as his date. I’d help if I could.”

“Okay, you’re on. Come over to my place tomorrow and we’ll get you all pretty.”

“Carmen, I’m trying to be serious here.”

“I am serious. We’re about the same size and look a lot alike. I think I have something slutty that I could loan you.”

“Don’t be weird.”

“Come on. You know we’ve dressed up together when we were younger. My parents even took us over to Chuck E. Cheese’s on my fifteenth birthday and you pretended to be my twin sister.”

“That was over ten years ago.”

“About eight, but who’s counting? They gave us both cake and a pile of game tickets. When we curl your hair and use a little makeup, you look just like me.”

“No way.”

“If you change your mind, I have this week off. Next week I’m all jammed up doing presentations at the housewares show.”

That wasn’t a surprise. My cousin was a tradeshow model and presenter, and a very pretty lady. Because of her job she had a professional wardrobe anyone would envy. And yes, we were about the same size and shared a lot of features. We are both about five foot seven with brown hair and eyes. Our size and shape are almost identical with her having a few more curves than me. I could probably get away with it, but I wasn’t going to go there.

“You really don’t know anyone who could go with Byron to this fundraiser thing? He’s desperate.”

“He’s desperate so he comes to me, huh. That makes me feel special. Byron’s father is far too well known. Anybody with half a brain wouldn’t go anywhere near him. Besides, I’m fairly new in town and don’t know a lot of other people besides the ones I work with. I wouldn’t want to subject any of them to Darren grab-ass Henderson.”

I gave up. “Well, I’ll let him know. If you change your mind…”

“I won’t change my mind. I would rather die than go to any event benefitting that man. Please let Byron know I don’t hate him; I just can’t stand his parents.”

“I’ll tell him.” With a shake of my head, I added, “Later, Cousin.”

She gave me a hug and then winked. “Come back when you’re ready for your makeover.”

“Not happening.”

As I left her apartment, all I could think of was how I was going to tell Byron I’d failed.

—————

As I headed back to my apartment, I thought about what Carmen had said. Ever since I’ve known him, Byron’s dad had driven away every girl he’d dated. And my cousin was right: Darren Henderson was a massive bigot, and even though his campaign was pretty much a laughingstock, he’d attracted a lot of attention, and money, for his election bid. The primary election was in just a few weeks and Byron hoped that he would lose, big. Maybe then he’d go back to ignoring his son like before.

Byron’s parents were quite successful. His dad was tall, about fifty years old, with wavy dark hair and a medium build. He always dressed sharp. He was good looking, with a nice smile, but whenever he looked at me, it was with a scowl. His mom, Rita, was just a bit younger, late forties maybe, and absolutely beautiful. She is on the tall side, thin and always looked her best. Her copper-colored shoulder-length hair, coupled with the gold highlights, gave her a classic elegance. All of that played well during the campaign.

They owned a large car dealership, a big house in the suburbs and a Cape Cod style lake house. Byron’s dad technically owned the dealership, but everyone knew it’s Rita that runs it.

Every time I’ve met Darren, he made my skin crawl, but I didn’t have the same reaction to his mother as Carmen. Where his father treated me like pond scum, his mother was usually quite nice.

As I drove into the parking area of our apartment building, I thought about going to my apartment to call Byron. No, a phone call wouldn’t do, so I decided to tell him in person. I live on the third floor, and he is on the fifth, so when I got into the elevator, I just pushed five. As the elevator headed up, I wrestled with how I was going to explain Carmen’s refusal. He was counting on me to convince her.

When I got to my friend’s apartment, I gave a sharp rap on the door and he answered immediately. He looked like he just stepped out of the shower. His close-cropped brown hair was still wet. He had a towel wrapped around his middle and his fit physique was on display. He was much taller than I, approaching six feet.

“What’d she say?” Byron asked, his blue eyes giving me a pleading look. He hadn’t even invited me into his apartment.

“What, no ‘hello, Blake, how was your day’ or anything?”

“Sorry. Hi Blake, how was your day? Were you able to talk to Carmen?”

I let out a big sigh. “I’ve had a pretty shitty day, and yes, I did talk to Carmen.”

“What did she say?”

We were still in the hallway, and his neighbors might be listening to the conversation. When I gestured that we should go inside, he stepped back, then closed the door behind me.

“Carmen says she’s pretty jammed up and can’t go with you,” I said, taking a seat on the leather sofa

“Oh.” His expression flattened. “Did you ask if she knows anyone else?”

“She said she didn’t, I’m sorry.”

“My dad was kind of hoping I could bring Carmen,” he said, still standing and adjusting the towel to keep it in place.

I looked away for a moment and then back. “Well, Carmen has a plan for that. She offered to loan me a dress and curl my hair. I told her she was nuts.”

Byron gave me a long stare. “You know…”

“Forget it.”

“You look a lot like her. Would you try it?” he asked.

“No!”

“Look, it will be a big favor. Dad really liked Carmen.”

“It didn’t sound like it. Carmen thought he was a creep. And your mother…”

“They’re under a lot of stress. The election isn’t going very well so this really won’t last that long. Just a few more fundraisers, then he loses the election and they go back to selling cars.”

“I’m sorry I don’t have better news.”

“Would you really be able to go with me?”

“I thought your dad wanted you to have a date, not bring another dude.”

“But what about you pretending to be Carmen?”

“That is the worst idea you’ve ever had. I’ve known you for a long time and there have been plenty of other bad ideas to compare it to.”

“What about that time we went to the Halloween party dressed as Barbie and Ken. Everyone recognized you as Barbie right off.”

“I was wearing a pink tee-shirt with ‘Barbie’ printed in glitter and you had a badge that said ‘Hello, I’m Ken.’ They would have to be pretty drunk not to figure that out.”

“I’m kind of desperate here. I think you could do it. It’s only this one event and it’ll be something to laugh about down the line. I really need you to help me out.”

I ran a hand through my hair. “Just the one time, huh. Isn’t that what you told Carmen last time, something she brutally reminded me of.”

“Well, that was kind of a mix-up.”

“After this fundraiser, then what happens?” I asked.

“I’ll tell him Carmen’s found another guy and broke up with me.”

“Why don’t you say that this time?”

“I kind of thought you could talk her into it, so I told dad she would be there.”

“How can you be that stupid…Oh wait, I forgot. You were born that stupid,” I snarled.

“Easy, Blake. There’s no reason to be a dick.”

“Yeah, I know. I’m sorry. I just feel bad about all this.”

“So, will you do it?”

“No, I have to work.”

“Take a couple of days off. Don’t you have vacation or something?”

“Byron, I’m a gig worker. I work for an agency that sometimes calls me in the morning to have me come in that afternoon. I don’t get vacation, sick days or days off.”

“Can’t you tell them you aren’t available; like you’re sick or something?”

“Maybe once or twice, then they just quit calling and the paycheck stops.”

“So, you’ll do it then?” he asked hopefully.

“Byron. You’re not listening. I said no. Besides, there is no way I could look good enough to pull it off.”

“I bet if you asked Carmen, she’d help.”

I thought back to what she said and wondered if she was serious.

“If I try this and I don’t look good enough, we will never talk about it again. Got that? Never again.”

“Of course, but you’ll look great. Dad has a big fund-raising event next Saturday. That’s the one he’s worried about. A lot of donors will be there,” Byron replied.

“You’re shitting me! That’s only 6 days. Besides, I work that day.”

“Plenty of time. Can you get out of work?”

“I can try, but Saturday is usually a full day. Are you sure this is the only way?”

“I’m counting on you, Blake. You’re my best friend and this would help keep my dad mellow.”

“Then let’s try it,” I groaned, still not convinced it would work and secretly hoping it wouldn’t. “If I don’t look good enough, that’s the end of it. You promise?”

“Of course. Can you call Carmen and see what she thinks?” he asked, on the edge of pleading.

“She is going to give me no end of shit.”

“No, she won’t. She’ll be cool. She’ll probably think it sounds like a lot of fun.”

Or it’ll be a complete disaster.


Chapter 2

Monday, February 24th

As I’d expected, Carmen gave me a whole pile of shit when I called to ask for help. I was able to shut her down with the reminder that she came up with the idea in the first place.

“Come over this afternoon,” she told me. “We don’t have a lot of time between now and Saturday.”

“I’m supposed to work.”

“Can you get out of it?”

“I don’t know. I’ll make some calls. If I can find a replacement, I’ll see you about three.”

Somehow, I’d managed to trade my shift, then went over to see my cousin. She pulled me into her bedroom and she had clothes and underwear scattered all over her bed.

“You’re lucky we’re about the same size,” Carmen announced.

“Yeah, lucky,” I groaned.

First, she had me shave all over and use some medical tape to disguise my package. Then she had me try on some pink panties.

“Too large,” she said, shaking her head. “We need to fill out your hips. Here, try this,” she told me, handing over a padded briefer. Next came a pink bra. She deftly stuffed the cups with nylons.

“If you are going to do this right, you’ll need something for your bra. Ask Byron.”

“Ask Byron what?” I snarled.

“Tell him you need some breast forms.”

“And just how am I going to do that? ‘Hey Byron, I need something to stuff in my bra to give me a good-looking rack.’ Is that what you’re thinking?”

My cousin gave me a hard stare. “Are you sure you want to talk to me like that? You keep it up, you can do this without me.”

Ah, crap. “Alright, I’ll ask him.”

After she spent some time getting me dressed, adding makeup and fixing my hair, she had me look in her full-length mirror. I raised my hand to push a lock of hair out of my eyes and the lady in the mirror duplicated my motion. I was amazed at how good I looked.

My cousin looked over my shoulder and gave a smile. “Sisters, just like when we were little.”

She was right, we looked like twins. I groaned at the thought this might actually work.

She studied me closely as I turned this way and that in front of the mirror. She shook her head. “We have a lot of work yet to do. You look like a girl, but your movements are all wrong. We’ll work on that, but first let’s go shopping.”

“Where are we going?” I asked, suddenly nervous.

“To the mall. We need to pick up some supplies and work on your movements.”

“Are you nuts Carmen? I can’t go to the mall.”

“Okay, a couple of things. When you’re dressed like this, we call you Carmen and you call me Carrie. That’s the name I use for the trade shows.”

“Sounds good, Carrie,” I said.

“Since you will be out socializing at that political event, the mall will be good practice.”

“But what if someone sees me?”

“That’s why we’re doing this. You think no one will see you at the fundraiser? Get real. Oh, and I have an ID you can use. Don’t let the cops catch you with it or we’re both in trouble.”

She handed me a driver’s license that looked like it had seen better days.

“I thought I’d lost it. I forgot it was in my coat pocket and it went through the wash. I got a replacement before I found it in the bottom of the washer.”

“My own fake ID. Cool.” Could this get any crazier?

“So, let’s put some stuff in a purse and we can get going.”

—————

We went to the mall and the whole time we were walking around, Carrie drilled me on how to move, how to sit, how to smile and speak. She also took my phone and searched around for some videos on how to make my voice sound more feminine. For the time being, we agreed that I’m recovering from laryngitis and need to speak really softly.

We did some shopping for makeup and stuff. She also stopped at a thrift store and got me a cheap purple case for my smartphone. When we stopped for some coffee, she grabbed my phone to put on the new case. While she worked, a text came in from Byron. He asked what I was doing and she typed back that we were at the mall trying out my new look. He said how cool that was and asked if he could come over and meet ‘the new Carmen.’ I thought it was a terrible idea, but Carrie answered Sure.

We continued to talk and drink our coffee waiting for our friend to arrive. When he walked up, I’d expected him to find it all kind of funny and give me a hard time, but instead Byron was blown away.

“You look great,” he said, shaking his head in wonder. “Say, what about me getting a picture of the two of us, Blake, I mean Carmen.”

“It’s always Carmen,” Carrie warned him, “Remember that. There is no Blake here—he’s gone. He’s taking an Alaskan cruise, was kidnapped by aliens or something. He’s history.

“Got it,” Byron responded.

“And always refer to me as Carrie.”

He shrugged and murmured “Okay.”

“Why do we need a photo?” I asked.

“My dad said he would like a picture of the two of us together.”

“Did he? Maybe the answer is ‘no’ since it’s something for your father.”

“Please. I’m just trying to stay on his good side.”

I gave in. We found a great spot in front of a mall fountain and after working on my smile, we got a picture of us we all liked. Byron sent it to his father and a few minutes later, his mother wrote saying how nice we looked and she would send the photo to their webmaster.

“Webmaster?” I snarled. “No, no, that’s a bad idea.”

“It’s no big deal. They wanted a picture for Dad’s website.”

Website. This small ‘I need you at a campaign event’ was quickly becoming a very big deal. “Byron…,” I started, trying to think of a big enough threat.

“So, what’s wrong with your voice?” he asked, quickly changing the subject.

“I had an infection and ended up with laryngitis, or that’s the story we’re using.”

“Okay, but how long will that last?”

“Until I can work on my voice. I have a couple of places on the web where I can practice.”

“That’s cool. If you need anything, let me know.”

“How about some breast forms?” Carrie asked.

He frowned. “How much?”

“Several hundred for something good.”

“Let me see what I can do. What size?”

“A C-cup. That’s what I wear,” Carrie said.

“I’ll do some checking. So, are you guys about the same age?”

“Yes, we were born within a month of each other.”

“I can’t get over how much you guys look alike now,” he said. “It’s just amazing.”

My heart stopped as Carrie gave him a wide smile.

“Did I say something wrong? You guys are cousins. That’s right, isn’t it?”

“Should we tell him?” Carrie asked.

“Why not? You know our mothers are sisters, right?” He nodded. “They are identical twins”

“That explains the resemblance I guess.”

“It’s even a little more complicated than that,” Carrie said.

That was for sure. “My parents tried to have children, but it never happened. Dad’s sperm count was low or something.”

“Okay…”

“Then, miraculously, mom got pregnant.”

“Miraculously, like a star in the east or something?” Byron said, still oblivious to where this was headed.

“Do you want to hear the story or not?” I growled.

“Yes. Go on.”

“Well, I was born a few months later.”

“That’s how it works, yeah. Normally nine months. I’m not getting what’s so different here.”

I glared at him again. “One time Carrie and I were messing around and decided to take one of those DNA tests.” I looked over at her now and smiled. “The results were a little surprising. Carrie and I share the same father; my uncle.”

Byron gasped. “Oh shit…”

“Exactly. With identical twin mothers and the same father, DNA-wise we’re brother and sister.”

He stared for a bit longer and then shook his head in wonder. “Well, that would explain some things. Wow. Did you ever tell your folks?”

“Nope, we were afraid it would destroy both marriages, so we’ve kept it to ourselves. We’ve always wondered if it’s something they know about already, but nobody ever said anything. With my father being six foot two with coal black hair and me being short and thin with brown hair like my uncle, you’d think somebody would add two and two.”

“Maybe they used your uncle as a surrogate or something. Like through a fertility clinic,” Byron suggested.

“I guess I never thought of that. That might make sense,” I responded.

“Anyway, that’s quite a story,” my friend said, though from his tone he was still in the “wow” mode.

“My father has always acted like I was his own flesh and blood. Please don’t say anything to anyone about this, okay?”

“I promise. Officially, we never had this conversation.”

—————

Just before leaving the coffee shop, I received a call from my supervisor asking me if I could work an overnight shift. Where I would usually jump at the extra hours, I couldn’t face having to work tonight. I was dead tired from all the activity this afternoon and I begged off.

“What about tomorrow at three?” Hazel, my supervisor, asked.

“Tomorrow at three…” I said and Byron immediately shook his head.

“Hold on a minute…” I said, muting the phone. “What’s going on?”

“I was going to ask you about this, but Mom wants to take you shopping.”

“Are you crazy?”

“I told her I would ask.”

“Well, tell her I have to work.”

“I’ll try…” Byron responded as I took my phone off mute. The line was dead.

“Oh shit…” I muttered, calling Hazel back. The call went to voicemail, which wasn’t a good sign.

We walked around for a bit, then sat on some benches and talked about my going shopping with Byron’s mother. I tried to get Carrie to go but it was a fat ‘no way.’

I kept looking at my phone which finally annoyed Carrie.

“What are you doing?” she asked, irritated.

“I’m watching for Hazel to call back. I really need the hours. I have to pay my rent and I’m a little short.”

“I can loan you some money to get you by. I owe you something for getting me out of this jam with my dad,” my friend offered.

“I mean, like I’m really short. Let me call her back.”

I was able to contact Hazel, but the news was not good. With all the switching around shifts and being unreliable about coming to work, she said she’s taken me off the schedule for the next few weeks. “Maybe take some time off and get this drama in your life straightened out. Then you can come back to work like normal,” she insisted before hanging up.

“Now what am I supposed to do?” I huffed, then filled the others in on the conversation.

“You’ll have plenty of time to work on your voice,” Carrie said with a smirk.

“And no problem going shopping with my mom,” Byron added.

“Can we put the shopping trip on hold for a couple of days?”

“I guess so.”

“And Carrie, can you work with me and make me look more feminine?”

“You look pretty good now, but we can polish off some rough edges.”

“Okay, I’ll be over for breakfast tomorrow morning so we can get started.”

“Come early,” my cousin said “We have a lot to do.”

I gave in and swallowed my pride. “Byron, are you serious about helping me cover the rent? It’s due next week and I only have about half of it, that’s if I live on Ramen noodles from now until then.”

He smiled. “Got you covered, sweetie.”

“Keep that up and you’re going to die.”


Chapter 3

Tuesday, February 25th

I did show up early and brought a fast-food breakfast for us. Carmen started making a list of the things we needed to do: Makeup, hair, nails, grooming, plus she said I could help with a trade show presentation she was working on.

“You need to work on your voice, movements, gestures, what to do with your hands. And, most importantly, how to smile.” She said working with her on the presentation was a perfect way to practice.

“Byron called this morning,” I said. “His mother would like to meet with me on Thursday afternoon and go to the beauty parlor and then her favorite dress shop.”

“That’s going to be a stretch since today is Tuesday, but we’ll just have to work harder,” Carrie said.

“Then there will be a reception at their house that evening. Of course, Byron and I are invited, or more like we are expected to be there.”

“Lots to do, then. Let’s get started. First, we need to get you hairless.”

“Already done. Legs, bush, underarms, everything. I even used Nair as well as some skin lotion.”

“Good start. I found some cheap foam breast forms, but Byron better come up with some cash so we can get something better.”

“He is going to owe us both big time,” I said.

“I still can’t believe you’re doing this.”

“Me neither, but don’t get me questioning it or I may change my mind.”

“You have an appointment at my hairdresser this morning. She is going to make your hair look like mine. The color is about the same, but we need some highlights.”

“I can’t color my hair,” I said. That was going too far.

“It’s not color, just highlights. You’ll look like you spent time at the beach. It’ll be okay.”

“I don’t know…”

“If you don’t want my help with this, just say so,” she hissed.

I raised my hands in surrender. “No, I’m sorry. You’re right, as usual. Highlights sound cool,” I said with a chuckle.

“Right as usual, exactly. Let’s find something for you to wear and get out of here.”

—————

When we finished at the beauty shop, I had my hair cut in a shag hairstyle complete with some highlights and extensions. Added to that I had a full set of acrylic nails, a facial scrub, a makeover and a starter set of pierced earrings. My credit card was groaning after the procedures and I’d need a loan to pay it off.

“I think my twin looks great,” Carrie gushed. After all this we did indeed look like twin sisters.

“Not too bad…” I agreed as I checked myself in the mirror of the lady’s room. A little fix-up of lipstick and we were ready for more shopping.

“You’re doing some political events, so we need a power pantsuit and a little black dress. A pair of pumps will look good with either outfit. Let me hear you say what we are shopping for,” Carrie asked.

She’d been making me use my Carmen voice and it was coming along quite well. I’d been practicing with a video whenever I could, and it was getting more natural. I repeated the shopping list, and she gave me a smile.

“It’s important to always use your feminine voice, even when you’re talking to Byron. Let him help by asking for his suggestions.”

“Okay.”

“And we need to get you a nightgown to sleep in. You’re a girl 24/7 from now on.”

“I guess…”

“There is no guessing. You are a woman from now until after the fundraiser.”

“But what if someone comes over?” Because that could happen.

“Then you are at work and your cousin will answer the door. Do you have a lot of visitors besides Byron?”

“No, not really.”

“Problem solved.”

“If everything was that easy.”

We did some shopping at a local mega-retailer to try to keep the cost down. There were some essentials like shampoo, conditioner, a special comb for the extensions, a purple toothbrush and lady’s deodorant. She also insisted on several matching sets of panties and bras, plus different kinds and colors of hosiery. We stopped at a secondhand store and got me some dress clothes that looked pretty good.

“I’m serious. You are a woman 24/7 now so put away all your guy toiletries and use these. Dump all your guy stuff in boxes, tape them shut and stash them in your closet. Only wear your feminine things.”

“Isn’t this going a bit overboard?”

“No. This is the crash course. Whenever I see you, I want to see my sister, Carmen. Every time you say or do anything, try to think of how I would do it. These things need to be automatic, or you are going to get your ass kicked.”

I sighed. “Got it.”

“Watch TV, but pick shows that have strong female characters, and when you listen to the radio, sing along with the ladies.”

“Whee, that’s my week filled with event.”

“Now, we’re going back to my apartment, putting on power clothing and I’m practicing my presentation for next week,” Carrie said. “I’m at a furniture and houseware expo. They hired me to demonstrate and promote their kitchenware products, and to tell the store owners how to sell them.”

“You lead a very glamorous life,” I teased. “I didn’t realize you were so up on kitchen stuff. Do you even cook?”

She glared at me. “I don’t know anything about these products, but I have a script and need to practice it until it is automatic. Once I can do that, the rest is smiling a lot and looking good.”

“You want me to watch?”

“Nope, you’re going to work on the presentation as well. We’ll take turns. It’ll allow you to work on your voice, movements, gestures and eye contact. It’s good practice for both of us; especially you.”

“If you think it will help, I’m good with it.”

—————

We went back to Carrie’s apartment and set up a projector and her laptop. There was a PowerPoint as well, so we projected the presentation and opened the script on the laptop.

“The goal is to not read the script rote but to internalize it so you can effortlessly deliver the information. At the event there will also be products, but we’ll just use photos of the stuff for our practice.”

Carrie ran through the presentation a couple of times highlighting the features of the company’s line of kitchen appliances. The script went through the motor size, the quiet operation and the speed of the mixing or chopping or blending, depending on the appliance. Finally, the script talked about the solid construction, fashionable lines, and the color choices so the salespeople could upsell a potential customer to a more expensive appliance. Carrie still wasn’t happy with her delivery, but she wanted me to give it a try.

While I watched her practice, it was obvious she had done this many times before. Her voice was powerful, but not forced. She moved in front of the projector and used a lot of hand movements and gestures. It was going to be a challenge for me to do half as well.

“Give it a try, but I may need you to stop and have you fix some things.”

“I’m going to look dumb.”

“There’s nobody else here and I’m used to you looking dumb.”

I stuck out my tongue at her and we had a good laugh.

—————

After going through the presentation a couple of times, I was feeling a little more confident. Carrie would call a halt quite often with critiques.

“You need to project your voice and use more of your vocal range to give the presentation energy.”

“You realize this is not my voice, right?” I huffed.

“It’s your voice now, Carmen, remember that.”

I made changes to my tone and gestures plus improvising more and not just reading the script. Carrie said I sounded better.

We broke for refreshments, then Carrie wanted to try it again as she thought she could do it without the script. It was great to watch her as she projected so much energy and enthusiasm to the presentation, causing me to guess what the next step was going to be.

“Now, you try,” Carrie said.

“Without the script?”

“Yes!” she stated flatly. “You’ve seen it, what, six times and given the presentation a couple of times yourself. Try it and see how far you can get. If you’re lost, stop and we’ll get you going again. Oh, and try these,” she said, handing me a pair of pumps with a bit of platform and a higher heel.

I struggled at first with the lack of a script and moving with the higher heels, but after several stops to decompress, it started to click, and I made it through the rest of the presentation.

“Okay, once more,” Carrie said, “and no stopping this time.”

Since there had been several times through already, this try was a lot better. Rather than getting lost, a quick glance at the PowerPoint was all it took to get back on track. The movements and gestures became more fluid and Carie was full of praise after this latest attempt.

“That looked great, Carmen. You are a natural!”

“It felt much better this go-around.” It occurred to me that the movements were becoming automatic, and I could concentrate more on the presentation rather than what my body was doing. I also tried some improvisation and added a little humor. After all this lady stuff, it would be difficult to be Blake when I need to, but I didn’t have to worry about that until I went back to work.

“Let’s go out for a drink to celebrate. What do you think?” Carrie asked.

“Ah, won’t I need some ID or something. If we’re together, I can’t use yours.”

“Just use your Blake one. Nobody’s going to care anyway.”

“But…”

“I want to celebrate. If you don’t want to use your ID, just drink a cola.”

“Okay, I guess.”

“No guessing until after the fundraiser.” Carrie said.

“Let’s do it.”

—————

While we were at the bar, I got some details about what Byron’s parents knew about the real Carmen. I was still spooked about going anywhere with his mother. What if she saw what I was doing?

“Did you ever tell Byron’s folks where you worked?” I asked.

“No, it never came up.”

“I think it would be better to tell her the truth about where I work to avoid getting mixed up in a lie.”

“It’s probably a good idea to use as much of your real-life story as possible.”

“Do they know where you live?”

“No.”

“So, I could tell her I live in the same building as Byron. Maybe saying that’s how we met.”

“I think so.”

“Do they know we are related?”

“No. I never said anything about that.”

“Great. One less thing to worry about. I wonder where our drinks are.”

The waiter finally brought Carrie’s Cosmo and a cola for me.

“No one asked for your ID so I probably could have ordered a drink,” I groaned.

“This is Illinois, not Mississippi. You could use your own ID. Nobody would say a thing except to tell you how pretty you are.”

“It runs in the family. I don’t know how many people have asked us if we are twins.”

“True. I’m really impressed with your voice. Your movements and gestures look great.”

“I’ve had a lot of practice lately.”

“And tomorrow is another day. I still need to work on that presentation and may need your help.”

“What about tonight?”

“After we leave here, we are going over to de-butch your apartment, then maybe we can watch some television together.”

“Sounds like a great twin-sister activity.”

“Then when it’s time, I’ll show you how to remove your makeup, we’ll comb back your hair and get you in your nightgown. Then I’ll tuck you in and give you a kiss good night.”

“What about tomorrow?”

“I’ll send you a text early and we’ll meet at the diner for breakfast. Lady’s clothes only, remember.”

“I’ll remember.” I had no way I could possibly forget, not with all the changes in my life.


Chapter 4

Thursday, February 27

Yesterday had been packed with activities, including a lot of practice with the presentation. Carrie even made a video of my performance and we critiqued it. I felt proud how it turned out but relieved I would never have to do it in front of an audience.

Byron came through with some very realistic breast forms in a C-cup; pretty much the same size as Carrie. There was also adhesive to stick them on, plus a bottle of solvent I’d need to remove them. Carrie immediately grabbed the solvent and put it in her purse saying the forms wouldn’t be coming off and that I needed to get used to them.

My first real test of my transformation was this afternoon, at two, when I was to meet with Byron’s mother to go shopping. I taped myself securely and wore the padded briefer to give me a better shape. I spent a lot of time with my makeup and checked my purse for the needed items: Lipstick, powder, mascara, eyebrow pencil plus my new wallet as well as the few bucks I had left. I also checked to make sure I had the fake ID. Carrie loaned me some shopping cards with her name on them to complete the illusion. Byron said he would give me a Visa Gift Card with some money on it in case something came up and I needed to make a purchase.

The three of us met up for lunch to make last-minute plans. As we finished up our meal, I hoped to get some idea what was going to happen.

“So, what are me and the dragon lady doing this afternoon?” I asked.

Byron smirked at that description of his mother. “You’re going to the campaign headquarters to meet the staff, then coffee with the webmaster; actually webmistress in this case. After that, beauty salon and shopping for clothes. We are going to meet up together later for dinner,” he said.

“Is your dad going to be around?”

“No. It will be just you and my mom. Oh, and there is a get together later this evening and we need to stop by. Dad will be at that one.”

“I thought you said it was just one event.” I really was going to kill him when this was over.

“Since you’re off for a few weeks and I shelled out for those expensive breast forms, I thought we could do this a little longer.”

“Seriously? How long were you thinking?”

“Just ‘til after the primary election.”

“How long is that?”

“Only about three weeks…”

“Great,” I said with a groan. “Just great.”

—————

Byron dropped me at his folks’ house about two p.m. It’s a beautiful mini mansion in the burbs that I’d been to several times with Byron. It amazed me how much money there was to be made selling cars.

Rita greeted me at the door. She gave me a puzzled look, then smiled and said, “Nice to see you, Carmen. Let’s have a cup of coffee before we head out.”

Coffee in hand, she started to grill me about my work, my hobbies, and my world view. I tried not to stray too far from the truth so I could keep the table of lies manageable.

“I work as a home-health aide, which means my hours are a little irregular,” I told her.

“That’s a rewarding career. You get to help people.”

“I really like what I do. As far as hobbies,” I told her, “I like to read.”

“I don’t get much time to read so I’m envious of you,” she said. “What kind of books do you like?

That tripped me up a little. I know Carrie had told her she was very religious, but I didn’t want to fall into a trap saying I read the Bible a lot. I was sure she would start asking me about my favorite passages or what version I preferred. I hedged and told her I read Christian romances as that seemed harmless.

“I don’t like stories with a lot of sex and swear words,” I explained.

“That’s a genre I’m not familiar with. Who are your favorite authors?”

Oops…

“No one in particular. There is a weekly e-mail from our church reading group and I follow their recommendations.”

“That’s a good way to find new books. Where does your reading group meet?”

Another trap…

“Oh, we get together online. We are from different parts of the country.”

I was sweating out my answers until I finally got her to talk about herself. Rita was somewhat cautious about what she revealed, but when I asked her about the election campaign, she opened up a bit more. She talked about the staff and the direction the campaign was headed. About that time, she asked me to take the cups to the kitchen and put them in the dishwasher while she made some calls. Having me do the chores; I guess I’m part of the family now. Oops. Had Carrie ever been here? Would she know where the dishwasher was? Shit.

When we climbed into her Town Car, she told me we were headed for the campaign office.

“I’d like to invite you to become a volunteer. They can always use more help,” she offered.

“Um, I don’t know much about politics, plus my work schedule is a little irregular.”

“There are a lot of tasks I’m sure you could help with. About your work, are you going to be able to fit your schedule around Byron’s events?”

“My work is kind of flexible so it shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll be able to take some time off.”

“That’s great. I’m sure he’ll appreciate your help.”

She stopped in front of a building in a strip mall and pointed to an office with a bunch of campaign posters in the window. When we walked in the front door there was a lot of chatter and messing around, but when they saw us, a hush fell across the room. The other people hustled away and left just one guy to greet us.

“Hello, Mrs. Henderson. This is a surprise. It’s always good to see you.”

“Hello Kevin. I wanted to introduce Carmen, Byron’s girlfriend. I’m trying to get her to volunteer for the campaign.”

“I’m Kevin Chapman. It’s so nice to meet you, Carmen. I saw your photo on the website, but you are even prettier in person.”

Oh boy, this one was spreading it on thick. Several years older than me, Kevin was tall, heavy-set and wore thick glasses. He seemed friendly enough.

“I would be thrilled if you could join in and give us a hand. We can always use a woman’s perspective,” he continued while shaking my hand. It was at this point I realized the staff was mostly male.

“I’ll try to find some time to help, but things are pretty crazy for me right now,” I said.

“Whenever you have a few hours, we could use you.”

“Is Renáte in today?” Rita asked.

“Yes. She’s in the documents area.”

“Let’s go find her, Carmen. She’s the person who handles the website as well as a lot of other things. She’s one of the campaign pros we have helping us.”

“Nice to meet you, Kevin,” I said, giving him a smile.

“Be sure to check in when you have a couple of hours. Looking forward to seeing you.”

Rita led me to a room at the rear filled with yard-signs and other campaign material. We approached an older lady who was kneeling as she grabbed pamphlets out of a box. She wore her graying hair in a pixie cut that didn’t suit her features all that well. She was short, thin and wore light makeup with no lipstick. Your typical grandmotherly type yet not old enough to be a grandmother.

“Renáte, I would like to introduce you to Carmen.”

The lady stood and gave me a warm smile. “Hi, Carmen. I recognize you from the photo on the website. That was a great shot.”

“Thank you. I’m glad you could use it,” I said aloud while inwardly groaning.

“Do you have a few minutes, Renáte? Maybe we can go out for a coffee? I wanted an update on how things were going.”

“Sure. What I’m doing here will certainly keep. We need a few more hands.”

“We’ll try to get Carmen’s schedule freed up and hopefully she can help,” Rita offered.

“That would be great.”

The update consisted of a lot of the nuances of running a campaign, dealing with the press, delivering signage and a ton of other mind-numbing details. While they talked, I thought about how the mood had shifted. Rita had started out a little cold and formal, but when dealing with the staff she seemed genuine. I was certainly getting the hard-sell about volunteering at the office.

Kevin seemed friendly, but somewhat stiff around Rita. I didn’t see much of the other people as they all scattered when we arrived. I didn’t get the sense that anyone clocked me as a male so far. That was a relief.

Rita finished her update and it looked like we were about to leave. I checked my makeup and fixed my lipstick as we readied to go.

“It was so nice to meet you, Renáte,” I told her.

“I hope you can make it back soon.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

—————

From the bakery we headed to one of Rita’s favorite dress shops. I was relieved she thought I looked good enough I didn’t need the beauty salon.

She said she wanted to find me something appropriate for the meeting on Saturday. I wasn’t too sure what she meant by appropriate. I was willing to go along and see what happened, though I was kind of spooked thinking about them taking my measurements. Would whoever did that recognize I was wearing breast forms?

As we walked into the store, one of the salespeople saw us then ducked into the back room. Quite soon thereafter a man walked out and approached us. He was dressed in a suit that must have cost a fortune. He had long blond hair and carried himself with a dignified strut.

“Mrs. Henderson. It is always a pleasure to see you.”

“Thank you, Carl. I’d like to introduce Carmen, the friend of Byron’s I called you about.”

“Charmed,” he said, giving me a kiss on the cheek.

“Nice to meet you, sir.”

“What’s this ‘sir’ stuff. Call me Carl. What can I do for you lovely ladies today?”

“We are attending a donor event on Saturday and we’ll be introducing Carmen to a lot of important people. She needs to look her best.”

“Were you thinking pants, a dress, or separates?”

“I plan to wear that navy pants suit you made for me, but for Carmen I was thinking a skirt and blazer.”

“Might I suggest a classic-style skirt suit, maybe black with a pretty lace shell to add femininity.”

“That sounds perfect. Will you be able to make any needed alterations for Saturday evening.”

“For you, madam, of course. Let me see about size,” he said, grabbing a tape.

“I usually wear a ten if that helps,” I offered, eager to avoid him taking my measurements.

“Okay, I’ll grab a couple of things and see how they look.”

I spent more than an hour modeling different clothes. The styles were very formal and a glance at the price tags made me wince. I hope Carl offered a payment plan.

Rita finally settled on a very expensive black skirt suit that was worn over a pretty mint-green shell. I was blown away at the cost, but she didn’t seem fazed. Carl recommended shortening it to just above knee length and he had some alterations he wanted to do with the jacket.

While I got dressed, Rita and Carl went to a back room and had an extended conversation. I just sat on a side chair and waited patiently. So far so good. As we left the shop, and me getting another kiss on the cheek from Carl, Rita sent a text to Byron to have him meet us at a nearby restaurant.

—————

As we entered the restaurant, we looked around and didn’t see Byron so Rita asked to be seated. She wanted somewhere private as we had some business to discuss. We were led to a table in a far corner, remote from the other guests. Byron arrived soon after we were seated. The waiter came over with some drink menus and his mom suggested we share a bottle of wine. She made the selection, and they brought over some bread and olives. After they delivered our wine, Rita asked the waiter to give us a few minutes before we ordered as we had something to discuss.

After he left, she gave Byron a hard stare. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

My heart started to race as Byron’s face turned white. Busted.

“Ah, um, ah, well, what are you referring to exactly, Mother?”

“You know what I’m talking about. Your girlfriend is not exactly who you say she is.”

We are so dead.

“Well, um.” He shot me a nervous look.

“She is doing a very good job, but she is not Carmen Cassidy. Unless I miss my guess, this is your buddy, Blake.”

I sighed. “I’m sorry. I was just trying to help. I told him it wouldn’t work.”

“I’ll deal with you later,” she said to me with a glare. “So Byron, explain this, and it better be good.”

He sank down in his chair. “Dad said I had to have a girl accompany me to some of his events. I was having a hard time finding someone.”

“What happened to the real Carmen?”

“After Dad got done groping her, she refused to come with me again.”

“Groping? Why is this the first time I’m hearing about this?” Rita challenged.

“Seriously? He’s done this to every one of my dates. Why do you think I can never get a woman to go out with me again after he’s met them. The leering, the touching, the crude remarks…”

“So rather than asking me for help, you had her male cousin take her place.” She shook her head now. “What a stupid thing to do.”

“Hey, I was in a jam and it seemed like a good idea at the time. How did you know Blake and Carmen were cousins?”

“Well, beyond the obvious family resemblance, I had our PI run a background check on Carmen. You don’t expect me to let someone accompany you to one of our events without having a good idea who they are, do you?”

Byron winced. It was obvious he hadn’t thought of that, but then neither had I.

“I guess not. Did you do a background check on Blake too?”

“Yes, some time ago. We have a very skilled PI firm. Something to keep in mind.”

“Well, where do we go from here?” he asked. “I don’t have anyone to go with me to the donor event on Saturday. How am I going to explain that to my dad?”

“Well, our cute little Carmen here is going with you. I spent almost a grand on clothing for her today, so you can be sure she will be there.”

That earned a few blinks from her son. “But what about Dad?”

“Do you want to tell him?”

“Not really.”

“And neither do I. Believe me, he is too fixated on the campaign to notice.”

“Do I have anything to say about this?” I squeaked.

Rita shook her head. “What could you say to get out of the hole you’ve dug for yourself… and my son.”

“I’ll pay you back for the dress.”

“Don’t worry about that. I consider it an investment.”

Huh? “How so?” I asked.

“Byron needs a girlfriend and maybe even a fiancé. Unless you want to be exposed for this little charade of yours, you are my son’s new steady girlfriend. I expect you to be every bit the lady you have been today. If you screw up and embarrass Byron or his father, I will destroy you. Are we clear on that?”

Rita gave me a menacing stare as I realized just how bad a spot I was in. I had no doubt she could make my life a living hell if she chose to.

“I understand, but this is just until the primary election, right?” I asked, crossing my fingers in my lap.

“So, you expect him to lose, is that it?”

“Well, no, but Byron said…”

“Have either of you checked the news today?” she asked in a huff.

Byron grabbed his phone and checked his news feed. “Holy shit!”

“What is it?” I asked as Rita leaned back with a grin.

“Dad’s primary opponent dropped out and endorsed him.”

“Amazing what a little scandal will do to alter the dynamics of the campaign,” Rita added.

“So that means your father is in the general election this November,” I guessed.

“Yeah, looks like it.”

Hearing that caused my heart to sink. It looks like I have a long time ahead of me as Carmen.

“So, with that settled, let’s have some dinner,” Rita said, signaling the waiter.

Everything’s settled, huh. As if it were that easy.

—————

I had lost my appetite, but I ordered a chef’s salad and picked at it for most of the meal. It actually tasted pretty good, and I was able to eat some of it.

“What are you going to do about your job?” Rita asked, eyeing me now.

“Ah, it’s complicated.”

“How so?”

I had the feeling I was being set up. No reason to keep it secret now. “I checked the schedule today and I’m not on for another five weeks. Money is going to be kind of tight,” I responded in what was the ultimate understatement.

“In that case, I’d like to suggest we start you at the dealership as an intern. That way you won’t officially be on the payroll so we can skate around the need for a Social Security Number and Passport,” Rita said. “We’ll make sure you have plenty of off-time so you can volunteer at the campaign headquarters. I’m sure there will be a lot to do now.”

“An intern? Will I get paid? I’ve got a rent payment coming up.”

“My plan is to give Byron a raise to cover your hours and he can give you the extra money; that way I can keep it off the books.”

I flinched when I heard this. Obviously, she had worked all this out, even though it sounded kind of sketchy.

“What do you think Bl…” Byron started, “I mean Carmen?” he said, correcting himself.

“Let’s talk about this later. See if we can make it work.” Because we definitely needed to talk this through.

“You sweethearts discuss this but I’m sure you will decide it’s the best option,” Rita said, leaving unsaid that it was my only option. With me stuck being a lady until November, I can’t go to work anywhere because I would need an ID. That left me working as an intern and getting living expenses from Byron. What a mess.

After that bombshell, talk centered around the campaign and the myriad things to do now that Darren was the de facto general election candidate. As they talked, my mind reeled when I realized what I had committed to, thinking this would only be for a couple of weeks.

My cousin is going to freak.

—————

After our dinner, I said goodbye to Rita and got a kiss on the cheek. She reminded Byron about the gathering later.

We headed back to the apartment and as we came to the front door, we saw one of the neighbors exiting. Byron reached out and took my hand.

“What are you doing?” I hissed.

“Making like you are my girlfriend. You heard my mother. You are my steady and maybe soon my fiancé.” I stared at him in disbelief.

Byron held the door for the older lady and she wished us a good night. He continued to hold my hand till we made it into the elevator.

“I thought we could go to my apartment and talk about things…make some plans before we go over to my parent’s place,” Byron said as we approached my floor.

“Yes, make plans about how I’m going to get the hell out of this,” I said, staying in the elevator and continuing up to five.

“I’ve got you in a pretty tight spot.” he said.

As the doors opened, one of his neighbors, Eric, was waiting for the elevator.

“How’s it going, Byron?” Eric said as he looked me up and down, “And who’s this?”

“Hi, Eric. Carmen, this is my neighbor. Eric, this is Carmen Cassidy. We’re just getting back from dinner.”

“Nice to meet you, Carmen,” he said smoothly as he continued to leer, pushing back a lock of long black hair.

“Great to meet you as well,” I said, even though I knew him from some drinking parties of his I’ve attended.

“Hey, I’m headed out to meet up with some guys from work. Why don’t you and Carmen tag along,” he offered, continuing to eye me.

“We have an event for my dad tonight. We’ll have to pass,” Byron responded.

“Okay, another time then.”

“Yes, another time.”

“It was nice to meet you, Eric,” I said, hoping to get away from him and out of the hallway.

“Hope to see you again, Carmen,” he responded, flashing me a broad smile before disappearing into the elevator as the doors closed.

“Great,” I groaned.

“He didn’t suspect a thing.”

“He was too busy undressing me with his eyes.”

Byron laughed. “Well, you do look hot.”

“Hold it right there,” I said, spinning around to face him. “I may look attractive, maybe even pretty, but I do not look hot. That’s sexist.”

He held up his hands as if to protect himself. “Okay, okay. You sound just like your cousin.”

“That’s because she’s right.”

“Got it. You look pretty, then.”

“That’s better.”

I waited at the door as he dug through his pockets for the keys, finally turning the key in the lock. He pushed the door open and stepped back to allow me to go first.

“Such a gentleman,” I teased.

“Yes, my pretty lady.”

“You are going to mess around and get hurt…” I warned.

“Just kidding.”

“I’m not.”

I walked into the familiar space trying to figure out what was next. His room was painted in dark tones, two shades of gray with charcoal-colored curtains. His sofa and chair were black leather and I knew for a fact they were very comfortable.

As always, I marveled at the cleanliness of my friend’s apartment. It made me wonder if he had a housekeeper because everything was always spotless.

“I think I need the bathroom.”

“Can I get you a bee… ahhh… a glass of wine?”

“A little wine would be nice. Be right back.”

I headed into the bathroom to get some space. I didn’t really know what was going to happen, but all my choices appeared to be bad. I thought back to what Rita said and if I didn’t play along, that it could go bad for me. What started as trying to help a friend has turned into a nightmare.

I messed around with my makeup and washed my hands, finally unlocking the door. I needed to get with Byron and figure out where we go from here.

—————

He was waiting for me in the living room, seated in the armchair and regarding me closely. I sat on the sofa and tucked in my skirt, hearing the leather creak beneath me as I sat.

“Carmen…am I supposed to call you that when it’s just us?” he asked.

“Carrie thought it was a good idea, and for me to always talk in my feminine voice and to be dressed like this. She had me put away all my guy clothes so I’m kind of stuck this way.”

“What do you think about going to work at the dealership?”

“Since my other job has cratered, I don’t have a choice. Are you going to be okay with that, I mean, the money and everything?”

“Without an ID, you can’t be put on the payroll. We’ll have to make it work.”

“Yeah. How did this happen? I mean, wow…”

“It just did.”

“Are you going to be okay dealing with me like this?”

“As long as you don’t get too moody during your period…”

That was so Byron. “Enough! I’m being serious.”

“Look Carmen, this can be a train wreck, or we can lighten up and have fun with it. I’m willing to go along and see if we can have a good time.”

“You’re not the one with pantyhose bunched up around your waist and your junk taped up in your crotch.”

After I said that, I started to laugh, Byron joining me. We both laughed for a long time.

“So, are you better now?” he asked, still snickering.

“Yes, a little. I hope I didn’t smudge my makeup…” I said, laughing again at the absurdity of it all.

“I promise to keep your bills paid and to take you where you need to go. I don’t think it would be a good idea to drive dressed as you are.”

“I have Carrie’s DL, but if I got stopped or in a wreck it could be a big problem.”

“We can ride together to work…”

“That’s handy.”

“And my mom says she can handle my father.”

“Is he really as clueless as Rita let’s on?” I asked.

“My mother is the brains of the family. My father’s folks have a lot of money, but he’s a pretty dim bulb, truth be told.”

“I wondered. Do you think he has any chance of being elected in November?”

“I didn’t think he would make it through the primary. I figure my mother and her PI firm had a lot to do with his opponent dropping out. The general election campaign is going to be a blood-feud, I can see that already. The incumbent is an Independent and doesn’t have a political party behind him. He’s boring and hasn’t been a very effective legislator. It will be a nasty campaign; you can be sure of that.”

“But your dad has said some pretty awful things.”

“My mother has already laid down the law about that. He needs to clean up his act and stop throwing out those bombs or she’s going to have his nuts. She’s been doing some clean-up of the record already, trying to manage some of that stuff.”

“Good luck with walking that stuff back.”

“Oh, one thing, she doesn’t like the idea of walking-back his statements…they are clarifications of the record where the media has misrepresented his positions.”

“It’s shit that he has said in public,” I protested. “There are tapes and video.”

“I know. There is a lot of repositioning going on.”

“Repositioning, huh. And, lucky me, I’m right in the middle of it.”

“We both are. There will probably be some interviews with some probing questions. I promise you will never be alone so if you can’t answer a question, just hedge and someone will jump in to rescue you.”

“Interviews? You’ve got to be shitting me!”

“Probably, and we’ll need you to clean up your language. Ladies don’t normally go around saying shit.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I meant to say I was surprised to learn I might be interviewed.” I said sweetly, batting my eyelashes at him.

He gave me a cheeky smile. “You are going to be great. Let’s head over to the folk’s place and make our appearance.”


Chapter 5

Friday, February 28th

I awoke in my own bed to the feel of my lace nightgown caressing my body. My hair fell across my face and I was sleeping on my back because the stuck-on boobs made it difficult to sleep any other way.

The meeting last night was a bunch of local politicians, some of the campaign staff as well as some other high rollers. We were able to glad-hand for a bit, but when I gave Byron’s dad a hug, he used it as an opportunity to grab my ass. Rita was watching and her expression signaled she would tear into him about it later. It didn’t look like Darren was aware I was not the original Carmen.

We stayed for only an hour or so before heading out. I got a hug and kiss on the cheek from Rita and she thanked both of us for coming over. Darren shook my hand and thanked me for dropping by. She must have laid down the law about manhandling his son’s date.

After I got back to my apartment last night, I sent a text to Carrie and we arranged to meet for breakfast near her apartment. I’d forgotten about the problem with me driving and had to text back and ask if she could pick me up. She is going to give me no end of shit when I tell her what happened.

I got up to start my new daily ritual of makeup, hair and getting dressed. First step, a shower with a purple shower cap to keep my hair from getting wet.

I’d just finished getting dressed when a text came from Carrie saying she would meet me in about ten minutes. Hopefully I can sneak out of the building without running into a lot of neighbors. Sadly, it was the time of day when a lot of them would be heading to work.

After a couple of interactions, none with anyone I knew very well, I climbed into Carrie’s car.

“Hi Sis. How’s things?” she asked with a giggle.

“For some reason my life has been filled with drama.”

“Well, you look cute as hell so that’s a plus.”

“Thanks. I had a lot of help.”

We headed for the diner and when we arrived it was almost empty. We were escorted to a quiet table and both ordered the breakfast special. As we ate, I quietly filled Carrie in on everything that happened with Byron’s mother.

“The part that is not horrific is actually kind of funny,” Carrie said with a broad smile.

“I thought I was dead, but it turned out to be worse than that; I’m going to be working at a car dealership.”

“Really? When do you start?” she asked.

“On Monday. I guess I’m working in the parts department doing the ordering and stuff like that. I hope I don’t have much interaction with the clients.”

“Just a bunch of interactions with the mechanics when they come to you with their special orders. Sounds like fun.”

“I’m sure Momma Bear will make sure everyone knows I’m hands off. At least I hope so.”

“That won’t keep them from trying. Be sure to remember the best pick-up lines so you can share them with me.”

“You are enjoying this, aren’t you?” Because she was grinning too much not to be.

“It’s going to be an interesting time for you, that’s for sure. You might as well have fun with it.”

“Byron tells me the same thing.”

“Well, there you go.”

“I’m also supposed to volunteer at the campaign office.”

“No horny guys there, I’m sure.”

“Yuck. Don’t remind me.”

“Be sure to work on your put downs.”

“So, what are we doing today?” I asked.

“We need to bulk up your wardrobe. Do you still have the Visa card Byron gave you?”

“In my purse.”

“Let’s go drain it.”

“I like this plan.”

—————

Our trip to the mall should have made a big dent in the card, but Byron must have put a good bit of money on it as the charges still went through. Carrie had me buy a lot more makeup, reminding me that I would be wearing it every day for months and not just for a couple of weeks. There were more bra and panty sets, hair-care products, some running shoes and a workout outfit for when I wanted to look a little more informal.

“This stuff is kind of expensive,” I remarked.

“Brand names are a big thing, especially for someone in the public eye such as you.”

“But wow…”

“Just go with it. If Byron objects, tell him to find another girlfriend.”

“He’s as stuck with me as I am with him.”

“Then he’ll just have to suck it up, won’t he?”

Carrie’s phone pinged and she looked at it.

“Well, it looks like there are some script changes. They’ve changed one of the products.”

“Do you have to get back?”

“No, we need to go back together and work through the changes. It will be good practice for you.”

—————

There were only a few changes to the script, but it involved the substitution of one of the products, a chopper, with a food processor. The features were about the same—a more powerful motor and longer-lasting blades than the competitors. The same easy cleaning features, choice of colors and sleek ergonomic design as the other products. The script writer did a good job of not making it sound redundant.

Carrie and I practiced with the new script and presentation and in a short time had it down cold.

“You’re getting good at this. We need to see if the agency has a spot for you,” she teased, at least I don’t think she was serious.

“There would be a lot of challenges getting me a job dressed like this. Besides, I already have a job.”

“You need to call me Monday night and let me know how that goes.”

“I’m sure it will be a blast.”

“Don’t you have a big event tomorrow evening?”

“Yes. I’m supposed to meet Mommy Dreadful tomorrow afternoon, go to the shop to get my dress and then go for a makeover.”

“So, none of these people suspect you are a boy? Just curious.”

“Oh, I’m pretty sure they do. I think Rita makes sure they are up to speed so there is no embarrassment. It is really cool how accepting they are. She is quite an imposing figure and they know not to cross her.”

“Sounds like it. She sure made an impression on me, alright. What about Byron’s father?” she asked.

“God that man is a pig, but apparently Rita has made it her life’s work to get him elected. She is trying to get him to clean up his act and be more respectable.”

“Maybe have her tie his hands.”

“Yeah, last night he grabbed a handful of my ass when he hugged me. Byron’s mother was watching and when we left, he just shook my hand. She must have given him hell.”

“Maybe he can be trained. Does he know you’re not me?”

“I don’t think so. Byron says he didn’t have a clue.”

“Well, hopefully your luck holds.”


Chapter 6

Saturday, February 29th

After she felt good about her presentation, Carrie and I messed around last evening watching television and drinking wine. I wasn’t aware of just how much I had drank until I woke up this morning with a splitting headache. I also tried to remember how I got home from Carrie’s place. I think I took an Uber but I wasn’t sure.

I made my way to the bathroom and glanced at the miserable creature reflected in the mirror. I need to back off the wine, that was for sure. I took a long shower, shaved those bits that needed shaving, then made myself up and got dressed. After a while, except for a slight headache, I was feeling human again. I dressed in my tracksuit, planning on changing into another outfit after I had some coffee.

I heard a knock on the door and looked through the peephole. I was relieved to see it was Byron.

“Hi, honey, it’s me,” he said in a singsong voice.

I opened the door. “Get in here,” I growled.

“Some people are grouchy in the mornings,” he teased.

“Got a little headache this morning. I blame my cousin.”

That gave him a chuckle.

“I stopped and picked up some donuts.”

“Well, maybe just one. Carrie says I need to cut back on carbs and sugar. I’ll eat one with some yogurt,” I told him as we headed for the kitchen.

“Mother says she’ll be here at noon.”

I turned to look at him, shocked. “She’s coming here?”

“Yeah, she’s bringing a decorator.”

“Why?”

“I mentioned to her about that big spot you had on your bathroom ceiling.”

“They had a leak in the upstairs apartment. They are supposed to come next week and repair the damage.”

“Well, I told my mother that it was some time since your apartment was painted and she arranged to have someone over to look at it.”

“Am I going to have any input on this?”

“This is my mother. Do you really need me to answer that?” he said as we sat down at the kitchen table. “Just to let you know, you look nice this morning.”

I felt my face blush. “Hangover and all. Well, thank you.”

He grabbed my hand and stroked his thumb over my knuckles. “I really appreciate you doing this for me. I know this has been a hassle.”

I gave him a weak smile and reminded him there was going to be a payback. He squeezed my hand as he nodded in agreement.

—————

Byron left about eleven so I could get dressed for my visitors. This situation was rapidly spinning out of control but the only thing I could do was to keep going forward. Rita and her PI could destroy my life if I didn’t play along.

I put on a little black dress and looked pretty good. I curled my hair the best I could but couldn’t do anything with the earrings until the new piercings healed.

Right at noon there was a knock on the door. Showtime. I opened the door to find Rita and a fit-looking gentleman with wavy brown hair. He introduced himself as Chip.

“We’ll have some work to do here…” he said as he looked around at the drab beige walls of my apartment, “but it will look fantastic when we’re done.”

“What are your plans?” I asked, hesitantly.

“Normal stuff. Paint, drapes, area rugs, probably some covers over the furnishings, a little artwork. You’ll love it when we’re done.”

“Ah, the apartment is furnished…”

“No problem. We’ll let the Super know what we are doing and if we need to replace any furnishings.”

“How much is this going to cost?” I asked, getting worried about what this whole thing is going to do to my bank balance.

“Don’t worry. I’m working for Mrs. Henderson,” Chip responded.

His assurance did nothing to take away my worry about what was going on.

“We’ll leave you to it then.” Rita said. “Carmen and I are headed out to lunch, then to do a little shopping.”

—————

We had lunch at a rather upscale bistro and while we were there, Renáte dropped by. She had a coffee and dessert with us as she and Rita did more planning for the campaign. There had been several requests for interviews for Darren and Rita and they made a list of which ones they wanted to do.

After lunch, we headed over to the spa for manicures, a makeover, and Rita suggested a soft curl to my hair extensions. After we were done, we both looked great.

Next, we were off to see Carl for my dress. As before, he treated us both like rock stars. I was becoming addicted to all this great treatment. I also knew it was only because I was with Rita.

“That looks fantastic, Carmen,” Carl gushed when I came out of the fitting room. “How does everything feel?” he asked.

“Everything fits great and is very comfortable.” I responded, even though I was still a little self-conscious wearing the shorter skirt even with the dark pantyhose he had provided. The hose were coffee-colored, but incredibly sheer.

“I think it looks very professional, Carl. The lacy shell adds just the right amount of femininity even though the suit says all business,” Rita added.

“I’ve included matching pants for the outfit, plus I have another teal-colored shell to give you some flexibility with different looks,” he replied.

“We will see a lot of Carmen at different events, so those are great additions.” I silently groaned when I heard that.

I continued to stare at myself in the mirror, still amazed at how the expensive clothes made me look so much more refined. I could see myself getting used to this, but I’m afraid it will all end after the election. Putting my life back together was going to be a giant pain in the ass.

From there we went to the campaign office and were greeted as VIPs. Byron was there and his eyes bugged out when he saw me. He walked up, took my hand and gave me a sweet kiss on the cheek.

“You look spectacular, Carmen.”

I gave him a smile and whispered thank you.

“Actually, you both do,” he said, giving his mom a hug as well.

“We have some time before the meeting tonight, so let’s get to work,” she said, heading toward one of the offices.

Byron continued to hold my hand and stare at me.

“What? It’s like you’ve never seen a pretty girl before,” I joked.

Then, in front of everyone in the office, he closed in and gave me a quick kiss on the lips.

“Yes, a very pretty girl,” he said.

It took me a bit to get over what just happened.

“Aren’t we supposed to be doing something to help?” I looked over at Kevin. “What do you need us to do?”

“Can you use a computer?” he asked. “There are some donor cards we need to enter.”

I thought about my long nails, but figured I could get by okay.

“Show me what you need and I’ll get started.”

—————

After some time working with the donor cards, I was finally able to type with the long nails. Kevin was pleased with what I was able to accomplish in the short time I was working. Apparently, he didn’t have very high expectations given the amount of detail he went through when we got started.

Yes, I did understand how to start up the computer, the need to turn on the monitor and what it meant to log in. All the while I had to manage my skirt and keep my knees together as all the guys in the room were staring in my direction. Unfortunately, I was working at a table and not a desk. I was somewhat exposed as the skirt was rather short when I was seated. If I wasn’t careful I could put on a pretty good panty show.

While I worked, Byron and his mother were in the office with the door closed. The hours until the meeting dragged on as I worried about what was happening to my apartment.

While I was finishing up the donor cards, a young woman came in the office and approached me.

“Can I help you?” I asked sweetly as the other staffers disappeared when they saw her.

“I’d like to know who you are.” The request was kind of hostile, so it put me on my guard.

“My name is Carmen. What can I do for you?”

“I’m trying to figure out what you are doing here.”

“Right now, I’m working on donor cards. And you are?”

“My name is Kristin Tabor. I’m an internet influencer.”

Internet influencer, huh. Kind of a fancy way of saying they are a blogger. In looking her over, with the scraggly blonde hair and dressed in blue jeans with a discolored sweatshirt, the amount of influence she could wield would probably be minimal. She didn’t even look to be voting age, maybe sixteen or so.

“I see. And what brings you in today?”

“I’m trying to figure out how you can work here.”

I was getting tired of this one’s attitude already. “And that is your concern, why?”

“Darren Henderson is a worthless pig and there is no way he will win the election.”

“And how have you reached those conclusions?”

“Well, I, um; I’ve read a lot of stuff.”

“So, this is not actually your opinion, just the opinions of other people?”

She started to fume. “I have my own opinions.”

“That’s good, but the voters will decide who wins the election. Have you interviewed Mr. Henderson?”

“Well, no, but I’ve heard a lot of stuff.”

“Your blog must be somewhat uninformative if all you do is parrot things that other people say.”

“What did you say?”

“I’m sorry. Am I using too many big words for you?”

That seemed to back her down and she was quiet for a moment.

“Why don’t I give you copies of some interviews and other literature that describes the candidate’s positions. Would that be helpful?” I asked, still trying to be sweet but becoming increasingly more annoyed.

“I don’t need to read any of those lies. I know what I think.”

As this discussion was going along, I saw Kevin duck into Rita’s office.

“I really don’t understand what you are doing here then. Maybe you should leave and come back when you are ready to learn something about the candidate rather than just making accusations you admit are uninformed.”

Now Rita stood at her door listening.

“I can’t believe you are supporting this evil man,” she yelled, causing Rita’s face to flush, clearly angered.

“Kristin,” Rita said calmly, “Please take Carmen’s advice and leave before we call the police and have you dragged out like last time.”

“I can’t believe you people. You make me want to throw up.”

“Please do so outside,” I told her. “I don’t want to clean it up.”

She glared at me for a second, gave me the finger, spun around and headed out the door.

“Very mature. I really need to check out her blog tomorrow.”

Rita smiled. “At least her blog will have one visitor. Can I talk to you in the office for a moment?”

Oh shit. I hope I hadn’t screwed up.

—————

After I walked into the office, she closed the door behind us. Both her and Byron started to laugh. Maybe I wasn’t in trouble after all.

To my relief, both Byron and his mother praised me for how I handled Kristin. Then we switched gears and talked more about the meeting later today.

“There will be some other candidates, some people from the political party, media, and, most importantly, donors. By transitioning to a general election campaign, we are going to need some major money to get the message out. The incumbent has a fundraising advantage, but also has an unimpressive record that we can take advantage of,” Rita said.

“I really don’t have a lot that I can do to support the campaign,” I said, knowing that I hated the candidate and was hoping he’d get buried in the election.

“Just do what you did with Kristin today. It’s great that you can handle a situation like that without getting rattled.”

“She was harmless. I’m sure there will be others that are much more threatening,” I replied.

“If you get into a sticky situation, we’ll try to have someone there that can rescue you,” Byron assured me.

“I appreciate that.”

—————

The donor event was held at the Sheraton Hotel ballroom. It was a party fundraiser with a lot of people milling around meeting with the candidates. There were munchies and, of course, a free bar. Rita saw us and gave a wave. She escorted Byron and me to a back room where Darren was talking to a couple of gentlemen. They looked important.

When he saw us, he hugged Rita and nodded to acknowledge me and Byron.

“Gentlemen, if you’ll excuse me, I’d like a moment with my family,” he said.

I winced that he considered me family.

After the men left, he gave me a hard stare and cleared his throat. “I have a couple of questions for you, Miss Cassidy.”

“Darren, please. Don’t be crass,” Rita said, a warning in her voice.

“Are you on the pill?”

“Dad…” Byron said.

I was expecting something like this and I’m not going to let him bully me.

“Why, no, sir. That would be ungodly,” I responded, feigning distaste.

“Well, ungodly or not, I don’t want you getting knocked up, are we clear on that?”

“But sir, Byron understands that I will keep myself pure until we are married. Jesus does not allow relations between unmarried people.”

“Is that true, Son?”

“I assure you that Carmen will not get pregnant.”

That was the truth.

“If for some reason you decide to get ungodly, make sure you use a rubber. Do you understand me?” his father continued, frowning at his son.

“Are you finished? This is quite distasteful, even for you,” Rita said, her voice on edge. “What’s gotten into you?”

“I just don’t want any surprises.”

God this man is a slime. The only surprise would be if he ever won an election.

—————

We headed out to meet the guests and, like switching on a light, Darren was now the perfect, charming politician. He knew everyone’s name and you could tell he was categorizing them as to whether they were a donor or not. I was introduced around but either Byron or Rita was always at my side. I got asked where I worked and I said I was at the dealership, which helped cement how Byron and I met.

Other questions were about where I went to school and where I was raised. I was able to give some vague answers. All in all, it was a mostly laidback affair with Darren and Rita getting most of the attention. There were some requests that I grant interviews, but Byron came to my aid and said that interviews were being handled by the campaign office.

As it started to get late and things were winding down, Byron whispered in my ear if we were ready to leave.

“Yes, please. My feet are killing me, and my jaw is tired from all the smiling.” As we were getting ready to head out, one of the reporters I’d talked to earlier approached us.

“Can I get a picture of the beautiful couple?” he asked.

“Of course,” Byron replied. Time for me to smile again.

He took several pictures and then said, “What about a kiss?”

I turned toward Byron; he took my hand and gave me a sweet kiss. There was the sound of several shutters clicking. Carrie was going to kill me.

We thanked the photographers and hurried away before there were any more photo requests.

As Byron and I left the event, he gave me a nudge. “Let’s go see what they did to your apartment.”

—————

Byron escorted me to my apartment, excited to see what they had done. I hoped they were only going to paint my bathroom, but when I turned my key in the lock and walked in, my nose was assaulted with the smell of fresh paint.

“Oh, my God. What did they do?” I moaned, looking at the feminine space in front of me.

“Are you sure you got the right apartment?” Byron asked with a snicker.

“It was my apartment when I left this morning.”

“Look, the workers left a note,” he said, handing me a piece of paper from the dinette table.

Miss Cassidy.

I hope you like your new apartment! There are still a couple of things left to do, but we’ll be back the first of the week to finish up.

I understand with the fresh paint it will be difficult to stay here tonight, but Mrs. Henderson said you were free to stay at their place.

We had to move some things around and the Super allowed us to store some extra items in the storage area in the basement.

Anything else that you need, give me a call on my cell and let me know.

Chip

“Holy hell, Byron. What happened?”

“I think it looks pretty nice.”

“Yes, for a chick.”

“But you are a chick now, remember?”

I saw his mother’s hand in this. She was making sure I had no choice other than to be her son’s new girlfriend.

We took a tour, checking out the muted lilac walls in the living room and the peach-colored bedroom. The furniture in that room was new; an ivory bedroom set complete with a canopy queen bed, a chest, wardrobe and makeup table. All the taped-up boxes of my boy stuff were gone, presumably in storage. In their place was a shoe rack with my few pairs of women’s shoes.

The bath had been done in a muted fuchsia color, complete with matching towels and washcloths.

As I spun around looking at what had been done, my eyes started to water from the paint fumes. Even as I opened one of the windows, I knew this wasn’t going to work.

“No way can I stay here tonight,” I said

“Well, I can take you to my folk’s place… or you could stay with me.”

Staying with Rita? That’d be fine. But Darren was there too.

“Your place is a lot closer and your dad won’t be there. Let me grab some things.”

—————

I put some essentials in an overnight case and got ready to head to Byron’s. His apartment was a one bedroom, was a little bigger than mine and he had a king-sized bed. I’ve occasionally partied with him and fell asleep on his sofa. One time I was so wrecked I woke up the next morning in his bed.

I found it strange how I now needed a whole lot more things for an overnight stay. Fresh underwear, cosmetics and makeup remover, hair care items, plus my track suit for tomorrow. Byron tried not to react to all the preparations, but the smirk let me know he found it amusing.

“This is all your fault,” I told him.

“All of it? Doesn’t my mother share some of the blame?”

“Nope, buster. This is all on you.”

“Where would you like me to drop you?” he said with a twinkle in his eye.

“Oh no you don’t. You are going to let me stay at your place tonight.”

“Only if you’re nice.”

“And then you’re going to make me breakfast.”

“I’m thinking breakfast out.”

“Oh, damn,” I said, running back to my bedroom to grab an outfit to wear to breakfast.

“Are you finally ready, little lady?”

I glared at him for that.

“I’m ready.”


Chapter 7

Sunday, March 1st

I woke up next to Byron laying on my back in his big bed. Even with the bed being so large, he was pasted up next to me with his morning wood poking into my leg. He said it was so nice to be sleeping with a woman for a change. He’s really getting carried away with this girlfriend thing.

We talked until almost one in the morning about the events that were coming up, and there were a lot of them. Different one-on-one meetings with local dignitaries, some donor meetings, and one talk at a church group that was going to be Rita and me. Renáte would send me some talking points and Rita promised to help me hone a short presentation for the church ladies. It was good that I had the experience working with Carrie as a lot of those skills would be transferable.

My cousin would be at the convention center all week and she’d promised to get me a badge so I could check it all out if I got some time away. I hoped that I could see her do the presentation.

Early tomorrow I start work at the car dealership. I don’t quite know my duties, how I am supposed to dress, or what kind of story I was going to use when people started asking me questions about myself. Maybe I can talk to Byron later and we could work through some of this together.

I started thinking about my apartment. Why had Rita thought it was necessary to go overboard making the space so feminine? I know Byron said it was to fix that stain on my bathroom ceiling, but they did the entire apartment. I’m kind of stuck with the girlish apartment, just like I’m stuck being Byron’s girlfriend for the next few months. I think that was Rita’s plan all along.

As I pondered all this, Byron started to stir.

“Good morning, beautiful,” he said. “Did you sleep okay?”

“Not bad, just had a lot of things to think about this morning. “

He gave me a hug before getting out of bed and heading for the bath.

—————

It didn’t take Byron much time in the bathroom. It would take me a lot longer.

I arranged my implements on his vanity and started with my new morning routine. Getting freshened up, hair, makeup, then dressed. As I finished, I could smell the aroma of fresh coffee. Apparently the first cup will be here.

I headed out to the kitchen, my nose following the pleasant aroma. There were two cups on the table, and a carafe set between them. Byron was looking at something on his tablet.

“Hello, sweetheart,” he said with a toothy grin.

I probably couldn’t keep him from making all the endearing comments, so I might as well up the game.

“Hello, handsome. Thanks for the coffee. Is there anything new?”

“Got a note from Mom. She thought everything went very well last night. She really appreciated your efforts.”

“That’s nice to hear.”

“She felt really bad about my father and his stupid remarks and bitched him out after they got home. She also wanted me to apologize for him groping you last Thursday in front of a room full of people. She got in his face about that and promises it will not happen again. It’s finally sinking in how big of an asshole he has been to all my other dates.”

“I’ll do my best to ignore him. He certainly isn’t doing anything to make me feel good about helping him. I hope you understand, I’m only doing this for you. As far as your dad is concerned, he can eat dirt and die.”

“He’s under a lot of stress.”

“I was under a lot of stress myself trying not to punch his lights out.”

Byron chuckled. “It’s good to know you can control yourself around him. That’s a relief.”

“When he does asinine stuff like that, I just look forward to the day when his opponent nails his ass in the general election.”

“What if he were to win?”

The thought made me cringe. “Life couldn’t be that cruel. So, somebody promised me breakfast. I got all cleaned up rather than lounging around in my tracksuit eating yogurt.”

“Fancy breakfast for the pretty lady. Let’s go.”

—————

Byron did take me out for a fancy breakfast. By the time we got to the restaurant, it was already brunch. I threw my no-carbs diet out the window and had banana-walnut pancakes. He had an omelet stuffed with a bunch of sausage and cheese. They even had mimosas which were very tasty.

As we ate our breakfast, I asked what he thought I should wear tomorrow.

“Mother and Brenda are the only ladies that work there. Brenda is in finance, so she usually dresses up and of course my mother always looks nice.”

“So, you’re saying no jeans and sweatshirt. I really don’t have many clothes and what I’ve got smell like paint fumes.”

“We could go shopping and find you some things.”

“I’m a little short of cash and my credit card is maxed out.”

“There’s that gift card I gave you. I noticed you’d been using it and put more money on it.”

“Can I really do that?”

“Sure. I want you to look nice when I take you out to lunch.”

—————

After breakfast, he took me to the mall and we went to the Macy’s store. He was able to help me find some things to wear, but his tastes ran to the more fashionable. There were dresses, skirts and sweaters, and he even suggested a pantsuit. Of course, there were coordinating shoes and jewelry. By the time we were done I had enough clothes to get started at my new job.

When we were passing a jewelry store, he surprised me by asking if he could get me an engagement ring.

“Byron, no. That’s a big step.”

“It’s to preserve the illusion that you are my fiancé and to keep the guys at the dealership away.”

“Well, as long as it’s not something too expensive.”

“If I got you a ring, would you wear it?”

“I think that would be okay.”

He gave me a broad smile. “Let’s pick out something pretty.”

He started looking at engagement rings, but I insisted it be a cubic zirconia and not a real diamond. We settled on a ring with a CZ and rubies beside the center stone since both our birthdays were in July. It was a good-sized stone, which was really dramatic. Byron talked to the salesman quietly for a bit, then they measured my finger, telling me to come back in about an hour and they would have it sized.

He took me to a coffee shop to have something to drink while we waited.

“I’m thrilled to have you as my fiancé, Carmen,” he said.

“Byron, the ring is just for show, right? To keep the guys at the dealership away from me.”

“Would it bother you if I thought it was more?”

“I need to think about that. There is a lot that could go wrong.”

“Well, you think about it, but just know that I am so proud to have you as my fiancé and whatever goes wrong, I will fix it. You are very special to me, Carmen.”

“You are special to me as well,” I said, my eyes threatening to fill up with tears. Maybe the ring was more than just a prop.

I wonder what his mother was going to say.

—————

There was some drama when we went back to get the ring. The salesman said the stone we had selected had a slight flaw and they had to replace it with another one. They also substituted the mounting with one that was a better fit for the new stone. When they showed it to me, I gasped. It was so beautiful. Byron slid it on my finger and my heart stopped. After I gave him a big hug, the salesman offered us his congratulations.

After some shopping, we stopped back at my apartment to find the smell of paint was still bad. The apartment was cold because I’d left the windows open but the fresh air hadn’t helped much. I closed everything up and grabbed some more underwear and decided to stay at Byron’s place again tonight.

Carrie sent me an email earlier that included a new presentation PowerPoint as well as some changes to the script. She told me I had to learn them and warned me that the next time we got together, she would make me demonstrate I had practiced. My cousin is so strange.


Chapter 8

Monday, March 2nd

Today was the first day of my new job. I got up early and curled my hair, made myself up and tried on one of my new outfits. It was a flirty floral-pattern dress that I wore with nude hose and my low-heel pumps. I was checking myself out in the mirror when Byron caught me.

“You look very nice, Kitten.”

“Kitten; really,” I said aloud, but my blush probably betrayed my true feelings.

He walked up to me and stroked my shoulders. “Yes. You are soft, and sweet, and extremely cute.” After saying that, he gave me a quick kiss.

“Cute, huh. Yesterday you said I was pretty.”

“Well, you’re pretty cute.”

“Okay, I guess. Do you want me to make breakfast?”

“Let’s eat out somewhere. Mom usually doesn’t get in until ten, so we have plenty of time.”

We had a nice breakfast, just no pancakes for me this time. I opted for a yogurt parfait and Byron had scrambled eggs, toast and bacon. By the time we were done, it was about quarter to ten.

He led me into the dealership through the employee door and we headed for Rita’s office. He introduced me to several people as we walked through. We stopped by one of the offices and he introduced me to Travis, the general manager. Travis was maybe late thirties, close-cropped sandy hair and a little on the heavy side. He wore glasses with a plain black frame and was not a very impressive specimen.

Byron told me earlier that even though Travis had Manager written on his door, his mom ran the show and he was pretty useless. I got that sense when he said he was glad I was here, but there was no offer to show me around or discuss my position. It looked like we were waiting for Rita to show up before anything got started.

There was a brief commotion and I looked up to see her enter the building.

“Carmen, so great to see you,” she gushed.

“I’m ready to go to work, Mrs. Henderson.”

“Let’s take a couple of minutes to get some paperwork done, then I’ll have Travis show you around.”

It sure sounded like Travis was just a flunky. With that we went to her office and she shut the door behind us. I sat in front of her desk as she brought out a folder with some papers stuffed inside.

“This is an intern agreement that basically says you will do what I tell you, won’t steal anything and that you are here for the work experience and won’t receive a salary. If you are okay with this, just initial the pages.”

She made the whole thing sound kind of cold, but her smile made me realize she was messing with me. I scrawled “CAC” for Carmen Allison Cassidy on the pages and handed them back. As I was giving her the forms, she noticed my ring.

“My, that’s pretty,” she said.

“Byron got it for me,” I responded with a blush as I presented my hand to her.

“That is beautiful. I’m pleased he opted for a genuine diamond and that mounting is stunning. My son has incredible taste.

“Yes, he does.”

She looked at me closely “Are you in love with my son?” she asked.

Wow, now there was a question I wasn’t ready for. Byron has been my best friend for a long time, but do I love him? I guess I do.

“Yes, I do love Byron.”

“Well, I know he loves you. I just want to make sure you are both happy?”

“Yes, very much.”

“Then that’s all that matters. Welcome to the family,” she said sweetly, squeezing my hand. “I couldn’t be more pleased.”

“Thank you.” She sounded genuine, which meant I was just as confused as ever. I’d have to work this out in my own mind later.

“It’s so wonderful you two have found each other. Well, let’s go see if I can get Travis to show you the place and fill you in on your duties.”

—————

After Travis gave me an abbreviated tour of the facility, which amounted to being shown where the bathrooms and the break area were, we headed for the parts department. I was taken to an office where there were two desks piled with paperwork.

“It’s been a while since we’ve had anyone working here, so things are a little disorganized,” Travis admitted. I’ve seen disorganized, but this was somewhere between a disaster area and a dump.

He started by turning on the computer which was as slow as any I had ever seen.

He pointed to a purple sticky note attached to the monitor. It was covered with greasy fingerprints.

“The logon details are there,” he explained as he entered the password. I looked at the icons on the bottom of the screen and the thing wasn’t even connected to the internet. There was a rickety old printer on the table beside it.

“What we need you to do is to log these order numbers and descriptions as well as the customer details and mechanic name on this spreadsheet. At the end of the day, we print it and fax it to the regional warehouse to place the orders,” Travis droned on.

“You fax it. Can’t you do it electronically?”

“I think so, but nobody wants to do it that way. It looks like it would be a big hassle. The fax works great.”

“Okay, I’ll look at yesterday’s fax and use that as an example. Shouldn’t be that bad.”

“That one might be hand-written. I’ll try to find it for you.”

Handwritten? I bet the guy on the other end of the fax machine really appreciated that.

“What happens when the parts come in?” I asked.

“You’ll get one of these sheets,” he said, picking up a piece of paper from a tall stack. “You can go back to the spreadsheet and mark it as being received. You’ll notice it’s been a while since that was done.”

I searched back several weeks and I didn’t see any of them marked. What a nightmare.

“What if something comes in wrong or is missing?”

“The wrong stuff we just put into inventory. Missing stuff will usually result in a call from an angry customer,” he said with a shrug.

“Got it.”

“Here are the orders for today. They bring them in and put them here,” he said, indicating the tray on the edge of the desk. “Enter them on the spreadsheet for the end of the day. If you have any questions, just ask.”

“Let me get started and see if I have any problems,” I said, smiling up at him.

Compared with my other job, this looked like a piece of cake. I needed to ask Byron if he thinks I can streamline this a little bit by using a database or something. I also want to see if we can get connected to the internet and figure out how the online order thing works. Also, I’d like him to show me the rest of the facility as Travis made sure I didn’t see very much.

—————

It took about 20 minutes to figure out what they were doing with the spreadsheet and another half hour to enter all the parts orders I had in the tray. About once an hour one of the mechanics would come in, give me a long look and a toothy grin, and drop off an order.

I’d give it a quick glance to ensure I could read the writing, then ask him if there was anything else. Usually it was asking my name and starting on some lame pickup line when I would hold up my hand and point to my ring. They usually didn’t stay long after they knew I was off the market.

About one o’clock, Byron stopped by and asked if I wanted some lunch. I was getting hungry so I said sure and he whisked me away to a local restaurant.

While we ate, I thought I would ask some questions about the ordering system.

“Do you know who set that system up?” I asked, making sure I wouldn’t step on any toes if I proposed changes.

“Who knows. I think the system was in place when the folks acquired the dealership.”

“What would your mom think if I proposed some changes?”

“I think she’d be thrilled. What changes are you thinking?”

“Maybe using a database rather than that stupid spreadsheet. Something you could search easily.”

“That sounds cool.”

“And maybe upgrade the computer and get connected to the internet.”

He thought about that and then nodded. “That sounds doable. There is fiber to the dealership. I’m amazed your computer isn’t connected.”

“There is also a way to order using an online ordering portal. I found some letters that describe how to use the system and they even sent the logon information.”

“I’d say take it slow, but if you want me to grease the wheels with Mom, I’ll do it,” he offered. “You are the one in charge of ordering so you should be able to do what you want.”

“I figure there will be trouble with Travis.”

“No problem there. If Mom tells him to do something, Travis will do it. That doesn’t mean he won’t bitch to everyone about it, though.”

“Do you know why this part of the business is so backward? It seems like a good place to make improvements.”

“There’s just never been anyone here committed to making it work. There are a lot of details and it takes the right kind of person to do it. I think it was smart of my mother to get you involved as you’ll do a great job.”

He checked the time on his phone. “We better get back.”

—————

After Byron gave me a proper tour of the facility and since I had no real work to do, I had an opportunity to think about what Rita said this morning.

It’s wonderful that you found each other.

She knows I’m a guy and this whole thing is just until the election. It’s strange she’s so happy about our engagement. Maybe I should ask Byron what he thinks about this.

A phone on the desk behind me rang and I jumped in surprise. I didn’t know it was there because it was covered with papers. I picked up the receiver and was grossed out by how sticky it was.

“Parts department. This is Carmen…” I said. “How can I help you?”

“Okay, I finally got through to a real person. This is Dennis Cartwright and I ordered some floor mats some time ago but nobody’s ever called me back.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that, Mr. Cartwright. Let’s see what I can find.” I took a chance that his name might be in one of the earlier spreadsheets and did a search. There were several Cartwrights, and I finally found a Dennis Cartwright on the order sheet from over a month ago.

“I’ve located the order, Mr. Cartwright. Let me check the information I have,” I told him, hedging as I didn’t really know what to do next. Of course, there was no indication that it was received, but nothing else on the same order was marked received either.

I repeated back the information from the order sheet and we found where someone had mistyped his cell phone number. Even if they had tried to contact him, they couldn’t have gotten through.

“I’m sorry this happened, Mr. Cartwright. Let me check with the parts desk and see if they can find the items. Can I call you back in ten minutes?”

“Really!?! That would be great, Clarissa was it?”

“It’s Carmen sir. I’ll get back in just a few minutes.”

“Thank you, Carmen.”

I went to Travis and explained what happened and he looked at me clueless. He sent me back to the parts desk and after one of the guys, Randall, did a search, he found the missing floor covers in a box in back.

“I’ll call Mr. Cartwright and tell him the good news. Can I leave this here at the desk and have him pick it up?”

“Ah, sure,” the guy behind the counter said.

I grabbed a piece of paper and wrote the date, time, customer name, and correct phone number on the sheet and signed it Carmen. I put the note on top of the floor mats.

“I’ll go call the customer,” I said. “Thank you, Randy.”

After getting back to Mr. Cartwright and giving him the news, he said he would be right over to pick them up. He thanked me profusely and I told him I was happy to help.

About four that afternoon I printed out the order sheet and attached a fax cover. I figure Travis will be in sometime to demonstrate how to send out the order. I arranged the original sheets in a folder and marked them as ordered and the date. I found several order sheets in the trash so I guess they were not kept before now.

Since I wanted to be able to go back and verify the information from the original sheets, I grabbed the ones from the trash and put them in the folder as well, marking them with a question mark. I would ask about getting a scanner and a shredder for the office so I don’t have to deal with all the paper.

It was going on five and Travis hadn’t come by yet, so I went to find him. He was in his office watching videos. At least he had internet on his computer. I asked him to check the order and help me send the fax to the regional warehouse. He said sure and accompanied me back to my office. My office… I guess that’s the truth now.

“This looks good, Carmen. Now all we need to do is put it in the fax and press the #1 speed dial button… Oh, you did a cover sheet. Great!”

Did he usually send faxes without a cover sheet? Sigh.

The fax gobbled up the three pages and gave me a ‘fax completed successfully’ page which Travis grabbed and went to throw in the trash.

“Let me put that in the folder,” I told him.

“Oh, okay,” he said, handing over the fax sheets and the completion page. I stapled them to the order sheets and put them in the folder.

“Is that everything?” I asked.

“That’s it. Good work.”

About that time, Randy from the parts desk and another gentleman came into my office.

“Carmen, this is Dennis Cartwright,” Randy said.

“Mr. Cartwright. I hope you found your order okay.”

“Yes, great. I wanted to stop by and thank you for the help.”

“Glad I could be of service and we could find the order.”

“I’d left several voicemails but I’m glad I could finally get through to someone.”

Voicemails, I thought to myself.

“If there is anything else, please don’t hesitate to call,” I said, smiling as I shook his hand.

“Will do,” he said, then left the office. Travis hurried off and I called him back.

“What’s this about voicemails?” I asked him.

“Oh. To receive your voicemails, pick up the phone and dial star-nine.”

I did so and the electronic voice said, ‘You have fifteen new messages.’ Groan.

“Okay, I’ll deal with these tomorrow. Is there anything else I need to know?”

“Not that I can think of,” he said, before turning and hustling out the door.

About that time, Byron came by to take me home, or at least to the fancy apartment that replaced where I used to live. Hopefully the paint smell was gone.

—————

“How did you get along today?” Byron asked as he drove us back to the apartment.

“Oh, quite well. The job is simple but there are a lot of things that can be improved to make it better.”

“I asked Mom about what you mentioned at lunch and she’s eager to move ahead. She’ll start the ball rolling.”

“That would be great. I keep finding stuff that has been ignored and not dealt with. I’m glad Mr. Cartwright told me about the voicemails because Travis forgot to mention it.”

“That sounds like him. Do you want to eat dinner out?” he asked.

“Why don’t we stop at the store and find something so we can eat at home.”

“That works for me. We’ll stop at the grocery store by the apartment.”

We prowled around and found one of the pre-cooked broasted chickens and I picked up some baking potatoes and frozen mixed vegetables. Byron grabbed a cinnamon crumble for dessert.

“Do we need some ice cream with this?” he asked.

“No. Are you trying to make me fat?”

“Well how about some Cool Whip?”

“As long as it’s low calorie,” I bargained.

“Of course.”

—————

After a few minutes of warming things up in the microwave, we were ready for dinner. We opted for his place because he said his dining room table was bigger.

“I don’t need that much room, unless I keep eating desserts like this,” I groaned.

After our dinner, I went into his bath to freshen up and brush my teeth. While I was there, I refreshed my lipstick and added some more perfume. All my stuff was here and if I slept in my room tonight, I’d have to pack everything up. I’d cross that bridge when I came to it.

When I got back to the front room, Byron was waiting for me on the sofa.

“Why don’t you sit here, Kitten, and we can watch some TV.”

There he was with the kitten thing again.

“I think we need to talk,” I said as I settled in beside him, the leather of the sofa creaking as I sat.

“Of course. What would you like to talk about?”

“Well, about this situation, about us, about your mother. You know… talk.”

“Okay, I’m all ears.”

“Are you still okay with this?” I asked, gesturing at the new me.

“I think so. Are you having second thoughts?”

“Well, the whole thing with being engaged is new for me.”

“You don’t want to break up with me already, do you?”

“No, it’s not that. It’s just…oh I don’t know.”

With that, he put his arm around me and pulled me close.

“You smell nice,” he said.

“Don’t change the subject.”

“Well, if you’re not ready to break up with me yet, then what’s the problem?”

“It’s just that I had a rather strange conversation with your mother.”

“Almost every conversation with my mother is strange. What’s new about that?”

“It’s just when she saw my ring, she seemed so pleased you had given it to me. She even welcomed me to the family.”

“She is very happy about us.”

“But Byron, this isn’t real.”

“Who says it’s not real? It’s very real to me,” he said, holding me tightly as I laid my head on his shoulder.

“She said it was great that we finally got together.”

“My sentiments exactly.”

“When she saw my ring, she said how pretty it is.”

“She’s right; it is pretty.”

“But then she said something about being able to tell it was a real diamond.”

“Ah, well, maybe it is.”

I leaned forward and looked him in the eye. “Byron, when you asked me about getting a ring, I agreed as long as it wasn’t very expensive.”

“But you’re worth it.”

“What are you saying?”

“Well, maybe I had the salesman substitute a real diamond with the one we looked at.”

I froze. “Please say you’re messing with me.”

“And maybe the mounting is platinum. It’s a Tiffany.”

I looked at the ring closely. If he was telling me the truth, this thing must have cost a fortune.

I was quiet for a bit, still in shock about the ring. He took his finger and put it under my chin, turning me to face him. He leaned forward and gave me a kiss. The smell of his aftershave, the scratchiness of his beard stubble and the softness of his lips caused me to tremble.

“I’m not sure I can do this,” I whispered after the kiss broke.

“What can I do to make you sure,” he said as he kissed me again.

“I’m so confused. I don’t know if we should be doing this.”

“Why is it wrong if I give my fiancé a kiss?”

“You know…”

“No, I don’t know. Please explain it to me,” he said, tenderly.

“But I’m a guy.”

“When I look at you, I don’t see a guy. I see my beautiful Kitten, my fiancé that I’m so happy has agreed to be my wife.”

“But, but…” I started. He silenced me with another, more substantial kiss. This discussion was not going quite the way I had intended but I was enjoying the kissing.

“Do you really think I’m beautiful?” I asked.

“You are the most beautiful creature I have ever seen. You are the perfect woman for me. I agree with my mother; I’m so lucky to have found you.”

The next kiss came with a little feel-up of my leg. He wasn’t being offensive and his hand against my stocking-covered thigh felt quite nice. My head was starting to spin given the intensity of this interaction.

After he broke the kiss, Byron put his forehead against mine and looked deeply into my eyes.

“Was that okay, Kitten?”

“I think so,” I responded, “although you’ve probably messed up my lipstick.”

“You look fantastic to me, honey. No worries,” he said as he softly stroked my cheek with his forefinger.

I was quiet for a bit, processing what had just happened. He continued to caress my face and hair.

“Can I get you something? A little wine maybe?” he asked.

“That might be nice,” I said, grabbing my purse to do makeup repair.

“Be right back. Don’t go anywhere,” he warned.

“I’ll stay right here.”


Chapter 9

Tuesday, March 3rd

In what has become a pattern, I woke up in Byron’s bed with him pressed up beside me. This morning his arm was around my middle as he gripped me tightly.

I was still reeling after the make-out session we had last evening and the revelation about my ring. Had he made the decision that the engagement was real and that I was going to be his wife? I know I was kind of stuck until the election, but the idea that he was considering marriage was a shock, at least to me. Could we even do that?

I thought about what his father would say if he found out about me. Of course, his first thought would be how it might affect the campaign and not thinking about anyone else. What a mess I’d gotten myself into.

I unwound myself from Byron and headed for the bath to get ready for work. I assume I should be there around nine o’clock although no one ever said that I had any starting time. I had fifteen voice-mail messages waiting for me and every one of them was going to be some problem I needed to fix. Hopefully some of them were duplicates.

Today I wore a skirt and sweater set with my nude hose and flat shoes. It was a less formal look but still quite feminine. I was in the kitchen working on breakfast when I heard Byron come out of the bathroom.

“Hello, Kitten. My, you look nice,” he said, giving me a quick kiss. I still didn’t know what I thought about the kissing, but I guess it was part of the whole fiancé thing.

“Thank you, handsome. Not bad yourself,” I said, regarding his slacks and freshly pressed shirt. He must have his clothes laundered because I don’t think I’ve seen an ironing board in his apartment.

“Thanks for breakfast, although we could have gone out.”

“I need to watch my weight to keep all slim and sexy for you,” I teased.

“Oh, you are just the right amount of sexy for me, don’t worry.” Well, my attempt at a joke fell flat.

We ate our breakfast while discussing some of the things he did at the dealership.

“I’m in charge of the detailing department. I make sure the customers’ cars are clean after they are serviced and get the new cars prepped when they come off the transports. Sometimes they can be pretty grimy after being trucked in.”

“How many guys in your department?” I asked.

“There are four of us total. Thankfully I have enough help that I’m not often needed on a pressure-washer. It is a pretty laid-back gig but Mother makes sure it pays well as it’s important it’s done right.”

—————

As I walked toward my office, I found a bouquet of flowers on my desk. When I checked the note, they were from Byron. That was thoughtful although it was unnerving at the same time. He is certainly going out of his way with all these loving gestures. I assume he will expect a kiss in gratitude.

After going through my inbox and finding only three new orders, I started through the voicemails. There were now sixteen.

‘New message from 936-1126,’ the automated voice said. ‘Hello, this is Amber Dempsey and I ordered a new outside mirror for our car a couple of weeks ago. Can I have you check the status of the order? Thank you’

The remaining calls were somewhat the same and unfortunately there were very few duplicates. It looked like a busy day.

I prepared a list of the calls and started down them one-by-one. For the first few, the newest, there was nothing on the spreadsheets so I assume these were on the handwritten faxes. I looked through some piles of paper and finally found a bunch of faxes written out in a scrawl. After some time going through them, I found a couple of the names and marked them with a highlighter.

My next stop was the bathroom, then to the parts desk. Douglas, who everybody referred to as Doug, helped me find a couple of the orders and it looked like some of the customers had already picked up their parts. I found Amber’s part and gave her a call back with the good news.

The next few calls were about the same with only a couple going to voicemail. One rather cranky old guy said he had given up on us and ordered the part from another dealership. I apologized for the mix-up and assured him that we would be available in the event he needed anything else.

I got through about half of the voicemails before lunch and the ones left were the oldest and likely to be the most irate.

Just before Byron came to pick me up for lunch, a guy walked into my office.

“Hi, are you Carmen?” he asked with a smile.

“Yes, I’m Carmen. How can I help you?”

“I’m here to help you. My name is Robert and I’m from Vantage Computers. Rita asked me to come in and see about upgrading your system.”

Not not your average nerd, he had dark hair and the build of a weightlifter which told me he didn’t spend all his time playing computer games.

“Well, Mr…”

“Just call me Robert.”

“Okay, I was about to break for lunch. What do you need from me?”

“I’ll just need a bit to copy over some of the files and applications from your old computer onto a new one. Rita also wanted me to connect the new machine to wi-fi.”

“That would be great,” I told him as Byron walked in.

“I’m getting a new computer, hon… Byron,” I said, correcting myself before I called him honey.

“That’s fantastic,” he said.

“From what I see, this one needs some help. Are these the logon credentials?” Robert asked with a smirk, pointing at the grimy Post-it.

“Yes.”

“I’ll see about replacing this printer as well. This one looks pretty old.”

“We’ll be back in a bit. If you need anything, give me a call at this number,” Byron said, offering Robert one of his business cards.

“Will do. This should be easy and by the time you get back I’ll be done.”

We left and headed for Byron’s car.

“Do I have you to thank for the new computer?” I asked, grabbing his hand.

“I might have mentioned something to Mother.”

“You are being quite nice to me. Should I be concerned?”

“Not at all,” he said, feigning shock. “I’m just trying to help my fiancé be more productive.”

“Sure, you two are just trying to free me up so I can spend more time at the campaign headquarters.”

“Maybe…”

“Okay, then. Thank you,” I told him, tipping up on my toes to give him a quick kiss.

“You’re quite welcome.”

—————

After our lunch I came back to an office with a new computer and a combo printer/scanner.

“This setup should make it much easier to work than with this old beast. It’s a good thing it was not connected to the internet or it would have been hacked in fifteen minutes,” Robert told me.

“This is fantastic,” I said, smiling.

“Here are the logons; both the Admin and a user account in your name. I would advise against having the logon to the system on a Post-it attached to the monitor,” he said with a wink.

“I understand.”

“Here’s my card. If you have any problems, please give me a call.”

“I can’t thank you enough for everything.” I told him. “This will make my life so much easier.”

After he left, I logged in and was stunned at how much faster the computer was. The first thing I did was access our dealership account. Then I stared.

I looked at the last couple days’ orders and found our recent activity. Somebody had taken our faxes and entered them into the system. Each had full order information including the order’s status, backorder information and shipment dates. They even had an area where we could mark items as being received. Where I thought I would need a database, there was no need. It was all here. Why hadn’t anyone investigated this before now?

When I thought about showing this to Travis, I decided not to. I’ll just keep this to myself for now. I grabbed the order sheets and entered them into the system. With just a few keystrokes I had that day’s orders in. I even found where one of the part numbers on the order sheet was wrong and was able to get it fixed. This was great!

A few minutes before five, Travis ducked his head in and asked if I needed any help with the order.

“Everything’s done, Travis. I didn’t have any problem getting the order placed.”

“That’s great, Carmen. Good work.”

He didn’t know the half of it. I don’t even think he noticed the new equipment.

—————

On the way back to the apartment, Byron pulled into a Mexican restaurant and offered to buy me dinner.

“Oooh, a Speedy Gonzales. How romantic,” I teased.

“Nothing is too good for my beautiful fiancé.”

I felt my face flush at the beautiful comment.

We walked hand in hand to the restaurant and he held the door for me. Inside they directed us to a cozy table in the corner.

“How was work?” I asked him.

“A lot of dirty cars got really clean. How’s the new computer?”

“Unbelievable. Thank you for mentioning it to Rita.”

“She is really pleased with how well you are doing,” he said.

“Oh, did Travis mention something to her?”

He snickered. “Travis is so clueless he probably doesn’t even know you came in this morning. A lot of other people have noticed and made some very nice comments. Me included.”

“That’s nice to hear. Maybe tomorrow I can finish cleaning up the office. There are some documents that have been there so long they are starting to turn yellow. Any of them that look important I’m scanning. Then I’ll shred them.”

About that time, our meals came with the usual warning about hot plates. Everything was quite tasty and went well with the glasses of Dos Equis lager.

—————

We returned to the apartment and I pressed the button for my floor.

“Aren’t you going to stay with me tonight?” he asked with a pout.

“I’m afraid your neighbors are going to start gossiping about your new girlfriend.”

“Nobody’s noticed anything except Eric, and he is so jealous he’s about to explode. I’ll remind you that all your stuff is at my place.”

He kind of had a point.

“I wanted to spend some time in my new apartment. Kind of getting used to it. Would you like to come in for coffee?”

“I’d like that.”

We walked in and thankfully most of the paint smell was gone. Chip must have returned because I now had photos and artwork on the walls. The place was gorgeous.

“Please start some coffee while I freshen up,” I told him, remembering too late that my toothbrush was at his apartment. I definitely need to go there and get my things. I used the toilet, washed my hands and was able to locate my mouthwash which would have to do. At least I had some perfume in my purse and I gave myself a couple of spritzes.

I followed the aroma of the coffee to the living room where there was a carafe and two cups on the coffee table. I didn’t recognize the beautiful multi-colored carafe or the china cups. I don’t remember having a coffee table either. He was seated on the sofa and I settled in on the other side.

“Come here you little tease,” he said, patting the cushion beside him.

I slid over to him and he placed his arm around me.

“Comfy,” he asked.

I snuggled in close to him. “Yes, thank you.”

“I really like your new apartment.”

“It’s starting to grow on me. It doesn’t quite feel like home yet.”

“I think it suits you. I can’t wait until you start having dinner parties.”

I glared at him, then realized he was messing with me.

“And I’ll be pretty fussy with who I invite to my fancy dinners, just saying.”

“I’m sure my mother will be able to help you with the guest list.”

I could see this conversation was going to go downhill in a hurry.

I unwound from him and leaned forward to sip my coffee. It was quite good and with some cream and a little sugar; just the way I liked it. I left a light lipstick mark on the rim.

“Good job on the coffee,” I told him.

“The machine did all the work. I just pushed the button and it made itself.”

“Did Chip get me a new coffee machine too?”

“It looks like it. There are a lot of really nice dinnerware pieces and some good-looking cookware. Do you like to cook?”

“I do, I just don’t get too much of a chance.”

“You are going to be the perfect wife,” he said, eyeing me closely and searching for a reaction. I admit he had me a little flustered right then and I was having a problem with a come-back, so I just looked away.

I set my cup down and looked over at him. He reached for me and had me settle in beside him. I could hear his heartbeat and the sound of his breathing. There was also a bulge in his pants and I knew what it was.

He bent down to kiss me and I wrapped my arms around his neck. His kiss was a combination of softness and need. I felt a pressure on my chest and glanced down to see him feeling me up. Since I was all silicone there I didn’t have much sensation, but it was a unique experience.

The kiss broke and he stared at me intently. “I love you Carmen.”

He continued to knead my chest as I processed what he just said to me.

“And I love you, Byron,” I responded, not knowing where this was going next but it felt right when I said it.

The kisses continued and then he took hold of my hand and moved it to his lap. I could feel the heat of his excitement and the firmness of his desire.

“I don’t know if I’m ready for this yet, Byron,” I hedged, but allowing my hand to remain where it was.

“I understand, Carmen. We can take it slow.”

I moved my hand along the girth of his swelling, feeling him throb in the confines of his pants. My mind was a tangle of conflicting emotions and I think he understood because he didn’t do anything to rush me. I continued my slow trek across his hardness as I thought about what might come next.

I could feel my own member swell and push against the tape that pressed it against my body, but thankfully the tape held me in check.

Almost without thinking, I felt my hand move up and grasp the pull of his zipper. I heard the slider as it moved down the zipper teeth, slowly releasing what was contained inside. When it was at the bottom, I reached up and opened his belt, undid the button and pulled his pants apart. I fished my hand in the fly of his boxers and pulled a very firm specimen of manhood into sight. Beside his ragged breathing and the thundering sound of his heart in his chest, he wasn’t making any move to hurry me. I appreciated that because what I was doing was so far out of my comfort zone it would be easy to push me over the edge. I think he understood my concern.

I looked up at him and smiled, and he leaned forward and touched my lips with his. It wasn’t a powerful kiss, but gentle. I continued to work my hand up and down his hard shaft, feeling the throbbing sensation as I did so.

I had done this to myself a million times so I knew what he was feeling and could predict his reactions.

The kiss broke and he stared into my eyes.

“That feels wonderful,” he whispered as I continued giving my attention to his need. I took my hand away and raised it to my mouth to get a little lubrication. When I reached back to him, he gave a sharp moan.

“Does that feel okay?” I whispered as I stroked him with a little more intensity. I looked around to see if there was a napkin or something close because soon there was likely to be an eruption. There was a paper napkin next to my coffee cup and I reached out to grab it with my other hand as he bent his head back to stare at the ceiling.

With another trip to my mouth to get more moisture, I started to stroke him with more vigor. He began to quiver, then to moan as I quickened the pace of my stroking. He gasped, stiffened up and cried out as he started to shoot his load into the napkin. I continued to massage him until he relaxed.

“Was that alright, Byron?” I asked, knowing full well what the answer would be.

“Oh my god, Kitten, that was wonderful. Thank you. Can I do something for you?”

“No, I’m good. I’m glad I could do that for you.”

“I can’t believe how fantastic that was.”

“Well, you’ve made quite a mess in my hands so let me get cleaned up.”

“Please hurry back. I want to hold you.”

I gave him a quick kiss. “I’ll be right back.”


Chapter 10

Wednesday, March 4th

I awoke in Byron’s bed as I didn’t have any of my makeup supplies in my apartment. I didn’t even have a nightgown as it was at his place.

Last night I made him promise he would help me bring my stuff back to my apartment the next morning, but he wasn’t very committed to it.

“Why don’t you get some things you can leave here for when you visit?” he asked.

“You can’t have a bunch of my makeup in your bathroom. What if someone came over?”

“They would be jealous as hell,” he said with a smirk.

“What about if your dad saw it.”

“I don’t think my dad’s ever been here. I’m not sure I ever told him where I live.”

“You’re just being silly now.”

“Okay, I’ll get some stuff and keep it in your room.”

“No! I’m not having you stay with me. I have a reputation.”

“You have a reputation as a nerd. Having me around could be a real boost.”

“You are in soooo much trouble.”

With that he grabbed onto me and started kissing my neck. Maybe he wasn’t going to be in that much trouble after all.

—————

After I got out of bed and got ready, I packed all my supplies into my overnight case. I was going to sleep in my own apartment tonight, even though it was kind of special waking up with Byron cuddled up beside me.

After a healthy breakfast we headed for the dealership. I entered my office and found a couple of orders, plus a pile of received product receipts. It wouldn’t take long to go through those with the new system.

I checked the voicemail and there was one message, a customer checking on an order status. He’d left his cellphone number so I did a quick check and found the status of the order.

I gave him a call and he picked right up.

“Hello.”

“Hi, this is Carmen from Henderson motors. Is this Mr. Clark?”

“Yes it is. Thanks for calling back.”

“Oh, no problem. I have some bad news about your part. It looks like the item is on back order and won’t be shipped from the distributor until next week.”

“Okay. I figured it was something like that.”

“Doug is your parts technician and he’ll give you a call when it comes in. If you don’t hear from him next week, give me a call back and I’ll be able to give you an update.”

“That sounds great. Next week then. Thanks.”

“Thank you for calling Henderson motors.”

I had finished with the orders and the receiving slips and was working through some of the piles of paperwork. There were documents several months old, hopefully most of them had been taken care of by now.

While I was working away cleaning up the office, Rita ducked her head in the door.

“Good morning, Carmen.”

“Well hello, Mrs. Henderson.”

“The office is taking shape. Do you have everything you need?”

“Yes, thank you. The new computer system is great.”

“I’m glad we could get it upgraded. Until I talked to Byron, I didn’t realize how out-of-date it was.”

“This one works fantastic. It’s nice to have the scanner so I can get rid of some of this paper.”

“Glad you are finding it useful. I wanted to find out what your schedule looked like this evening.”

“I don’t have any plans.”

“I’d like to impose on you to accompany Byron to a meeting with some donors here at the dealership this evening.”

“Sure. What time would you like me to be here?”

“About 7:30 would be good. That will be enough time to get home and freshen up after work. Feel free to leave a little early if you need to.”

“Okay, I’ll coordinate with Byron.”

“If anything comes up or you need any help, let me know.”

“Will do, Mrs. Henderson.”

“Keep up the good work, Carmen,” she said before heading out into the hallway.

—————

After our lunch, Byron brought me back to the dealership and I found Travis looking around the office.

“Hello, Travis. Can I help you with something?”

“What’s with all the new equipment?”

“Oh, Mrs. Henderson wanted to do some upgrades.”

“What was wrong with the computer that was here?”

“It was seriously out of date and needed replaced. We were able to get this one connected to the internet.”

“Yeah, about that. I received a call from Mitch Jameson at the regional warehouse this morning. He noticed some changes in the way we submitted our orders.”

Oh shit.

“Yes… since I have the new computer, I’m able to access the online order portal. It makes it much easier to enter and track the orders.”

“What made you think you could make a change like that?”

“As far as I know, parts ordering is my role here. How it gets done shouldn’t matter much.”

“Is that right? Come with me. I think we need to ask Rita about that.”

He charged toward her office with me following behind. He knocked on her door and stormed in before she could respond.

“Hello again, Carmen. What is it, Travis?” she said as he closed the door.

“We’ve got a situation that we need to get hammered out. I’ve got a rogue subordinate making unauthorized changes to our business systems.”

“I assume since Carmen is here, she’s the ‘rogue subordinate’ you’re talking about.”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Henderson, but…” I started.

“Hold that thought, Carmen. Go on, Travis.”

“We have a perfectly good system for parts ordering and this intern, a temp, is making a bunch of changes to the way we do things.”

“That’s interesting. I had a call from Mitch Jameson from regional this morning about our dealership using the online ordering system,” Rita said. “Is that what you’re going on about?”

“Ah, yeah. Mitch called me too.”

“And what did he say, Travis?”

“Well, he commented on how we were using the online ordering. But’s that’s not something I’d authorized.”

“Yes, and the reason that Mitch called me is you told him it was just temporary, and we would go back to submitting our orders via fax. Is that what you told him?”

“Ah, yeah, I think so.”

“Do you realize they only have a couple of dealerships submitting orders that way? They need someone to stay late every evening to enter our data from the faxes. It means quite a bit more work for them.”

“That’s tough. It’s their job!”

“Is it now? Mitch thinks differently about that. He said he’s sent you several notices on how to access the online portal and that he even came down here once to demonstrate it to you.”

“I tried using it and it’s really easy to get things screwed up,” Travis whined.

“And most of the other dealerships are using it without any problems.”

“It’s a very complex system.”

“And yet an intern was able to figure out how to make it work in a couple of days.”

“It’s a big change and will disrupt how we do things,” he responded, a little more forcefully.

“Is that any reason why we shouldn’t try to improve the way we operate here?”

“Well, we haven’t seen all the problems this is going to cause,” Travis muttered.

“What kind of problems would those be? Are you aware of any problems?”

“Well, no. But there are bound to be some.”

“What about the problems we have now? Our orders are stacked up in a mountain of papers and no one can answer customer inquiries. Mitch tells me our customer surveys look terrible with people complaining about not getting any follow-up.”

“It’s the way we’ve always done it.”

“Well, we need to do better.”

Travis shrugged.

“Carmen, please go back to your office and let us visit for a bit. Please close the door on the way out and continue working with the online ordering the way you’ve been doing.”

“Yes, Mrs. Henderson,” I said, leaving the office and pulling the door closed. I didn’t even have the door completely shut before Rita ripped into Travis.

I’d already made an enemy in the organization and it was still my first week.

—————

I didn’t see Travis the rest of the day, but a couple of the parts people were in to bring me order sheets. They all told me what a good job I’m doing. One even gave me a high-five. I assume word is out and Travis doesn’t have a very big fan club around here.

Byron came by about four-thirty and asked if I was ready to leave. I checked that my inbox was empty and said I was ready to go.

When we walked toward the employee entrance, there were some decorators working in the big conference room. I assume they’re getting ready for the event tonight. I wonder how that showed up on the campaign expenses.

—————

Since I had moved my stuff back to my apartment, I went there to get ready. I planned to wear my expensive pantsuit tonight with my black high-heel pumps. With it being tailored to fit me, it should look great.

I also ate a little food as I figured there would be some alcohol and I didn’t want to drink on an empty stomach. Byron came by to pick me up about seven and I let him into the apartment as I went to get my shoes.

“You look nice, Carmen.”

“You look great yourself.”

He came over to give me a hug and kissed my forehead.

“You also smell nice. I can’t wait until after this event when I’ll have you all to myself.”

“I’m a little tired this evening. I think I’ll go to bed early.”

“I was thinking the same thing.”

“Go to bed early in my own apartment—alone.”

“Oh,” he moaned.

“So, let’s get out of here. I’m looking forward to going back to the dealership to see what they did to the conference room.”

—————

As we drove, I received a call from Carrie.

“Hi, Sis,” I said, picking up the call.

“Hello! How’s the working woman.”

“It’s been interesting. Making all kinds of friends,” I said while thinking about the enemy I made of Travis today.

“You don’t say. I was wondering if you could break away tomorrow afternoon and we can meet up at the housewares show. I’ve got a badge for you.”

“That sounds like fun. What time?”

“Can we meet about twelve-thirty for lunch? I have presentations at two and later at six.”

“Lunch sounds great, and the two o’clock presentation would work for me. That would get me back in time to get the orders in for the day.”

“Let’s plan on that. Can I pick you up at the dealership?”

“Why don’t we meet at the coffee shop just up the street? There might be awkward questions if my workmates saw my twin-sister.”

“See you at twelve-thirty. Bye for now.”

—————

The decorators did a great job on the conference room. The decorations were tasteful but gave a flair to the otherwise plain meeting room. I wonder what they did with the big conference table.

The caterer had supplied some hors d’oeuvres and, no surprise, there was a well-stocked bar. Several servers circulated around wearing crisp uniforms and handing out goodies.

“Appetizer?” one asked, approaching us.

“Yes, thank you,” I said, grabbing one of the small plates with a delicious looking morsel. Byron waved her off and chose to go to the bar instead. I took a bite and found the hors d’oeuvre was heavenly.

Byron returned with a beer for him and a glass of white wine for me.

“Thank you, honey,” I said, dropping my now-empty plate on a nearby round table. We mingled among the guests and Byron introduced me to some of the people. At this event there was no press or other politicians, just donors and high-rollers. Quite a different vibe than the other events I’d attended.

I saw Rita and she gave me a wave. Byron’s dad nodded his head in my direction while checking me out; apparently determining if I was dressed appropriately. I gave him a smile though I even hate the ground the man stands on. He was surrounded by all kinds of devotees, so he certainly didn’t need me.

We hung around being seen until things started to wind down. Byron brought me back to my place and watched as I opened the door. He asked if he could come in for coffee, but I told him it was too late for caffeine. I said he could drop by in the morning and I’d make him breakfast.

“So, you’re serious about going to bed early?” he murmured.

“Yes, I am. I’ve had a long day, and it will probably be the same tomorrow. Good night, Byron. See you in the morning,” I told him, giving him a quick kiss before closing the door and clicking the lock.


Chapter 11

Thursday, March 5th

It was nice to sleep in my own bed, or the bed that was now mine at least. I did kind of miss having Byron beside me, but not enough to tell him or he would bring all his stuff here. I thought I’d never get rid of him last night.

I pondered about my reaction to Byron. We enjoyed doing things together, but those were things that buddies do. It was different now and it kind of scared me. Our relationship had always been close and we don’t have a lot of friends besides each other. It was almost like we were married already, and now I had a ring to prove it. Am I ready to commit to a long-term relationship? I need a little space to figure out what it all meant.

As I glanced around my room, I saw a totally feminine space that, in a way, was quite pretty. The past week had acclimated me to being rather girly so I guess it fit the new me.

I was excited about seeing Carrie at noon and catching up. It had been a while since we’d been together and I had a lot to tell her. As I got dressed in my power-clothes, I was jazzed about seeing her presentation and witnessing the final product after all our work together. I’d practiced with the script changes as I’m sure she was going to ask me about that.

The morning at work was uneventful and I had seen nothing of Travis. I thought I should mention to him that I was taking a long lunch and not do anything more to get on his bad side.

I was in the break room talking to Brenda from finance when he walked by.

“Travis,” I called out to him, “Do you have a second?”

He ducked his head in the door of the break room, not bothering to walk in.

“Yeah. What do you want?”

“I’m planning to take a long lunch and meet with my cousin. I hope that’s okay.”

He gave me a hard stare. “I really couldn’t care less about what you do,” he spat back.

Brenda gave him a shocked look.

“I’ll be back in time to finish up the orders.”

He huffed. “Why don’t you find someone who gives a shit, because I sure don’t,” he said before disappearing out the door.

“I guess there’s no problem, then,” I muttered. Brenda’s face was bright red, and I could tell she was boiling mad.

“Why that little prick. That’s no way to talk to you. What’s gotten into him? His new girlfriend must have cut him off already.”

I shrugged and told her I needed to get back to work.

I knew Travis was sore about getting reamed by Rita, but this was unreal. I couldn’t believe him being freaked out about how I ordered parts. I hope he will finally get over his butthurt.

—————

I’d put my office in order and even had Doug help me arrange the furniture more to my liking. I’d cleaned up all the surfaces and was able to get the built-up grime off the telephone. I thinned and re-arranged the flowers I got from Byron; they still looked pretty good. Compared to how things looked earlier in the week, the office looked great.

A little after noon, I hoofed it up to the coffee shop to catch up with Carrie. I knew none of the other guys at the dealership would be there because the place mostly catered to women.

As I sipped my coffee and waited, I thought about my conversation with Travis. I knew he doesn’t have a lot of respect from the people at the dealership and now I had a good idea why. When you lack a lot of life skills, being a bully was all you have left.

My pensive mood was buoyed when I saw my cousin walk into the shop. We were definitely doing the twin-sister look as her dark pantsuit and tall pumps matched what I wore. She opened her arms to me and I rose to give her a hug.

“You look radiant, Sis,” she told me.

“Not too bad yourself. Would you like to get something here or go somewhere else?”

“Here works if it’s not too close to your workplace.”

“None of the people I work with would be caught dead here. Well except maybe Brenda in finance and she’s cool.”

“Let me look over what they have.”

We both selected wraps with some tomato soup and we got a carafe of coffee.

As we waited, she wanted me to demonstrate what I had been practicing for the presentation.

“Here?”

“Why not? Nobody will care. I’ll pull up the presentation on my tablet.”

She put her tablet in front of me and told me to pretend the coffee carafe was a blender.

“One of our newly redesigned products is the BlendSmart blender. With an updated control panel and a more powerful motor, this product fits perfectly with the rest of our houseware offerings,” I chanted as I pointed to the carafe in front of us that was standing in for a blender. “The ergonomic shape and the smooth, modern lines will make the perfect addition to your customer’s countertop.”

She gave me a big smile as I continued the presentation, pointing to some of the features displayed on her tablet.

“That’s fantastic,” Carrie said, giving me a golf clap for my performance. About that time our server arrived with our order.

“Are you two with the housewares show?” she asked.

“Yes, we’re practicing our presentation,” Carrie responded.

“That’s fantastic. I’ll be watching for the BlendSmart at my appliance store.”

“You see, Carmen, you are a natural,” my cousin said as my face turned warm in a full blush. I’m just glad I’ll never have to do it for real.

—————

After our lunch, we headed over to the convention center. The badge she’d given me let me sail right in.

“That’s an exhibitor badge. You can go pretty much anywhere with that.”

It had my real name on it, but with her picture. Since it’s hard to tell us apart anyway, the photo wasn’t a problem.”

“Let me introduce you to Mr. Stevens, the booth manager,” Carrie said, taking my hand and dragging me along. Stevens, as well as the other employees, wore black dress slacks with turquoise shirts. The company name was embroidered above the front pocket on the men’s shirts. The ladies’ shirts were fashioned a little differently but had the embroidery in about the same place. Everyone looked sharp.

“Mr. Stevens, this is my cousin Blake Davidson. Blake, this is Mark Stevens.”

“Hello, Mr. Stevens. It’s nice to meet you. This is a beautiful booth,” I told him without exaggeration as the booth was stunning.

“Thank you, Blake. You two are cousins? You look more like twins.”

“Cousins for sure, but our mothers are identical twins, so we share a lot of their good looks,” I explained.

Stevens turned to my cousin. “Are you ready to go on at two?”

“Good to go. We have two and six left today, correct?”

“Correct. Though six will probably be quiet as there is a concert at that time that will attract most of the attendees. I need to go get some things ready. It was great to meet you, Blake.”

“Same here, Mr. Stevens.”

We had a few minutes before her presentation so we walked around and looked at some of the products and met the booth attendants. Of course, we had the continual questions about if we were twins and offered the same cousin explanation.

I had never seen the products before, just the photos. Even so, I could mentally tick off each of the features from the presentation I had gone through so many times. I knew Carrie would be proud of that fact, but I didn’t tell her.

—————

Just before two o’clock, the presentation came up on the monitor behind the stage and Carrie took her place, flanked by the staff. There were about a dozen chairs in front and they soon became full of people, with a couple of folks standing behind. I stood off to the side trying not to attract attention.

The staffers left the stage and Carrie started the presentation. Even though I had seen her do this dozens of times, the dynamic was different with her surrounded by the fabulous booth, the gleaming appliances and the attentive audience. She moved with grace in front of the crowd, clicking through the features of the items arrayed in front of her. The energy and enthusiasm she displayed was thrilling for me when I thought back to our early attempts.

She wrapped up and the staffers huddled around taking questions as she drifted away from the stage. She’d told me some of the attendees would approach her to ask detailed questions about the products as if she worked for the company. She would have to direct them over to the staff because her knowledge went only as far as the slide deck.

She came up behind me and tapped me on the shoulder.

“How did I do?” she asked.

“Oh, honey, you were great!” I said, wrapping her in a big hug.

“Did I miss anything?”

“Don’t be silly. It was solid and you hit everything just the way we practiced.”

“Well, we probably better get you back to work. I’m done here until six.”

“Let’s go.”

—————

As she drove me through the dealership lot to the employee entrance, I noticed some police cars and a car in the employee area that had all the windows smashed out. Shit, it was Travis’s company car. Carrie dropped me off and as I walked through the employee entrance, Larry, one of the salespeople, hurried over to me.

“Carmen, Rita needs to see you in her office.”

“What’s going on?” I asked as I noticed the cops taking photos down the hallway toward my office.

“Rita has all the details. Here, I’ll go with you,” he said, grabbing my elbow and walking with me. As I walked by Travis’s office, I noticed it was trashed. Larry closed the door when he saw me looking. “This way,” he said, directing me down the hall.

We continued to Rita’s office and Larry gave a knock. He opened the door and announced that I was back.

“Please have her come in,” Rita said.

I entered the office and he closed the door behind me. I gave Rita a look and she gestured to me to sit.

“Is something wrong?” I asked, even though it was obvious there was.

“There was a little blow-up with Travis.”

I was quiet for a bit and she continued.

“I was getting annoyed with all the people coming to me complaining about how he was acting. He stormed in here and said you were nothing but trouble and he was going to get rid of you,”

“What did I do wrong?”

“He said he went into your office this afternoon to ask you a question and you weren’t there.”

“I told him I was going to be gone,” I said, “I really did.”

“I know you did; Becky told me. You didn’t do anything wrong. He was just being a bastard.”

“I didn’t want to cause any trouble. What happened?”

“I’d finally had enough. I told him since he was worthless as a manager, I was demoting him to detail and moving Byron into his place. He went crazy and started trashing the place.”

“I saw his car,” I said.

“Well, he trashed his office and, I’m sorry to tell you this, he wrecked your office as well.”

My office? “So, this is all my fault then,” I said, tears coming to my eyes.

“You didn’t do anything wrong. I should have canned him a long time ago. This was long overdue. He’s been acting very strange lately and getting rid of him was the only option I had left.”

“But I just got my office cleaned up.”

“I know, and it looked very nice. I’m going to have Byron take you home. Please take tomorrow off. We’ll get someone in to fix your office. I’ve already called Robert and he was here and got your computer.”

“He didn’t wreck my new computer, did he?”

“Nothing that can’t be fixed.”

“What happened to Travis?”

“He took off on foot. The cops are looking for him.”

“Do you think I should be worried?”

“Byron will take care of you, don’t worry.”

As I sat there in shock, she called her son. How could this have happened? I know I’d triggered Travis, but I never figured he could do something like this.

There was a knock on the door and when it opened, Byron was there.

—————

Byron took me back to my apartment and offered to make me coffee.

“Is there any tea?” I asked.

“I’ll check. Do you want to sit in the living room, or would you rather lie down?”

“I’ll stay here for a bit,” I told him, settling back on the sofa. What a shitty day.

Byron came back with my tea and a glass of beer for him. He wrapped me in his arms as I cuddled up beside him. I couldn’t decide if I wanted to cry or to scream, but I ended up just sitting there in a ball. This went on for a long time before Byron asked me if I would like something to eat.

“Anything,” I told him.

“What about something from DoorDash? Some sub sandwiches maybe.”

“That sounds fine,” I responded, still not sure if I was ready to be a human again.

—————

After our sandwiches and a brief nap for me, Byron handed me my phone.

“It’s your cousin,” he told me.

“Hello, Sis,” I said.

There was a slight delay before she started to speak.

“Hi, um, I’ve got some bad news,” she announced.

“Oh god, what is it?”

“I’m at the hospital.”

“What happened?” Byron looked at me troubled so I put the call on speaker.

“I got attacked. Some madman took a tire iron to the front window of my car.”

“Oh my god, are you alright?”

“My face has a few cuts and I’ve got a sprained wrist. They are going to release me in about an hour and I was wondering if I could get a ride. They had to haul off my car.”

“Sure, sure,” I told her as Byron shook his head yes.

“Where did this happen?”

“About a block from where I let you off. I was stopped at a stop sign and this dude comes up and starts yelling at me and smashing my windows.”

“Did you know him?”

“No, but apparently he knew me because he kept yelling ‘Carmen, get out of the car, get out of the fucking car.’ He was like a wild man.”

“Oh God…”

“Some guy passing by hit him on the head with a board and knocked him out. The cops came. They said they were looking for him. They arrested him and called an ambulance for me.”

“Oh my god…it was Travis,” I said, looking at Byron.

“You know who it was?” my cousin squeaked.

“He was my boss at work. He got canned this afternoon. He must have thought you were me. Oh damn, I’m sooooo sorry.”

“What’s done is done but we’ve got another problem and I need your help.”

“Anything.”

“I need you to give my presentations tomorrow. Ten, two and six. I’ve already checked with Stevens and he said we would make it work.”

“I can’t…”

“Why not? You can do this; I know you can. There’s nobody else I can call on. With my face taped up and my arm in a sling, I certainly can’t do it.”

“Oh shit, oh shit, OH SHIT…”

“You can do it,” Byron told me. “I’ll take you over there.”

“Fucking Travis. I’m going to murder him.”

“Don’t worry, sweetie. The cops are going to take care of him, my mother will make sure of that,” Byron assured me.

“Can I count on you, Carmen?” Carrie asked. “I need to let Mr. Stevens know.”

“I’ll try. I’ll go over in the morning, talk to Stevens, and we’ll figure out what to do.”

“That’s my girl. I’m at Ridgeview hospital in emergency. If I could catch a ride, that would be great.”

“We’ll be right over,” Byron said, standing and putting on his jacket.

“See you soon. I am so sorry,” I told her.

“I’ll heal. I just want to go home.”


Chapter 12

Friday, March 6th

Byron remained with me for the night and I was so jittery he finally gave me a sleeping pill so I could get some rest. I was nervous about my job at the dealership, about Carrie, but mostly I was terrified about the presentations. I couldn’t believe all the stupid shit Travis was doing simply because I started ordering parts online. What a loser.

I was so trashed last night that I was able to sleep on my side with the aid of a pillow. I woke up next to Byron with him spooned up behind me. His erection poked into my backside and his hand gripped one of my fake breasts. That excited me a little and I felt my own rod firm up beneath the tape. In the shower this morning, I pulled myself off to relieve some tension.

I decided if I was going to do this presentation thing, I was going to look my best. After my stress-relieving shower, I renewed the adhesive on my forms, replaced tape and took a long time with my makeup. I put on the skirt suit that Rita had gotten me and paired that with my black high heel pumps. By the time I was dressed, I looked pretty damn good. I consciously avoided thinking about all the stuff that happened yesterday and concentrated on what I had to do today. That was going to be enough to keep my circuits busy.

—————

As the expo opened for the exhibitors at nine, I headed toward the show booth to check in with Mr. Stevens. When he saw me, he gave me a hug and told me how sad he was to hear about Carrie.

“It was a terrible thing that happened to her,” he said. “Did they catch the guy?”

“They did and they hauled him off to jail.”

“That’s something, I guess. At least he’s off the streets. Are you going to be okay doing the presentation? I don’t have anyone else I can bring in and Carrie assures me you can do it.”

“I can do it,” I told him confidently. That wasn’t what I was feeling, but he didn’t need to know that.

“Carrie is one of the best but I’m sure you’ll do just as well. Let me get the props ready and we go on at ten.”

A little before ten the staffers headed for the stage and I took that as my cue to get ready. My stomach was all butterflies but at least I only had five people seated. I put on a big smile and went up to greet the staffers. After a little casual banter, I turned to my audience and welcomed them to the booth. This was an opportunity to ad-lib a little and I felt good about how it was going. I pointed at the presentation screen as the staffers left the stage. Now it was all on me.

—————

As I got to the last product, I felt like I was hitting my stride. I had held the attention of my audience and had even gained a few more people. There was only one time where I stumbled a little, but I looked back at the screen, refocused, and went at it again. I was able to power through the presentation and was happy to be joined on the stage by the booth personnel, indicating I was about done.

I finished with a sincere thank you to my audience and the invitation for people to seek out the attendants who could answer their specific questions and guide them on which products would do well in their stores.

I ducked behind the curtain and a smiling Mark Stevens approached me. He congratulated me on the performance and offered me a jump drive.

I gave him a hug and thanked him for believing in me, then asked what the jump drive was for.

“I had one of the staff record the presentation. I’m sure Carrie would like to see it.”

“That’s wonderful. Thank you so much!”

“Two o’clock will probably draw a bigger crowd. See you then.”

“Until two,” I said, then went to find somewhere I could collapse.

—————

I found a comfy chair away from the hustle of the conference floor and settled in. I was decompressing when I heard my cellphone ring. It was Carrie.

“Hi, Sis. Some mess you got me into,” I teased.

“How did it go?”

“It went. There were no tomatoes or rotten eggs.”

“I bet you did great.”

“We’ll see. Stevens had the presentation recorded and he gave me a video.”

“I want to see it,” she screamed.

“It’s on a jump drive. It’ll have to wait.”

“Go to the business center and borrow a computer. Just show them your exhibitor badge. Send me the file or I’ll never talk to you again.”

“Really?”

“I’m serious. You have five minutes.”

“It will take longer than that to find the business center.”

“Just ask someone. Now you only have four minutes.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll find the business center.”

“I’m waiting. You better hurry.”

It took a while to find the right place, but as Carrie said, showing the exhibitor badge got me behind a computer. I logged into my email account and sent her the video. I got a text about a minute later saying that she was watching it.

—————

I was enjoying some coffee and a snack when a call came in. My cousin, of course.

“I thought you weren’t talking to me,” I answered.

“I’ve changed my mind. Oh wow, that presentation was a killer.”

“Not as good as yours.”

“Maybe not, but not far behind. I just got a text from Stevens telling me how well everything went. He is happy and so am I. That was great work.”

“I had a great mentor. Of course, I have two more to do. Plenty of time to screw something up.”

“None of that kind of talk. The next ones will be even better.”

“Thank you, Sis. That means a lot.”

—————

Carrie was right, the remaining presentations were actually better. The staff were great and so supportive, and Stevens was all smiles.

“Blake, what a fantastic job you’ve done. If you are ready to take on more work, I’ll put in a good word for you at the agency.”

“Thank you for the kind words, but my future is a little complicated right now. I don’t know if I could make this my career.”

“If you change your mind, I’ll give you a good reference.”

I sent a text to Byron and asked him to meet me in front of the convention center. It took him a while because I didn’t realize how busy it was going to be. When he dropped me off this morning it was before the show started and there was no traffic…oops.

I finally saw him pull in front and I jumped in the car.

“So, how is my famous fiancé. Did you sell a lot of pots and pans?” He asked.

“I don’t know about that, but there may be some blenders added to the order sheets.”

“I’m so proud of you, Kitten.”

“All I did was smile and talk.”

“When you are as beautiful as you are, that’s all it takes.”

“You look pretty fancy yourself,” I told him. He looked quite smart in his suit and tie.

“I’m now the general manager of the dealership. I need to class up.”

“Congratulations on that, by the way. I forgot to tell you that last night.”

“Well, Travis isn’t that tough an act to follow. My biggest thing is assuring the staff I’m not going to be a worthless prick. The rest should be easy.”

“You’ve got this, but if I see you are becoming a worthless prick, I’m going to call you on it.”

He gave a chuckle. “Would you like to go somewhere to eat.”

“Something quick, maybe some fast-food chicken or something,” I suggested.

“You’ve got it.”

—————

We looked rather strange walking into the KFC with me wearing a thousand-dollar outfit and him in a suit and tie. We were surrounded by people dressed in shorts, sweatshirts and Crocs. The way we looked attracted a lot of attention.

He got me a two-piece dinner with a three piece for him along with lemonade to drink.

I knew the greasy chicken was going to destroy my lipstick, so I blotted it off before starting to eat. Everything was quite yummy and just what I was hungry for.

“So, you went to work today?” I asked.

“Yes. I needed to supervise some of the cleanup.”

“Did you move into Travis’s office?”

“Not yet. It’s being redone.”

“Did he wreck that much stuff?”

“No, but mom wanted to use the time to do some upgrades.”

“Oh, and my office?”

“Being upgraded.”

“Oh, no.”

“You’re going to love it. Chip came in this morning to choose the colors. The new furniture will be delivered first thing Monday morning. They will probably have the drop ceiling done on Monday also.”

“Drop ceiling? No more staring at that dirty light bulb hanging from the rafters, then.”

“Nope, prismatic ceiling diffusers over LED lights. Color adjustable and dimmable, of course.”

Wow. “Where am I going to work while this is being done?”

“They’re setting up a workspace for you on a table beside the tire-rack. Be sure you don’t wear a short skirt next week. And you might need ear protection.”

With the grin he gave me, he was pulling my chain. Or maybe not.

“Am I going to like my new office?”

“You are going to love it.”

He wasn’t very forthcoming about what else was being done except to say it was going to be cool. If Chip is involved, it is going to be hopelessly fem. If the next order clerk is a guy, they are going to be way uncomfortable.

After our meal and my quick trip to the restroom to replace lipstick, we headed back to my place.

“Is it too late for coffee?” He asked with a twinkle in his eye.

“I don’t think so. You might be able to come in.”

“Is there anything good on television?” he asked. “Carrie said something about a video you have that I might want to watch with you.”

“I’m going to kill her!”

“Be good. Just give me the video and no one gets hurt.”

“You’re going to laugh…”

“I heard you did a fantastic job, and no, I’m not going to laugh,” he said. “I’m going to be as amazingly proud of you as I always am.”

“Okay. I’ll hold you to that.”

“Send me the file and I’ll mirror it off my tablet.”

He wanted to watch the video twice and by the time he was done, he knew as much about food processors and blenders as I did.

“Amazing work. Your voice, inflections, and gestures were great. I loved how you were able to communicate with the audience and hold their attention. I’ll make sure mom gets to see this.”

“I don’t know…” I hedged.

“She knows you are awesome; this is just further proof.”

“We need to talk,” I told him.

“Okay, but can I kiss you first? You might be too much of a distraction otherwise.”

I was shocked as he leaned forward to place his lips on mine. There was passion to the kiss as his arms wrapped around me. His tongue pressed against my lips and I opened to allow him entrance. A very deep kiss followed and my mind turned so foggy that I forgot what I wanted to talk about. I put my arms over his shoulders and he pulled me in tightly, I felt myself shiver with the intensity of his embrace.

The kiss broke and he leaned back, his mouth covered with my lipstick.

“Oh, honey. I got lipstick all over you,” I said, taking a tissue and cleaning the color from his mouth.

“It tastes wonderful, just like you. I love you, Carmen.”

“And I love you, Byron, but we really need to talk about some things.”

“Okay, let’s talk…” he said, but he dropped a hand to my stocking covered leg making it difficult for me to concentrate.

“Your mother… Do you think she likes me?” I asked.

“Are you kidding. She loves you like a daughter. I want to marry you and make you her daughter as soon as possible.”

“But Byron. Our situation is a little… complex.”

“Only if you try to make it that way. I have loved Blake for years, but I couldn’t find a way to tell him. Now that you are Carmen, it’s so much easier.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that. Yes, we’d been best friends for a long time and quite close, but I thought we were just that…friends. All our dating adventures with women usually ended in disappointment. After a crummy date, we would end up consoling the other and telling them that someday they would find the right person. Had the right person been there all along? Could we have a future together; a future with us being married? I stared at my beautiful engagement ring and thought about what that signified. It sounds like Byron is ready to take that step. The only one holding us back is me.

“Are we done talking so we can kiss some more?” he asked, staring deeply into my eyes.

My mind short-circuited as he leaned forward to kiss me again. The next set of kisses were even more intense and I felt his hand move farther up my leg. The left side of my brain was going through all the problems this relationship was going to cause; analyzing the minutia of what I was going to tell my parents when they got back, where we could hold a wedding and if I would wear a suit or a wedding dress. My right brain was flooding my body with emotions of how it felt to be so close to him, the sensation of his hand on my leg and how much his kisses excited me. Where part of me was gripped with doubt, another part knew I had felt this way about him all along. By becoming Carmen, we could feel comfortable acting on it.

Finally, my brain launched the final salvo, the one that was going to doom this relationship—his dad.

I tensed up and pulled back from him, my body shook at the horrifying thought of losing Byron because of his dickhead father.

“What’s the matter, Kitten. It looks like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Byron, I don’t know if I can do this.”

“Do what?”

“Be with you.”

“For god’s sake, why not?”

“What about your dad?”

“What about him?”

“If we get close, he is going to destroy both of us. I can’t let that happen.”

“Let me manage my father. You just continue being my little kitten and I’ll protect you.”

“You don’t understand. That man is evil incarnate and if he learns about us, he’ll do everything in his power to make us miserable.”

“My dad is a simp and will do anything my mother tells him to do. If she tells him we are getting married, we get married and that will be the end of it. If you think he can destroy us; wait to see what she can do to him if he crosses her.”

“I don’t know…”

“Well, I do. My father is the least of your concerns. If you want to worry about someone, it would be my mother, and right now she is solidly on your side.”


Chapter 13

Saturday, March 7th

I awoke to Byron touching my lips. I opened my eyes and smiled at him as he kissed his finger and put it on my nose.

“God you are beautiful,” he said.

I covered my head with the blanket and told him I probably looked horrible.

“You do not. I don’t think that blanket is going to keep me from kissing you all over,” he said, ducking his head underneath the cover.

“You stop that. I probably look like a mess.”

“You look absolutely delicious and I’m going to nibble on every part of you to find my favorite spot.”

“You stop. I have to pee.”

“I’ll go with you.”

I pulled myself from below the blankets. “You will not. You get dressed while I make myself decent.”

“Yes, madam. I like a strong and decisive woman,” he said with a grin.

“You do not! You tell me I’m your kitten and go on about how soft and cute I am.”

“Maybe I should call you Tiger.”

“Yuck. I prefer Kitten.”

“Well, my little kitten, go make yourself all pretty for me and I’ll see about breakfast.”

“You don’t cook.”

“I can make coffee and put out some cereal.”

“You’d do that for me?” I teased, batting my eyelashes at him. “How romantic.”

“Oh no, the romance comes later.”

“You are crazy, but I still love you,” I told him, giving him a quick kiss and heading for the bath. I wasn’t kidding; I really needed to pee.

—————

During breakfast he told me about a couple of events this weekend. One of them was a cookout on Sunday.

“A cookout…” I said with derision, “It’s March. Everyone’s going to be standing around in their parkas drinking hot coffee and seeing their breath. Have you ever tried to eat a hotdog with gloves on? Whose dumb idea was that?!”

“Mine, actually.”

“Seriously?”

“It sounded like fun. I didn’t think about the weather bit.”

“What are you going to do for entertainment? Make ice sculptures?”

“You know, if you weren’t so cute, I might get mad at you.”

“Where is this going to happen?”

“At the dealership. They are going to move some cars to the back lot and set up a tent out front.”

“You’re mad. Tell me this is a joke.”

“Ah, no. Dad liked the idea.”

“Of course he did. If he could have a campaign event and have the company pay for it, he’d love it.”

“That would be a cynical way of looking at it.”

“I mistrust anything to do with your father. Well, if I’m going to stand around at a picnic in forty-degree weather, I’m going to need some warmer clothes.”

“I’ll take you out and find something.”

“I’m not letting you off cheap.”

“I know. Whatever you’d like I’m good for.”


Chapter 14

Monday, March 9th.

Much to my surprise, the cookout yesterday turned out to be a lot of fun and everyone had a great time. The morning was cloudy and windy, but just in time the sun came out and the air settled, making for quite a nice time under the tent.

The guys from the detail department came and manned the grill, there was a DJ and a keg to tap. It ended up being a successful event and, despite all my teasing, Byron’s dad was pleased. His mother even complemented me on my new outfit. Of course, she looked like a million bucks.

Since Byron told me I would be working in the parts warehouse today, I wore slacks and a sweater rather than a skirt. He was in a suit and looked very professional. I had an idea something was up when he grabbed my hand as we walked into the dealership. He led me to Rita’s office.

“You’re going to be working in here today,” he announced as he pushed open the door. Another new computer and printer were on a desk on one side of his mother’s office.

“Why didn’t you tell me this?” I asked, shocked that Rita was allowing me to intrude on her inner sanctum.

“I wanted it to be a surprise.”

“Well, that it is,” I said, walking over to power-up the computer. I was pleased I could log-on and access all my files and applications.

“Robert said everything should be the same as it was. All the equipment is new because what was in your office was toast.”

Toast. Travis really had done some serious damage.

“This is cool. How long am I going to be here?” I asked, thinking about the prospect of spending too much time in the same office as his mother.

“Just a couple of days. They say everything should be ready by noon on Wednesday.”

“That works.”

There was a commotion in the hallway and it sounded like Byron’s dad was in the building. Probably not good news.

He ducked his head in the door. “What’s this?” he asked, looking at my temporary workspace.

“Carmen is going to be working in here for a couple of days,” Byron told him.

“So, why are you all dressed up? Shouldn’t you be out washing a car or something?”

I barely kept from rolling my eyes.

“I’m taking over for Travis.”

“Yeah, your mother said something about that, but I hadn’t decided yet. About Travis, he called this morning, something about needing me to send him bail money. Did no one think to tell me anything about that?”

“You’ve been occupied with the campaign. I know Mom told you she fired him and he went berserk; I was there when she said it,” Byron explained.

“Christ, I’m a couple of days away from here and everything goes to shit. Where’s your mother?”

“I’m right here,” Rita announced from the doorway behind him.

“What the hell happened with Travis?” Darren growled.

“I told you; I canned him.” Rita responded, closing the door, crossing to her desk and taking a seat. Darren continued to pace around in front of her desk.

“Well, he called me this morning and says he needs bail. Something about assaulting Carmen.”

“That and a lot of other things. What did he tell you?”

“He said you’d been ragging on him for a couple of days about stupid shit, then you called him into your office and told him to get the hell out.”

“And did he tell you the rest?”

“Well, he said something about going to clean out his office when he knocked a cup off the desk and it shattered. He said everyone started yelling at him, so he just left.”

“That’s an interesting account of what happened,” Rita huffed. “Did he tell you about him trashing Carmen’s office?”

“No, but that office is always such a mess, how could anyone tell if it had been trashed or not.”

“Carmen spent days getting it cleaned up and it looked great before Travis got done with it. What about his car?” she probed.

“He told me when he went to get some stuff out of his car, the doors were locked and you wouldn’t give him his keys. He knocked out a window so he could get his backpack.”

“He took a piece of metal and smashed all the windows, plus knocking out the head and taillights and bending up a bunch of sheet-metal. He must have forgot to include that bit.”

“You’re exaggerating.”

“The car is parked back at the body shop; go look.”

“Maybe I will.”

“What did he tell you about the assault?”

“What assault? He said Carmen was stopped over on Maple Street and he went up and tapped on her window wanting to talk to her…to apologize about something. He said she tried to run him over.”

“And you believed him?”

“Well, he said she started yelling ‘Rape’ and some guy came by and hit him, knocking him out. He’s trying to find out who the guy was so he can file charges on him.”

“So, how did he end up in jail?”

“He said some cops came by and he thought they were going to take him to the hospital, but they screwed up and took him to the police station instead. He said it was just a huge mix-up.”

“I can’t believe you are so naïve to believe that load of crap,” Rita, said, her voice tense.

“He wants me to drop the charges for what happened at the dealership and to meet with Carmen to apologize to her.”

“I don’t want anything to do with him,” I said quietly.

“You don’t have anything to say about it!” he growled.

“Oh, I disagree,” Rita said flatly. “As far as I’m concerned, Travis can stay in jail and rot.”

“Look, I don’t fucking know what happened here, but it doesn’t sound all that bad to me.”

“Please don’t talk that way in front of me,” I warned him.

He stared at me, his eyes narrowing.

“I will fucking talk any fucking way I want. This is my fucking property and if you don’t like it, then you can just fucking get over it.”

I ran out of the office and he rushed out behind me.

“Where are you going? I’m not fucking done with you yet.”

“I’m not going to let you talk to me like that.”

Rita rushed out of the office, followed by Byron.

“Darren, I want you to stop this and get back in the office, now!” Rita screamed.

“Dad, please,” Byron said, staring around. The hallway had filled up with people trying to figure out what was going on.

“What are you fucking people looking at?” Darren asked them. “Don’t you have a job to do or something?”

“Darren, I said that’s enough,” Rita screamed, “Get into this office, sit down and shut up.”

“What did you say?” he sneered.

“You heard me, now do it!”

In a move that surprised me, Darren walked back into Rita’s office and took a seat.

“Greg,” Rita called out to one of the salespeople, “Please take Carmen back to the breakroom and stay with her for a bit. I have some things I need to do here, then I’ll be in to talk to her.”

“Sure, Mrs. Henderson. I’ll be glad to…” he said, looking at me with a puzzled expression. He offered me his hand. “Come with me, Carmen. Let’s get some coffee.”

—————

Greg made a pot of coffee and we talked about his grandchildren and how he and his wife went to see them this weekend at a school play. He has two kids, a son and a daughter, both married, as well as three grandchildren. He showed me their pictures on his phone while we sipped our coffee.

I was uncomfortable with what was happening, and you could tell Greg’s nerves were on edge as well. He tried his best to calm me down and have me think about something else than what was going on in Rita’s office.

After about half an hour, I saw Darren charge out of the dealership without speaking to anyone. I assumed it would only be a matter of time before Rita came into the breakroom and I found out if I was fired. As I suspected, she entered a few minutes later.

“Thanks, Greg. I’ll take it from here.”

“No problem, Mrs. Henderson.”

Rita closed the door to the break room and sat at the table beside me, taking my hand.

“I’m so sorry about all of this, Mrs. Henderson.”

“Please, honey. Don’t talk like that. I can’t believe all the lies that Travis told Darren. It is even more disturbing that Darren could believe him.”

“Are you going to fire me?” I asked with a sniff.

“Don’t even think that. I need you here, but I am going to ask for a favor.”

“What do you need?”

“I’d like you away from the office for a few days while I get things straightened out. Can I have you stay with your cousin for a bit?”

“I’ll ask her, but can’t I stay at my apartment?”

“I’d prefer not. I’d like you to be with someone.”

“What about Byron?”

“I need him here with me.”

“Okay, I think I can do that. I’ll call Carrie and ask.”

“That’s my girl. Please keep your phone with you but unless it is me or Byron that calls, just let it go to voicemail. Can you do that?”

“Should I be afraid?”

“No, but I just want to be extra cautious, that’s all.”

“But what about the campaign?”

“We’re just giving you a few days off. I need some time to get things figured out. You don’t have to worry, Byron will call or come over every day and tell you what’s happening; okay?”

“Will I be able to come back to work?”

“Yes, of course. I want you back, but would you give Byron a quick tutorial on how you do the ordering? I’ll have him do it for the couple of days you are gone.”

“Sure, I can do that.”

“Come with me into my office. I’ll give you a few moments with Byron to look at the order system while I take care of some things. Maybe you can call your cousin and Byron can take you over there.”

“Okay…” I said, my mind having a hard time wrapping around what was happening.

“I’ll call you later, okay?”

“Sure, Mrs. Henderson.”

“Just call me Rita, or maybe Mom; I’d like that.”

—————

Stunned, I followed Rita back to her office. She gave me a kiss on the forehead and said everything would be okay and then she left me alone. Byron came a minute later.

“Are you okay, Kitten?”

“I’ve had better days.”

“Mom’s going to do everything she can to make this better.”

“She wants me to hide out at my cousin’s place. What’s that all about?”

“You’re not hiding out. She just wants you to be with someone for a few days; for support.”

“I see. What are you guys doing?”

“We need to talk to some of the people here, to make sure this thing doesn’t get away from us. Too many people saw that little dust-up this morning.”

“Little dust-up, huh. Is that what you’re calling it? You are starting to talk more like a politician every day.”

“That’s just dad being dad; deciding what to do when he only has half the facts.”

“Not a very good trait for a politician, let alone an elected official.”

“That’s what Mom keeps telling him.”

“Does your dad actually want to drop the charges against Travis?”

“Mom says she’ll only do it if he pays back the fifty grand worth of damages he caused and if there’s a restraining order so he never comes on the property again. Otherwise, she’s okay with him sitting in jail. Besides, there’s the assault charge and that’s much more serious.”

“It sounds like Travis has a different story about what happened with Carrie.”

“His story isn’t going to hold up. There were half a dozen people in a shop across the street that saw everything. If he trots that fairytale out in court, they are going to laugh him all the way to the state pen. If he can ever get a lawyer, they are going to tell him to plead.”

“He’ll never plead.”

“If he doesn’t, he’s looking at some serious time. To her credit, Mom sent a lawyer over to talk to him; to let him know what he was up against. Travis told him to get lost and said his girlfriend was getting him a lawyer. Good luck.”

“So, it’s going to be okay, then; for me and Carrie that is? For us?”

“Don’t worry. The only thing is the issue of you impersonating your cousin. That could get messy if it gets out. Mom is trying to manage that.”

“Oh…”

“So, why don’t you give Carrie a call, then you can show me how you do the orders.”

—————

My cousin said it would be no problem for me to stay with her for a couple of days. Byron took me over to her place and told me he would bring over my makeup, clothes and other stuff later. It all seemed kind of cloak and dagger, but that’s the way he wanted to do it. He took my keys to the apartment, leaving me stranded.

Carrie looked much better than she did last Thursday. Her face was almost healed and she said she could get rid of the splint tomorrow. I caught her up on today’s events and she was horrified at the way Byron’s father was acting.

“I so want him to get slaughtered in the election,” I said. “Maybe the results will be so bad they will run him out of the country. Make him go live in Afghanistan or something.”

“I don’t think they do that,” she chuckled.

“Well, maybe this can be a special case…”

“So, what about this bonding moment you had with Rita, or is it Mom now?” she asked.

“I don’t know what’s happening there. She seems so genuine, but everything about her screams conniving bitch. I seriously don’t know if I can trust her.”

“What does Byron say?”

“He’s so used to her scheming I don’t know if he’s a very good judge.”

“Her heart might be in the right place,” Carrie offered.

“Her husband is a raving loonie gay basher and this whole thing makes me feel like I’m being hustled. She knows I’m a boy, but she talks to me like I’m her best girlfriend. It’s unnerving.”

“Maybe she’s just supporting Byron. Trying to do whatever she can to make him happy.”

“But making Byron happy could torpedo her husband’s political career. I’m not sure which of those would be more important to her. I fear her son might be in second place.”

“I didn’t get a good vibe from her, but I was so shocked at what a colossal ass her husband was, maybe I didn’t give her much of a chance. So, are you going to start calling her Mom?”

“Oh, Carrie, I don’t know what to do. I’m so confused. I’ll be glad when this is all over.”

“What do you mean by it being over?”

“The election.”

“So, is that it? What about Byron?”

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t give me that. You come in here sporting that big rock. I know what that means.”

“It’s just a prop.”

“Well, what’s not a prop is the way Byron looks at you, talks to you, fusses over you. I know when someone is in love.”

“Stop it. That’s not the way it is.”

“Okay. I must be mistaken about everything. The engagement ring, his mother welcoming you to the family and the puppy-dog looks you and Byron give each other. Now you tell me it’s just an act.”

“It is!”

“Riiight. You can lie to me, but you can’t lie to yourself.”

My eyes started to fill with tears.

“Oh honey, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that,” Carrie whispered as I melted into her arms weeping.

“You’re right. Things between Byron and I have been amazing. I’ve never felt anything like that with another person…” I said with a sniff.

“It sounds like there is going to be a but there.”

“But his father. God, I hate that man!”

“Doesn’t sound like he’s too sweet on you, either.”

“Byron says it’s just stress; kind of like he’s acting out.”

She barked in laughter. “Either that or he is just a complete asshole.”

“Another strong possibility.”

“So, to review. You have managed to land a complete hottie boyfriend who is head over heels for you, but he has an asshole of a father and a witch for a mother. Is that about it?”

“You forgot to mention that I am stuck in the middle of this madness until after the November election.”

“Oh, yeah, that too. How can anyone get so lucky?”

—————

Byron called my cousin later in the afternoon and asked if she needed anything from the store.

“A couple of things,” she told him. “Carmen and I are going to go out for a bite later, then we’ll stop at the grocery on the corner.”

He said something and she responded it wouldn’t be a problem.

There was a pause while she listened.

“Okay, if you really think that’s necessary…”

More listening, then she gave a long sigh.

“I’ll send you a list. Do you want to talk to Carmen?”

He must have responded that he did because she handed me the phone.

“Hello, Byron.”

“There’s my Kitten. Is everything okay?”

“Everything except my boyfriend is acting all weird.”

“I am not. It’s just that I can’t be there with you right now and I don’t want to have to worry about you guys.”

“This isn’t Beirut. Nothing is going to happen.”

“Well, if it did, I would never forgive myself. That and my mother would absolutely kill me. You wouldn’t want that on your conscience, would you?”

“You are nuts.”

“No matter. I’m going to have some food delivered and I’ll be over to see you later. I’ve got another call coming in and I need to drop off.”

“See you later then.”

“I love you, Kitten.”

“I love you too, Byron,” I said as I heard the line disconnect.

Carrie looked at me with a wink.

“Your hottie boyfriend can be a bit of a drama llama, can’t he.”

“He’s under a lot of stress,” I said as we both broke out laughing.

—————

A couple of hours later, Carrie heard her intercom chime. She looked at the viewer and said it was the grocery delivery.

“I’ll buzz you in. Take the elevator to the third floor. I’ll meet you there,” she told the delivery guy.

She grabbed her keys and exited the room, locking the door behind her. Now who’s the drama llama? She returned a couple of minutes later, unlocked the door and brought in a couple of bags of groceries.

“Is there ice cream and cake?” I asked.

“Oh, darn. I forgot to write those down. There are celery and carrots.”

“Last time we let you order groceries.”

She stuck her tongue out at me and headed for the kitchen.

—————

About seven that evening, Byron sent a text saying that he and his mother were on the way over. They had stopped at my apartment and got enough things for me to stay with Carrie for a couple of days. Carrie was a little uncomfortable with Rita being here, but I tried to assure her that everything would be okay; at least that’s what I told her.

A few minutes later, the intercom chimed, Carrie buzzed them in and went out to meet them at the elevator. She again locked the door when she left which creeped me out.

When Carrie was gone for quite a while, I got curious and went to the door. I could hear them talking in the hallway but couldn’t make out what was being said.

I had decided I would push the ‘mom’ angle until I could figure out what was going on. I finally heard the key in the lock and hustled back to the sofa. When they came in, I jumped up and went over to give Byron a hug. I whispered how much I missed him as Rita gave a couple of bags to Carrie. When he finally let me loose, I walked over to Rita, and gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

“Thanks for coming over, Mom. It’s so great to see you.”

Her face lit up.

“It’s great to see you, honey. Is everything okay?”

“No problems. Thanks for sending over the groceries. That was great.”

“I’m glad we could help.”

Byron and I sat on the sofa and held hands while Rita took a seat on one of the side chairs.

“I’ll let you guys talk. I’ll take these things to my bedroom,” she said, indicating my overnight bag and makeup case.

“Not at all, Carrie. This affects you too. Please have a seat.”

Carrie sat on the remaining chair, but I could tell she was nervous.

“I wanted to let you girls know what we learned from Travis’s hearing today. I sent our company attorney over to sit in on the proceedings,” Rita started out. “When Travis saw him, he made a big deal about him being there. Our lawyer said since our company suffered damage during the event, there was cause for us to be represented. The judge agreed and shot Travis’s objection down.

Our lawyer then asked that the property damage and assault cases be severed and treated as separate incidents. The district attorney agreed, and Travis just shrugged and said ‘whatever.’ That could go badly for him, but the stupid shit didn’t realize it. Our lawyer also found out an additional drug possession charge had been leveled against him. They found a bag of cocaine when they booked him in.”

“Did he ever get a lawyer?” I asked.

“There was a warm body there, but whether it amounted to a lawyer was in doubt.”

“After Travis kept running his mouth and saying this whole thing was a bunch of shit, the judge remanded him in custody under a one-hundred-thousand-dollar bond.”

“Wow…” Carrie said.

“Our lawyer even thought it was excessive and assumes it will be lowered later. The judge probably thinks a few days in lockup might shut him up during the next proceeding,” Rita added. “He can never come up with that kind of money.”

“And since the cases are being severed, there will be another bond for the assault. Travis is pretty much screwed,” Byron continued.

“His lawyer finally spoke up and asked about a recognizance bond. The DA reminded the court that the defendant was unemployed, was charged with violent felonies and had few ties to the community making him a flight risk. The gavel went down after the judge said ‘Denied’”

“What does that all mean?” I asked.

Byron responded, “It means that he will not get out of jail anytime soon.”

“It also means that you can come back to work this week. I’m thinking maybe Thursday,” Rita said. “We have a lot of work to do organizing your new office.”

My eyes filled with tears. “Oh, that’s wonderful news. Thank you,” I said, raising up and giving her a hug.”

“You are so welcome, my dear. I want to have you back in the office with me.”

“You people are making me cry,” Carrie said as she wiped a tear from her eye.

“There is nothing to cry about. This ugliness with Travis is about over,” Rita said.

“Would you guys like something to drink?” Carrie asked.

“Thank you, but Byron and I have to be going,” Rita reached out to stroke my cheek, “I’ll call if there are any further developments.”

I hugged her tightly and thanked her for coming over.

“Nice to see you again, Carrie. Take care of this amazing creature for me,” Rita said, hugging me and giving me a kiss on the top of my head. “We need to get going, Byron…”

“See you soon, Kitten,” Byron said, giving me a quick kiss that I wish would have lasted longer.

“I’ll walk you out,” Carrie said, going out with them. I noticed she still locked the door behind her.

—————

It was quite a while before Carrie came back. If I were a suspicious sort, I would think there was something else going on…wait a minute; I am a suspicious sort. Humm.

When Carrie returned later, she didn’t immediately say what took her so long.

“So, what do you think?” I asked.

“Who is that woman and what have they done with Rita?”

“I know. Spooky.”

“I see you decided to play the Mommie card.”

“Was it that obvious?”

“Not at all. That’s exactly the way I’d have done it. You’re just as devious as I am.”

“High praise. Thank you. So, what else is going on, Carrie?”

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t try that on me. I’ve seen it too many times and it’s not going to work.”

“Maybe that Rita has brought my car over to the dealership and is doing the repairs so they don’t raise my insurance rates.”

“And…”

“Since when have you been so suspicious?”

“I call it assembling all the facts.”

“And maybe she has paid my bill at the ER.”

“Both of which means there is no paper trail about your assault.”

“There’s the police report.”

“Which likely will be misfiled somewhere. Have you heard anything about going to court? Somebody should have contacted you about that, taken a witness statement, a deposition or something.”

“These things take time.”

“Yeah, right. So, what else?”

“Rita’s going to kill me if I tell you.”

“Don’t be so dramatic. She’d probably hire a hit man instead of doing it herself.”

“There is someone else that is pulling Travis’s strings. He’s been acting really spooky and they think it might be a new girlfriend making him do all this crazy stuff. That’s probably where he is getting the dope. They don’t know who she is, but the PI is working on it. You don’t know anything about this…I’m serious. They said they didn’t want you worrying about it,” Carrie said.

“Know anything about what? The only thing I know is that I have the most fantastic cousin in the whole world.”


Chapter 15

Tuesday, March 10th

I spent the night thinking about some other things that were going on around me. Byron has never returned the keys to my apartment and Carrie has continued to be very anxious whenever she goes out. She even locked the door behind her just to take the trash out to the dumpster. When I asked her about it, she claimed it is just habit but I’m not certain I believe her.

I did some research on my phone about bail bonds. There was something about him being able to get out with 10% of the bond amount. So, for a hundred-thousand-dollar bond, Travis could get out of jail by giving a bail-bondsman ten-thousand bucks. Does he have that kind of money? If he had a car, maybe, but he was driving a company car and he trashed that. He probably rents an apartment and he’ll be homeless when he can’t pay. Savings, stocks, bonds? Not Travis’s style.

Byron said they found a box full of losing betting slips from the horse track in his office. Supposedly that’s where his money was going. There was also the deal with him being arrested with cocaine. Probably the rest of his money went to supply his coke habit. No, unless his girlfriend has a lot of money, which I doubt, or he can get them to lower the bond, he’s probably going to stay in jail.

Even though Carrie wouldn’t let me leave the apartment, I got up this morning, cleaned up, curled my hair, put on makeup and got dressed in my track suit. Where Carrie would sometimes slouch around the house when she wasn’t going anywhere, I think out of sympathy she got dressed up as well. We looked great while we were watching soaps on television.

We were about halfway to lunch when she got a call.

“Cool, it’s the agency,” she announced, picking up the phone and heading to the bedroom. I guess she wanted to talk in private. She came out about twenty minutes later all bubbly.

“Carmen, we’ve got another gig!”

“What do you mean we’ve got a gig?”

“They want me to do some presentations at the plastics show in a couple of weeks. You’re going to help me get ready.”

“Does this mean I need to dress up?”

“Yes, that’s exactly what it means.”

“And be charming and witty?” I pressed.

“You’ve got it.”

“And we’re going to talk about plastics?” I said, wrinkling my nose.

“Actually, plastic machinery. Something about a machine that mixes color concentrates or something. They are sending a script and presentation.”

“Okay, you talked me into it. Anything is better than ‘Heartbreak Avenue’ or whatever it was we were watching.”

“Cool. Let’s go glam up and we can get started the minute the material gets here.”

—————

The script arrived an hour later when we were in the middle of getting dressed. We were having a lot of fun helping each other with our makeup and hair. After being cooped up in the apartment doing nothing for the past couple of days, this sounded like fun.

We got set up and she did a first run through of the script. Where before the presentation was the features of kitchen appliances, this was a lot more technical. We had to go on the internet to figure out how to pronounce some of the words. That, and the talk was almost an hour long. It was good she had the extra time to prepare. This gig was going to pay much better.

Of course, after she went through it a couple of times, it was my turn. Where a couple of weeks ago this would have made me a bundle of nerves, now it was just trivial. I could power through the presentation with my movements and gestures being automatic and my major emphasis was working through all the technical detail of the script.

“You’re doing great. I think you have a future doing this,” Carrie said.

“Well, I at least have a future helping you, the rest I’m not so sure.”

“Mark Stevens thought you did a great job filling in for me.”

“That’s because he was up against a wall with a bunch of arrows coming at him.”

“Don’t give me that. You were fantastic.”

“Yeah, he even offered to give me a good word at the agency.”

“See. We could do a twin-sister thing for the presentations. That would be a kick.”

“Don’t even think it!”


Chapter 16

Wednesday, March 11th

When Byron called last night, he said he would be over after work and take me back to the apartment. He was still being all anal about how I wasn’t supposed to leave the apartment on my own and to be very careful who came to the door. Carrie was equally jumpy. Once someone rang her bell on the intercom and she about jumped out of her skin. Fortunately, they were looking for someone else’s apartment and just pushed the wrong button. Neither Byron nor Carrie would tell me what was going on except to say they were just being careful. What a load of shit.

Carrie and I worked on her presentation most of the day and she was starting to feel pretty good about it. The company wanted to have her send a video so they could critique it and to help with the pronunciation and such. She asked if I wanted to do the video, assuring me that I was about as good as she was. I told her she was nuts, but I’ve told her that so often it’s lost any impact.

About four-thirty, Byron called and asked Carrie to meet him downstairs; that he was bringing over her car.

“They’ve fixed it!” she shrieked when she disconnected the call.

“That’s cool,” I told her. “Hopefully they were able to get all the bloodstains off the seats.”

“There were no bloodstains, stop that!”

“Okay. That’s great news. I’m sure Byron would have detailed it within an inch of its life.”

“I’ll be right back…” she said, leaving and locking the door. Sigh.

—————

About twenty minutes later I heard the key in the lock. Carrie came in, followed by Byron. I rushed over and gave him a hug and kiss.

“God, I’ve missed you, Kitten. Is everything good?” he asked, stroking my hair.

“Now it is.”

“Okay, well I’m going to take you home with me. Carrie, you keep the doors locked and I’ll have some things sent over. If there is anything weird; anything; call 9-1-1 and then call me. I’ll be right here.”

I gave Carrie a hug, whispered ‘drama llama’ and she gave a chuckle.

“Thanks for putting up with me, Sis,” I told her.

“No problem. Thanks for your help with the presentation. I’ll send you over the critique and any changes I get.”

Byron grabbed my bags as I hugged her tightly and told her I loved her. He gave her a kiss on the cheek and reminded her to be careful.

“See you soon,” she said, closing the door and locking it.

After she shut the door, I grabbed Byron again and stole another kiss.

“Where I wouldn’t mind hanging around the hallway kissing, we need to get going. I’m hungry,” he said, his eyes twinkling in the dim light.

“Are you taking me somewhere?”

“Yes, to my apartment. I’m going to order some food to be delivered.”

“You could take me out…”

“I could, but I want to be alone with you. I’ve missed you like crazy.”

“Okay, we’ll see. Take me back to my apartment and I’ll stash my stuff.”

He grabbed my hand and led me to the elevator after giving me another kiss.

—————

When we got to the apartment building, he walked into the elevator and pressed fifth floor; his floor. I went to press three and he stopped me.

“I thought I might get you to stay with me,” he said.

“But, but…”

“No, I want you with me.”

“Let me put away my things, then we’ll have dinner together and talk about it.”

“There’s a problem with that…”

“What, you remembered to pay my rent, didn’t you?”

“Yes, you’re all paid up, including the utilities.”

“So, what’s the problem?”

“I don’t have your keys.”

“Where are they?”

“In my desk at work.”

“Let’s go get them.”

“I’ll give them to you tomorrow. You’ve got everything you need here,” he said, pointing to my bags. He kind of had a point, and without my keys I was stuck with where I could stay.

“Okay, we’ll go to your apartment and I’ll think about it.”

He gave me a crooked smile, knowing full well I was out of options.

—————

When we got to his apartment, I took my makeup bag and headed for his bathroom. Since I was going to stay here tonight, I’d lay out all my stuff and make him fall over it.

After I’d scattered my makeup supplies all over his vanity and brushed my teeth, I took my overnight case to his bedroom. In the closet I found a couple of my more casual dresses suitable for work. The dog had this planned all along. I put my dress from my overnight bag on a hanger and put it in the closet. I grabbed my perfume and gave myself a liberal dose, then headed for the front room. I was still all glammed up from when Carrie and I were practicing her presentation, but I changed into my high-heel pumps. He was there on the sofa giving me a wicked smile.

“So, you said you were going to feed me? The only thing my cousin would give me was celery, carrots and humus.”

“Oh, you poor thing. She must have kept all those other groceries I got for you guys to herself.”

“Well, maybe we did have some other things to eat.”

“For tonight, I was thinking Indian.”

“I like that idea, but that would be a lot of food.”

“We could get just one order and share, and maybe with some samosas, dosas and some other things. I was thinking some chicken tika.”

“Okay, that sounds good; with basmati rice?”

“Of course.”

“Naan…”

“Always!”

“I’m good with this plan.”

“Let me get the order in.”

After finishing up our Indian meal, we still had enough to keep for leftovers. Byron helped me in the kitchen to get things cleaned up before we headed for the living room. As we walked toward the sofa, he took me into his arms and held me tightly. He went to kiss me, but I twisted out of his grip and tapped his nose.

“Let me freshen up, then I’ll be right back. Hold that thought…” I told him. I went to the bath, brushed my teeth and added more perfume. I had a plan. I needed to get him to tell me what was going on, but I had to get him pretty hot first.

“Next,” I said as I walked from the bath. He’d put on some soft music and dimmed the lights. It looked like my plan was off to a good start.

I took my place on the sofa, kicked off my shoes and pulled my feet under me. I made sure I was showing a lot of leg, which I’m sure he would appreciate. When he returned, he had removed his jacket and tie and had put on more aftershave. He settled in beside me and I stroked his cheek with my finger.

“Thank you for bringing over Carrie’s car. Did it look pretty good?”

“The guys did a fantastic job. It looked great when they were done with it. She also got a new day-night rear view mirror complete with a compass and dashcam.”

“Well, I guess I owe you a couple of kisses for being so nice to her,” I teased.

“Only a couple?”

“We’ll see,” I said, pressing my lips onto his. His lips were soft and tasted like his peppermint mouthwash. I felt the pressure on my chest where he was feeling me up. I wonder what it would be like to have real breasts rather than lumps of plastic. The kissing became more intense with a little tongue included, my tongue this time, which he greedily accepted. My head started to spin with the intensity of our session; I must remember to breathe.

As we continued to kiss, his hand dropped from my front to my leg and began an exploration. His soft caress felt good against my stocking-covered thigh.

What wasn’t so soft was his cock as he started to bulge in the front of his pants. I dropped my hand and could feel the warmth and power of his desire. We continued to kiss as I moved my hand along his stem; my motions causing it to throb beneath my fingers.

The kiss broke and he looked at me intently.

“Oh, Kitten, I’ve missed holding you so much.”

“And I’ve missed you, Byron. My life is not complete when we’re apart.”

There was another kiss as I reached for the pull of his zipper, unleashing what was tucked away in his pants. He began to quiver as I gripped his hard member with my soft fingers. His hand continued to stroke my thigh, causing my member to swell uncomfortably, but it was taped safely away. I wanted this to be for him. I spread my legs slightly to give him greater access, saddened there was not much interesting he would find there beside my hose, panties and briefer.

Our lips parted and I moved my hand from his rod and started undoing the buttons on his shirt.

“I want to see more of you,” I whispered as the shirt fell away from his body. After some wrestling around, the shirt was on the floor and I’d attached my lips to one of his nipples.

“I love you so much, Kitten,” he said as I suckled him. He started to pant at what I was doing. I moved my lips down his body until I got to his swollen rod.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Shush, I want to kiss it,” I said, kissing the head with my lips.

There was the sound of heavy breathing as I licked and kissed his hard cock.

“Does he like my kisses?” I teased.

“Oh my god, yes.”

“What about this?” I said, enveloping his rod with my mouth as I heard a sharp intake of breath.

I’d only had one blowjob in my life, and that wasn’t all that special as the lady that performed it was not very skilled. I resolved to correct some of the mistakes she had made with me. I rolled my lips back over my teeth and moved my tongue over his frenulum to increase his sensation. His body shook, his breathing ragged as I laved his rigid tool with my mouth. After I was sure he was completely covered with my saliva, I leaned back and took him in my hand. I gave him several slow strokes, followed by some quick, then slow again. I kept up this pattern until he started to shake.

He was whimpering in excitement as he sat rigid in his seat. After the stroking, I dropped my lips to him once again, my finger now pressing into his perineum. The impact was dramatic as his shaft stiffened even more.

“Oh, Kitten, I’m getting very close.”

I leaned back again, once more stroking him until I had him on the edge.

“Oh God, oh God, oh God…” he croaked as I stroked him rapidly and with more intensity.

I could sense an oncoming explosion, and even though I was completely unsure whether I wanted to do this or not, I decided to take him. I dropped my mouth to him once more, cupped his sack with one hand and pinched a nipple with the other. As I suspected, he began to come.

I moved my hand to wrap it tightly around the base of his cock and continued to suck as he thrust his hips uncontrollably. He cried out in passion and I could taste his pent-up desire. When he finally stopped thrusting, his body collapsed against the sofa cushion. I looked up at him and he was staring at the ceiling, his eyes closed as he sat completely still.

“Did that feel okay, Byron?” I whispered after swallowing what he had delivered to my mouth.

“I’m so sorry Kitten. I didn’t want that to happen. I just lost control.”

“I made you lose control. I wanted to do that for you. I hope it was alright.”

“Alright… it was the most fantastic thing ever. Come here.”

“Give me just a second in the bathroom and I’ll be right back.”

—————

I brushed my teeth a couple times and used mouthwash as well. The taste wasn’t something I was going to grow fond of. I washed my hands and repaired my makeup, then took a few minutes to put my hair up. I was letting him think about what just happened and I was hoping I could use his afterglow to get some answers.

I rejoined him in the living room and as I walked up to him, he wrapped his arms around my legs and looked up at me. He had replaced his shirt and buttoned up his pants, but his hair was a mess. I arranged it with my fingers.

“I’d like to go take off these good clothes and put on my nightgown. Would you like to help?”

He gave me a broad smile. “Of course.”

This was a little something different as I didn’t usually dress in front of him, but I wanted to keep him off balance.

I took his hand and led him to the bedroom, giving him a hug and kiss before pushing him into a sitting position on the bed. I wanted to do a little striptease for him without going overboard. I removed my jacket and threw it to him, figuring I would hang it up later. I also wanted to keep his hands busy. Next came my blouse, the skirt, then my slip, leaving him holding all my clothing and me just in my hose and underwear. I crossed to get some hangers out of the closet, his eyes continuing to follow my movements.

I grabbed some hangers and did my saucy walk back to where he was seated. I gave him a little kiss and beckoned him to start passing me my clothing. After hanging everything up, I went to my bag and pulled out my lace nightgown, shaking it out and putting it on the bed. I sensually slid my hose and briefer down to my knees, then sat on the bed beside him to remove them.

My actions were all slow and teasing and he looked to be enjoying the show. After they were removed, I rose, balled the hose up and put them in my bag, along with the briefer. I did a little turn and stretch, modeling my bra and panties for him. With the forms starting to get a little loose, I needed to keep the bra on for support, but he didn’t seem to mind. I picked up my gown and passed it to him.

“Would you like to help?” I asked. He silently rose and slid the beautiful garment over my head, giving me a pretty good feel-up in the process. He hugged me closely and I sought out his lips, kissing him deeply.

After a few kisses, I pushed him onto the bed, positioned him on his back and straddled his waist. He was actually starting to get hard again as I ground myself against him.

I leaned forward and kissed him; firm and passionate with a lot of tongue as I continued to press my butt into his rod.

The kisses ended and I moved off and settled in beside him as he wrapped me in his arms.

“Oh, you are so beautiful and I’ve missed you so much.”

“I’ve missed you too, and I was really afraid when you weren’t there with me.”

“I wasn’t going to let anything happen to you, sweetie. You know that.”

“I know, but can you tell me what’s going on.”

“There’s really not much to tell.”

“Okay, let’s start with the bodyguard outside of Carrie’s apartment…”

“Oh. He’s just there in case.”

“In case of what?”

“In case something came up. Did Carrie tell you about him?”

“No, she didn’t have too. He was as obvious as the broken nose on his face. Which leads me to believe he was meant to be seen, a deterrent perhaps.”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

I started to rub my hands against his chest and lean in closer to him. I felt him hug me tighter.

“With Travis in jail, why the bodyguard?” I asked, hoping to tease a little more information out of him.

He was quiet for a bit and I reached up to rub my finger across his lips.

“You aren’t holding out on me, are you?” I asked, dropping my hand down to tease his nipple through his dress shirt.

“No, it is just something we are worried about. It’s Travis’s girlfriend.”

“Oh, the one that is making him crazy.”

“Yeah. She’s a piece of work and we are concerned we haven’t been able to locate her.”

I continued to stroke his nipple for a bit, then moved my hand lower. I know I was making him uncomfortable because he was twitching.

I moved my hand down to his waist and found a very sizable bump in his trousers.

“What’s this?” I teased. “I thought I took care of this.”

“I’m sorry,” he whimpered.

“Nothing to feel sorry about. I’m glad to know I excite you.”

“Oh, you excite me alright.”

I started to rub his boner through his trousers.

“So, what about Travis?” I asked, keeping up my interrogation.

“What about him?”

“They aren’t going to be able to keep him in jail forever.”

“Yeah, he’s got another lawyer, a public defender this time, and she’s actually competent. They had another hearing, and they dropped the bail to ten grand; with conditions.”

“What kind of conditions?” I asked, continuing to pass my finger across his hard stem.

“That he wears an ankle monitor and stays with his uncle in the Lake Region in the southern part of the state. He can’t leave the county.”

“That keeps him away from us, then. Can he get the money?” I asked, continuing to rub his hardening tool.

“He came up with five grand and dad gave him another five. At least he won’t have to go to a bondsman and lose it all. Mom is going to give him an old pickup truck and enough money to buy some fishing tackle. He also gets a grand a month until November, assuming he meets the conditions of his release. They are calling it a severance package.”

“An extended fishing vacation, huh? So what about the girlfriend?” I asked, tickling the bump in the front of his pants.

“She’s not from around here. Nick is still trying to find out who she is. With Travis headed to the lake country, they figure she will go with him.”

“Nothing to worry about there, huh?”

“No, not really. So, do you have any more questions?”

“Well, maybe just one.”

“Okay…”

I gave his cock a hard squeeze. “Are you going to need some help with this? I don’t want it bumping into me all night.”

He gave me a bright smile. “Maybe.”

I reached into my bag and took out a bottle of lube and a pair of my panties to catch the mess. At least I’ll be able to get some sleep.


Chapter 17

Thursday, March 12th

In one way I was excited about returning to work, and in another I was scared. The people there had seen that ugly encounter on Monday and I’m not sure how they will react.

I didn’t have a lot of choice with what to wear, but one of the dresses that Byron had picked out was very flirty and cute, so I went with that one. I wanted a sweet and less formal look than some of the other clothes I had.

I needn’t have been concerned because when I walked into the dealership, everyone told me how happy they were to have me back and how much they missed me. I think another thing they were happy about was that Darren hadn’t been back either. Much less upheaval now that both he and Travis were gone.

I was taken to see Rita and she fawned all over me as soon as her door was closed. She stroked my hair and rubbed my arms and said how happy she was to see me. I continued to call her mom and she sat with me on the loveseat, held my hand and asked how everything was going.

“Thanks for all your help. Carrie and I were so scared, but we knew you were there and it meant so much to us.”

I realized I was spreading it on thick, but I think she bought it.

“Oh, sweetie. We just wanted to keep you girls safe. I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to either of you.”

With that, she gave me a big hug.

“Come with me,” she said with a grin, “I want you to see your office.”

We walked down the hallway and came to my office. The door was closed. She gave me a key attached to a beautiful purple fob and beckoned me to go inside. I unlocked and opened the door, reaching over to the light switch. Where before there was a simple switch, now there was some kind of panel. It must have been touch sensitive because the lights slowly rose in intensity.

I looked around and the space was breathtaking. Where there had been those two ugly metal monstrosities, now there was a beautiful cream-colored desk that faced the door. I was happy to see there was a short modesty panel so I would feel confident wearing a skirt. In front of the desk was a coordinating side chair, for guests I assume. The room was a beautiful apricot color and, as Byron had mentioned, there was a drop ceiling with recessed lighting. They even replaced the gnarly old phone with a new one. There was stunning artwork, plus against one wall, there were a couple of high-backed chairs. Between them there was a side table that matched my desk, topped with a beautiful lamp. A matching credenza was placed against the back wall.

My eyes filled with tears as Rita pushed the door closed behind us.

“I’ve never seen anything so beautiful in my life. I can’t believe this,” I said as I hugged her tightly.

When I broke my hug, she looked at me lovingly. “It makes me happy I can do this for you.”

I looked around again at the space, not believing how gorgeous it was. After wiping the tears from my eyes, I asked if I could see Byron’s office.

“Of course. Come with me,” she said, taking my hand and opening the door.

As we walked into the hallway, she whispered, “Feel free to keep the door locked when you’re not here. There is a mail slot for the orders.”

I smiled and locked the door to my office. At least this way no one was going to come in and trash my office again. Which reminded me, Byron still had the keys to my apartment.

Rita led me to her son’s office and when I stepped in, I was amazed. The paint scheme was a darkish gray color with a white accent wall, with black borders and accents. His desk was black with a matching return. It looked very professional.

“Oh, Byron. This looks great,” I told him, tamping down my excitement as the door was still open.

“You really like it?” he asked with a smirk. “You don’t think it looks too…too…”

“Is butch the word you are looking for?” I teased, causing him to laugh out loud.

“I was thinking it was too formal.”

“No, it’s fantastic. Just the level of professionalism that is appropriate for the new General Manager.”

“Well, thank you… Carmen,” he stuttered. He was probably about to call me Kitten.

“I was going to remind you about my keys,” I said with a smirk. “You said they were in your desk drawer.”

“Ah, well, ah… I put them in my pocket this morning so I could give them to you,” he said, pulling them out and handing them over. I bet they were with him all along.

“Thank you. I’ll let you get back to it and I need to get to work. Someone else has been working on the orders and I figure everything’s all screwed up.”

“Is that any way to talk to your boss.”

I gave him a wicked smile. “I’ll check back later and maybe you can take me to lunch.”

“If you weren’t so cute…” he whispered.

“Yeah, I know,” I whispered back, then louder said, “I’ll see you later, Boss. If you need me, I’ll be in my office.”

I left with a big smile and went back to my new digs. As I walked by Brenda’s office, I noticed Chip talking to her. I figure she is the next one to get an office makeover.

I went back to my office, powered up my computer and went through the orders for the past few days. Byron had done a great job with everything. I would need to reward him later.


Chapter 18

Friday, March 13th

Today had been going quite well despite it being Friday the 13th. Thankfully, there was no ruckus from Darren. With Travis drowning worms in the southern lakes, things were quiet there as well.

Even better, when Byron and I went to see my cousin last evening, I noticed the bodyguard was gone. My guess is that they must have located Travis’s girlfriend. Hopefully she’d gone fishing just like him.

Just before noon, I was finishing up the order reconciling when Rita came into my office. I greeted her warmly and suggested that we sit on the high back chairs. I wouldn’t feel comfortable sitting at my desk and making her sit on the chair in front of me like she was one of the shop workers. I also muted my phone and closed the door so we could talk privately.

I sat on the chair properly and tucked in my skirt, just as Carrie had drilled into me. I was starting to get the hang of it as I tried to look elegant.

“What do you think of your new office?” Rita asked. “Do you have everything you need?”

“It’s just perfect. I’m so happy. I can’t thank you enough.”

“I’m glad, and there is no reason to thank me. I’m just so sorry about all the ugliness with Travis and glad we can put that behind us.”

I wanted to ask if it was truly behind us since he still had to go to court. Then there was the issue with Carrie’s assault. She seemed ready to move on, so I let it pass.

“Carmen, I would love it if you would go with me to a lady’s church event on Sunday afternoon. It’s a rather intimate affair and I doubt if there will be a lot of attendees. It will just be you and me from the campaign.”

I was heartened when she added that Darren wouldn’t be there. I haven’t seen him since Monday, and I don’t quite know how he will react the next time we got together.

“I’m not sure what I’m expected to do.”

“Don’t worry. You won’t be presented as a campaign spokesperson or anyone official, you are just my guest. I might have you make some remarks before I speak, then we could answer questions together. Renáte will be preparing some talking points and if you get a question, respond if you feel comfortable. If they ask for something on-the-record, tell them such matters are handled by the campaign office.”

“I think that will be okay. I’ll read over Renáte’s information and be ready.”

“If you have any concerns, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

“I’m thinking I could wear that black pantsuit I got from Carl. Do you think that would be appropriate?”

“That would be perfect. That reminds me, let’s get together next week and go over to see him and pick out some more things.”

“Mom, really. I hate to have you spend any more money on me.”

“Don’t be silly. I need you to look your best.”

Inwardly I winced at what all this was costing. I assume some of the office stuff was covered by insurance, but not all of it.

“Can I have you pick me up at my place?” I asked. “I don’t think you’ve seen the changes to my apartment.”

“That would be great. I saw a little of it when we picked up your stuff, but I was a little preoccupied.”

“Okay, please come over. I’ll make lunch for us and show you around properly. The event is in the afternoon, correct?”

“Yes, at two, so I’ll be at your place at noon.”

“Just the two of us?” I asked, just to be sure.

“Yes, just us girls. I’ll quit bothering you so you can get back,” she said, rising from her chair.

“You’re never a bother. It’s always a pleasure to see you,” I told her, standing and wrapping her in a hug.

“Thank you, sweetheart,” she said. “I’m looking forward to seeing you on Sunday.”

—————

After Rita left, I started thinking. It was spooky how nice she was being to me. I know the woman can have an edge, but after wrangling me into being Byron’s fiancé, she has never been anything but kind to me. It didn’t even feel odd to refer to her as Mom as she is every bit as supportive as my own parents.

That got me thinking about my folks. They should be ending Dad’s overseas assignment in about six weeks, and I was getting a bit concerned what they were going to think when they got back to the States. We’d communicated via Zoom, but so far I have kept my video off, blaming my lousy internet. I’ve used email for most of our updates since using my boy voice seems strange to me now.

The slow network excuse wasn’t going to work when I pick them up at the airport. I told them I was helping Byron out with his father’s campaign, but I haven’t figured out how to tell them what my role was. Blurting out that I was his fiancé would probably be the wrong approach. That, and if they come over to my apartment, there are bound to be some awkward questions. I’ll ask Carrie and see if she has any ideas. While I mused about this new family dynamic, Byron stopped by to see if I was interested in some lunch. I was getting hungry, so I jumped up and grabbed my jacket.

At lunch, I asked Byron if he had any ideas on how to handle my parents.

“That’s kind of a tricky problem. Is the truth out of the question?”

My face must have registered a degree of shock and he gave me one of his signature grins. I was struggling with what to say next.

“Byron, I don’t even know what the truth is. Something like you talked me into impersonating my cousin, your mom found out and is blackmailing me into being your girlfriend, you offered me an engagement ring and I accepted it, so now we’re getting married.”

“You forgot the bit about I’m hopelessly in love with you.”

“You’re hopeless alright.”

“Don’t be mean. I’m trying to help.”

I grabbed his hand and gave it a squeeze. “I know you are. The truth is going to get tricky. I’m thinking about asking someone who is used to bending the truth a little bit.”

“You’re not thinking about my dad, are you?

That made me laugh out loud.

“No, I was thinking of Carrie,” I responded, wiping a tear from my eye from laughing so much.

“Interesting thought. Although this situation might even go beyond her considerable skills at deception.”

“It’s worth a try.”


Chapter 19

Sunday, March 15th

I fidgeted around my apartment all morning straightening up in anticipation of Rita’s visit. It was not that messy, but it helped to soothe my nerves.

Right at noon there was a knock at the door, which meant she must have been to Byron’s apartment or she would have needed to use the intercom.

I greeted her warmly, getting a firm hug and a kiss on the cheek.

“Oh Mom, it’s so great to see you.”

“And look at you, sweetheart. You look stunning.”

She wasn’t exaggerating because I did a lot of work on my hair and makeup and did a light press of my pantsuit. Of course she looked like a million bucks.

“Let me show you the apartment then we’ll have some coffee. I also have some sandwiches and soup.”

“That all sounds lovely, dear.”

As I showed her around, she gushed at how nice everything looked and how it suited me perfectly. It occurred to me that she probably had a hand in all of it, but she acted like it was a surprise. I gave credit to her acting skills.

After our lunch and her compliments on how good everything was, we freshened up and readied to go to the church. Rita was to give a short presentation on some of the issues the campaign was focusing on, and then there would be some mingling and enjoying some punch. Unlike any of the other campaign events, there would be no alcohol.

—————

After I introduced her, Rita did a superb job in highlighting various women’s issues that the campaign was addressing, including school safety, workplace equality, diversity and the ‘Pink Tax’ on products targeted specifically to women. She skillfully avoided any hot-button issues of which there were plenty. I recognized some of the talking points that Renáte had given me. Both Rita and Renáte were skillful enough to not make it sound like spin.

I was wandering around and enjoying some punch but was a bit nervous as Rita had left the room with the event organizer. I was approached by a lady dressed very professionally, carrying a tablet and a tiny voice recorder. There wasn’t supposed to be any press at this event, so I found her accessories a bit strange.

“Hello, I’m Amanda Wright from Agape News.”

“Nice to meet you, Ms. Wright. I’m Carmen Cassidy.”

“Are you with the campaign?”

“Oh no. I’m a guest of Mrs. Henderson.”

“That’s interesting. I was sure I recognized you from a picture on Darren’s website.”

Darren, huh. That’s kind of unprofessional to throw around the candidate’s first name like that.

“I’m engaged to Byron Henderson, the candidate’s son, and I work at Henderson motors.” I was looking around for Rita because I could see where this was going.

“I was surprised during Rita’s presentation on women’s issues she didn’t mention the only real issue for women.”

“And which issue is that?”

“Why, abortion of course.”

“You are aware that Mr. Henderson is running for office in a state where abortion has been found by the State Supreme Court to be a legal choice for a mother.”

“Well, I’m part of an initiative to get that changed.”

“So, you are a lobbyist? I thought you said you were a journalist.”

“No, I’m a concerned citizen. I understood that Darren agrees with us that abortion is murder. He should be a natural ally for our goal to put an amendment on the ballot.”

“Sponsoring the inclusion of an amendment that is sure to fail would not be a good look for a freshman legislator; you get that, don’t you?”

“Then just keep trying until it passes.”

“Ms. Wright, several years ago a legislator in some small state proposed an amendment to include elements of Sharia Law into the state constitution. Not only did the initiative fail disastrously, but there are now a dozen states that have anti-Sharia Law legislation. Promoting legislation that has no chance of passage can have serious downsides.”

“I can’t believe you support a death industry that is murdering millions of innocent babies.”

“What did I say for you to leap to the conclusion that I support abortion?” I spat back.

“You said there was no point in pursuing legislation.”

“Because I’m being pragmatic. My personal beliefs are irrelevant.”

“I don’t understand you.”

“That’s fair, because I’m having a hard time understanding you as well.”

She huffed and walked off, and thankfully Rita reappeared shortly later. I decided I’d tell her about my discussion with Amanda Wright in the event something came back to bite me, or the campaign.

I went around with Rita and she introduced me to some of the attendees. There were no more interactions like with Amanda Wright. Actually, for an event with a politician’s wife, there was almost a universal disdain for politics which I found concerning. The impact of legislation should be important to all of them. More worrisome was the issue of gridlock and indecision which could be even worse.

A little before five, Rita looked over at me and smiled. “Are you ready to go, Carmen?”

“Anytime you say, Mrs. Henderson.”

“Let’s say goodbye to our host then maybe we can stop somewhere for dinner.”

With that, she walked over to Mrs. Merton, the president of the ladies’ group, and announced we were leaving.

“Thank you so much for having me today, Mrs. Merton,” I told her. I was struggling with what else to say.

“Oh, Carmen. I hope you weren’t too bored hanging around with a bunch of old ladies.”

“Not at all. Besides, there were no old ladies here; only wise and respectable women that I hope someday to emulate.”

“Rita, I believe we have another politician in our midst.”

“I agree. Carmen is a brilliant woman, and her future is bright indeed.”

—————

After the meeting, Rita took me to a quaint restaurant and we found a quiet table. She ordered us a split of wine and I was hoping no one would ask for ID. After some small talk, I decided that I should tell her about my conversation today.

“Mom, are you familiar with an Amanda Wright?”

“Oh yes. I noticed she was there today. Did she want to talk to you?”

“Yes. She recognized me from the photo on the website.”

“I can guess what she wanted to talk about.”

I nodded. “The number one woman’s issue.”

“Yes, and the number one healthcare issue, the most important children’s issue, the primary law-enforcement issue, and pretty much anything else. It’s all those people can think about.”

“She wants to have Mr. Henderson promote an anti-abortion ballot measure or something.”

“There’s no point. It won’t pass and he’ll just make a bunch of enemies.”

“That’s kind of what I told her.”

“There are too many small-dollar donations that can be raised on these hot-button issues. The last thing politicians want is there to be a resolution because the money tree dries up and dies.”

“I wondered why these supposedly critical issues never get resolved.”

“These topics are the same and both sides fundraise off them. I’m sure that Amanda Wright has an ongoing appeal to support her effort, no matter how hopeless it is.”

“Kind of like the dog that chaises cars. If he ever caught one, he wouldn’t know what to do with it.”

“Exactly.”

—————

After our dinner, Rita brought me back to my apartment and walked me to the door.

“I enjoyed spending the day with you, Mom. Thanks for including me.”

“It was great that you could come. I know it must have been boring and I do appreciate you being there with me.”

“It’s never boring doing things with you. Thanks for dinner.”

“You are welcome, honey.”

I gave her a big hug and a kiss on the cheek, and she hugged me tightly as well.”

“You are the most wonderful daughter a woman could ask for,” she said with a sniff. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She turned to leave, and I blurted out, “l love you, Mom.”

She turned back to face me and her eyes turned glassy. “And I love you, Carmen, very, very much.”

After entering my apartment and locking the door, I leaned against the wall and let out a long sigh. I really need to talk to Carrie. This is getting too weird.


Chapter 20

Wednesday, March 18th.

The last couple of days had been filled with work, some hours volunteering at the campaign headquarters and evening fundraising events. I was floored Monday evening when Darren came over to shake my hand and to say how nice it was to see me.

“Thank you, sir,” I responded. “I’m glad I could be here tonight and help out.” When I asked Byron about it later, he just made up a bunch of excuses for how his father acted. I was seeing the other side of Darren Henderson right now, but I didn’t forget the cold-hearted asshole that was there beneath the surface.

It was the night before the primary election, and even though he was running unopposed, the election would demonstrate the strength his party had. When the ballots were tallied, there looked to be dark clouds on the horizon. His party was losing support among key constituencies.

Rita continued to treat me like her most precious possession. Whenever I tried to tell myself it was all an act, she would do something unexpected to further demonstrate her love.

I went to Carrie’s that evening with supper. When I arrived, I was still dressed for work, but she was in her power clothes. It looks like we are going to practice her presentation.

“You clean up nice,” I teased her. “I figured you would be in your sweats.”

“We don’t practice our presentation in sweats, Sis. Remember that. What’s for dinner?”

“Fast food Mexican so you can get taco sauce all over your good clothes.”

“It’s a risk worth taking.”

—————

After our meal, minus any taco sauce mishaps, Carrie fired up her projector and laptop.

“We can go through some of the changes,” she said. “You did look through the critique, didn’t you?”

“Of course, and I even practiced.”

“Can you do it without the script?”

“Well…”

She gave me a knowing smile.

“I’ll go first,” she said, which was a major relief. The presentation came up and she started to talk about plastics machinery. She almost made it sound interesting.

My cousin ran through the presentation once, and I only got about a quarter of the way through before I locked up.

“You sounded great, Carmen. Next time you’ll be able to do the whole thing.”

“But it’s almost an hour long.”

“The first fifteen minutes are the hardest. It gets easier after that.”

“And if I say I don’t believe you?”

“You’ll see. So, what do you want to do now?”

“I’ve got some things I need to talk to you about.”

“Serious things? A discussion that requires wine?”

I thought back to the hangover I had the last time we drank wine together.

“One glass, and I mean it,” I warned.

“Okay, one glass.”

She returned with this huge glass filled with wine and gave it to me.

“One glass is what you said.”

“This isn’t a glass; this is half a bottle.”

“I’ve got another bottle chilling if you need a refill.”

I was going to have another headache tomorrow, that was for sure.

She settled down with her glass and asked me what was on my mind.

“It’s Rita.”

“Are things still tight between you?”

“You know we went to that church event last Sunday.”

“I was going to ask you how that went.”

“Everything was good. Most of the people I met were very nice.”

“So, what happened?” she pressed.

“Well, afterwards she took me out for dinner. We talked a lot. She is quite interesting.”

“Carmen, you’re stalling.”

“After dinner, she brought me back to my apartment. When she was leaving, she told me how much she loved me.”

“Okay, what brought that on?”

“Well, it might have been after I told her that I loved her.”

“You’ve been doing the mommy thing. It was just the next logical step.”

“It’s not an act. I really do love her. And she told me I was the most wonderful daughter she could ever hope for.”

“Damn. I guess that’s good because there are some mothers-in-law that would be hating on you for taking away their son,” Carrie replied.

“I don’t know how to react. I’ve spent the last few days trying to figure out what it means.”

“And what have you decided?”

“I’ve decided that I don’t know.”

“Well, you told me that it isn’t an act for you, is there any reason to suspect her?”

“That’s just it. I think she is totally genuine. But Carrie, she knows I am a guy.”

“Maybe it doesn’t matter to her; maybe it makes you all that much more special. Did she suspect you had a relationship with Byron before this all came about?”

“I’m not sure, but with me being so busy burying my feelings about him, I didn’t even recognize it myself.”

“She may be more perceptive than you thought.”

“Maybe. That, and I have another problem.”

“Is it worse than this one?”

“Yes, far worse.”

“Do you need more wine?”

“No. I’m just getting started on this one and my head is already starting to buzz.”

“Okay, what’s this other problem?”

“You know, in a few weeks my folks are going to return from France, and I don’t know how that’s going to work.”

“Well, I see them disowning you and kicking your ass out of the house and onto the street.”

“I don’t even live at home.”

“Okay, then what’s the worst thing that will happen? I seriously don’t think they are going to disown you either.”

“When I pick them up at the airport, there are likely to be some awkward questions.”

“Only if you don’t warn them.”

“What am I going to say to warn them? Hey, to let you know; I’ve let my hair grow out and I now wear a C-cup.”

“You know when we were younger, when you asked me to buy you a pair of panties and a bra so we would match when we were playing together as sisters?”

“Ah, I might remember something about that.”

“Well, I remember it just fine, and so will your mother. She found your girl underwear and she noticed they’d been worn.”

“Oh, damn, she never told me.”

“She was a little upset and asked my mother if you had stolen my underwear. They confronted me and I admitted that I had gotten them for you, they were new, and you had been wearing them.”

“Oh.”

“She also found that pair of pantyhose I loaned you when we went out for my fifteenth birthday. My mom told her about you pretending to be my twin sister and how much fun you’d had. She even saw our pictures.”

“I see…”

“I also told her about you borrowing clothes from me when we played together.”

“Mom never said anything.”

“Maybe because you never said anything to her.”

“Do you think I could do it; tell her what happened? Tell her about me and Byron?”

“If you don’t say anything, she is probably going to ask you. She called me the other night about the picture on Darren’s website introducing Byron’s fiancé. I told her it wasn’t me and she should ask you about it.”

“Carrie. I’m dead.”

“Don’t worry, Sis. I’ll make sure you have a nice funeral.”

—————

After my massive glass of wine, I was sloshed so I grabbed an Uber home. I went to my apartment and threw some things into my overnight bag. I didn’t want to be alone and I thought I would ask to stay with Byron.

I stood in front of his door for a long time trying to find the courage to knock. ‘Damn it, what’s wrong with me,’ I chided myself as I gave a quiet knock.

The door opened and he gave me a big grin.

“Hello, Kitten. Is everything alright?”

I thought about how I should answer that question. Was everything alright? Will it ever be alright again?

“Ah, I wondered if I could hang with you for a little bit. I don’t want to be alone. I need to talk.”

He looked at my overnight bag and nodded.

“Sure…no problem…come in…” he stammered as he stepped back from the door and let me enter.

“Can I get you something? Some wine.”

“Oh God, no more wine. I’m going to be wrecked in the morning as it is.”

“A soft drink, then?”

“Just some water, and maybe a kiss or two.”

“Do you want me to take that?” he asked, pointing at my overnight bag.

“I haven’t decided what I’m going to do yet.”

“How much wine did you have?”

“Just one glass.”

“At Carrie’s?”

“Yes…”

“I see. A glass as big as a fishbowl.”

“Pretty much.”

“Got it. I’ll get your water, then we can talk.”

I collapsed on his sofa, took off my shoes and tucked my legs beneath me. He returned a short time later with my water.

“Is something wrong?” he asked, sitting beside me and stroking my shoulder.

“I’m not sure how to answer that. There are a lot of things happening right now and I don’t know what to think about them.”

“Anything I can do to help?”

“Do you really want to marry me?” I asked, rather more abruptly than I wanted to.

“You asking the question like that makes me worry.”

“I’m sorry. I’m just drunk and confused and not making any sense.”

“Did something happen?”

“I’ve kind of been outed to my parents.”

“Okay, that’s manageable. Your parents are fantastic people and I’m sure they will support us.”

“Then there’s your mother.”

“My mother idolizes you. Why are you saying these things?”

“I don’t know. That’s my biggest problem. I don’t know, Byron. Please hold me.”

He pulled me over to him and hugged me tightly. He leaned down to give me a kiss and I melted against him, gripping him for all I’m worth and savoring the feel of his lips against mine.

We held one another and kissed for several minutes, then he finally looked into my eyes.

“In answer to the question you asked earlier; yes, I do want to marry you. Are you ready to set a date?”

“There are a lot of things I need to do first.”

“Well, let’s do them and then set the date. What’s this thing with your parents?”

“I kind of need to tell them what’s going on.”

“Can we tell them together?”

“I don’t know. Let me think about that.”

“And what were you saying about my mother. Did she say something to hurt you?”

“Oh god no. She told me that she loves me.”

“She does love you.”

“I’m having a hard time believing all this. I’m used to being this nerdy guy that everybody just ignored. Then, suddenly, I have all these wonderful people looking after me. It’s taking me a bit to adjust,” I said before covering my mouth to disguise my yawn.

“Is your nightgown in there?” he asked, pointing to my bag. “Let’s get you ready for bed.”

“Do you want me, Byron?”

“Oh, Kitten, please don’t. You are too drunk and brittle right now. Please, let’s get you into my bed, I’ll wrap you in my arms, keep you warm and safe and let you get some rest.”

“Okay, let’s do that. And Byron…”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”


Chapter 21

Saturday, March 21st

The rest of the week was almost normal, or what was the new normal for me. Campaign events plus dealing with stuff at work. With the new system, normal things were much easier, so the parts guys started to give me more challenging things to do.

One of those was to develop an accessories display beside the parts counter. Previously what they had was pretty dull, and I was given the task to energize it a bit. I came up with the idea of a beach scene with different accessories available for our car brands that could be used on the beach. Coolers, koozies, water bottles, beach towels, umbrellas; It was amazing the amount of stuff available with the auto logos. I received no end of complements on the final product, including Rita who thought it was fantastic.

I received an e-mail from my mother who asked if I would be available to chat this weekend. Since she was several hours behind me, we arranged a call in the afternoon which would be morning for her. She didn’t specifically say what she wanted to chat about, so prior to our call, I sent her an email which gave a detailed account of what was going on in my life. I even sent a selfie of how I looked now.

I sweated out how she was going to react, but I received a sweet response that said this would give us a lot to talk about.

At four I was in front of my computer and waiting for my mother’s call. Exactly on time I got the alert. I brought up the video call and said hello.

I saw my mother’s image come up on the screen. I noticed that her brown hair had been cut shorter and had a little bit of curl. I think there were some highlights which was a new thing for her. I didn’t think it was that sunny in France in the winter, so they were probably the result of a trip to the salon.

“Well, hello, Blake. Is that how I should refer to you?”

“I’ve been borrowing Carmen’s name for right now.”

“Okay, Carmen, that will make it easy. You look so much like her that won’t be hard to adapt to at all.”

“She helped me with this. Like I said in my email, this was only going to be for a few days, but it got much more complicated.”

“I can’t say that I understand how everything happened, but I want to let you know that I’m here for you.”

“Oh, Mom, that means the world to me because I can use everyone’s help right now.”

We continued to talk about my new job, the campaign, and my relationship with Byron. I did mention some of the struggles I was having with Byron’s dad, but there was no way I could describe to her what a complete asshole he was. I told her we were having some difficulties, but for the good of the campaign we were working together.

She was fascinated with how Rita was treating me and that made her feel that his dad would finally come around. I was hoping the issue might resolve itself by his falling off a cliff, but I kept that to myself.

By the time we had finished our conversation, she asked if it would be okay to have my dad call tomorrow. I told her that would be great.

“I love you, honey, and let’s keep in touch a little more often, either by e-mail or video call.”

“I’d like that, and I love you more than anything,” I told her before ending the call.

I could check Mom off the list of people I needed to talk to, but that still left my dad. He might be a lot bigger problem.


Chapter 22

Tuesday, March 24th

My dad called on Sunday and we had a pleasant conversation. I’m sure my mom filled him in on a lot of what was going on because, except for a couple of awkward moments, it went great. I guess Carrie was right, or maybe they’re not planning to disown me until they get back to the States.

My dad surprised me. I was worried about his reaction to my relationship with Byron, but he was cool about it. I guess he had done enough travel and living in foreign countries that it broadened his concept of normal. That reminds me, I need to spend more time with my parents. With all their travel and my weird work schedule, they felt like strangers to me.

I planned to have Byron over to my apartment tonight for dinner. We hadn’t been able to spend much time together except for lunches. He was busy at the dealership trying to fix some of the multitude of screw-ups that Travis left behind.

I was at the campaign office in the afternoon, dropped by the dealership to finish up the orders, and was able to duck out from work a little early.

That week I had been wearing jeans and sweaters to work because they had me helping to reorganize things in the parts bin. Doug had always wanted to add some additional shelving, but Travis insisted it wasn’t necessary. The dope even suggested returning some of the stock back to the regional warehouse until Doug reminded him that there would be freight charges, plus a restocking fee. Because of that, things were just kept in boxes on the floor and finding anything was impossible. One of the first things Byron did was to tell Doug to order whatever shelving he needed and to get things organized the way he wanted. And he was the one that offered my assistance to help, damn him. He told me it would be good experience.

With me being so casual this week, I felt like glamming up before Byron came over. I planned to make lasagna which would take a lot of time in the oven, but not much fussing over. This allowed me plenty of time to get cleaned up and dressed to the nines.

I showered, curled my hair and spent a lot of time on makeup. Finally, I put on a very flirty short dress with nude hose and my pumps with a kitten heel. I was looking at myself in the mirror when I heard a knock at my door. It was Byron. Maybe someday, if he’s nice, I’ll give him a key.

I spritzed myself with perfume and walked to the door feeling quite feminine after spending the last few days in jeans. I opened the door and he gave me a big smile and handed me a bouquet of fresh flowers.

“Oh, these are beautiful. Thank you! Let me get them in a vase.”

One of the things that Chip added during my room makeover was a beautiful crystal vase which would work perfectly. I quickly put the flowers in water.

“You look nice, Kitten,” he said.

“You like?” I asked, giving him a little spin. “I figured after spending all week in jeans I wanted to dress up for you.”

“I’m glad you did,” he said, reaching out and pulling me close. A sweet kiss soon followed.

After a few kisses more, I wedged myself out of his arms. “I’ll go get our dinner ready.”

—————

After dinner, we sat on the sofa to watch some television. He was getting pretty handsy and passionate with his kisses. A lump appeared in his trousers which was not surprising. While we kissed, he became quite bold where his hand was moving. My hand was in his lap and tracing the outline of his stem so I was being pretty bold myself.

With him continuing to move his hands up my leg to my panties, I needed to tell him to quit.

“Byron, that makes me kind of uncomfortable,” I said as I broke our kiss.

“Why, Kitten?” he asked.

“Well, it makes me kind of excited, I guess.”

“That’s why I’m doing it. What you are doing is making me kind of excited myself.”

I pulled my hand back and muttered an apology, but he continued to stroke the front of my panties.

“Please go remove your tape. I want to feel you.”

“No Byron. I can’t.”

“Why not? I know you told my dad that we wouldn’t do anything until we were married, but I won’t say anything.”

“It’s not that…”

“What is it then?”

“I’m ugly down there.”

“What! I’ve seen you. You aren’t as big as I am, but you’re certainly not ugly.”

“What did you say? I’m every bit as big as you…”

“Now you’re talking like a guy. You’re going to have to prove it.”

“No!!!”

He continued to rub me, causing me to swell beneath the tape.

“I’m going to torture you until you let it loose.”

“Byron…” I started as he moved in to give me a passionate kiss while continuing to stroke my pent-up cock. I was getting damn uncomfortable.

He broke the kiss and smiled.

“Do you want my help?” he asked, gripping the waistband of my hose.

“You’re crazy.”

“Maybe. Will you do it?”

“Byron. I’m afraid.”

“There’s nothing to be afraid of. I want to show you how much I love you.”

I was quiet for a time as I thought about what he was asking. I didn’t know how far he wanted to take this, but right now my heart was racing and I was ready to take the next step.

“If I took off my dress and put on my nightgown, would that be okay?”

“I don’t think I need to remind you about the tape.”

“Okay, the tape comes off.”

“Can I help?”

“No… I’m nervous enough as it is. Are you sure this is what you want?”

“Kitten, everything is going to be fine, now scoot and I’ll get us some wine and put on some music.”

—————

I went to my bathroom and slipped out of my dress, cleaned up and, most importantly, removed the tape. I was as hard as iron and had a very unfeminine bulge in my panties. I had to leave the bra on because of the forms.

I ducked into my bedroom and selected one of my favorite lace nightgowns and put it on over my underwear. I added some perfume and headed back to the front room to find Byron.

He was waiting for me on the sofa. He had removed his coat and tie and undone most of the buttons on his shirt. He wasn’t wearing a tee shirt and he was probably commando as well. There was a tube of lube and a box of tissues beside him on the sofa. He must have come prepared.

“You look so beautiful. Come here and let me kiss you.”

My mind was in a dozen places at once as I walked toward him, my movements on autopilot. I sat beside him and he put his arms around me. My nightgown bumped out in a very unladylike fashion. My lump matched the one in his pants, so we both must be quite horny.

He reached for my hand and directed it to the front of his pants.

“I want to show you just how beautiful I think you are. Do you know how much you excite me?”

“But Byron. I don’t know.”

“Well, I do know. I know I love you and want to be one with you.”

“I’m not sure if I’m ready for that yet, Byron,” I told him as I stroked my hand across his firm cock.”

“Okay, but can I touch you?” he asked.

“Uh huh.”

He reached under my nightgown and pressed the front of my panties, finding my very hard cock hidden below. He stroked the length of it with his finger, causing it to grow even longer.

“Can I see it?” he asked.

I was silent for a bit, trying to decide what to do. He made the decision for me as he lifted my nightgown and put his thumbs in the waistband of the panties. I raised my hips and let him slide them off.

“Kitten, you are beautiful. I thought you said you were ugly.”

I dropped the zipper of his trousers, unbuttoned the top and fished out his massive member. I think he’s right; he is a lot bigger than I am.

He loosened the cap of the lube and spread some on my very rigid stem, then put some on his own.

He gently stroked me as I did the same for him. Before long we were both panting and I felt myself start to shiver. I lost focus and stopped my movements as he continued to stroke my swollen cock. We kissed until I felt myself losing control. He caressed me firmly until I started to pulse, him allowing me to blow my considerable load into a bunch of tissues. After I came back to earth, I finished him off; a process that didn’t take long as he was still hot.

“I hope that was okay for you,” he said.

“Byron, it was wonderful. Thank you for doing that for me, but now I need to get cleaned up. I’ll be right back.”

“I’ll be here waiting for you.”

I grabbed my panties and headed for the bathroom.

—————

My head was still spinning as I went to the bath. I cleaned myself, washed my hands and fixed my lipstick. I replaced my tape because I was quite self-conscious about having a smooth line in my panties. It was a lot easier to tape now.

I grabbed a warm washcloth and hand towel before heading out to the living room. He eyed me carefully as I cleaned the stickiness from his hands and front. I grabbed the soiled tissues, took them to the bath and flushed them.

He had turned on the television and was watching a news program when I curled up beside him. I kissed his nose and told him he was wonderful.

“Was that okay? I was worried.”

“Oh honey. Thank you. That was one of my best ever.”

I had thought about that when I was getting cleaned up. Of course, it was better than the thousands of times I’d got myself off, but it even surpassed the times when I was with a girl. There always seemed to be some awkwardness, but not this time. This time was special. Amazing in fact. I clung to him tightly.

“I’m so happy to hear that,” he said, squeezing me tightly against him.

We continued to hug and watched the news. During one of the commercial breaks, a campaign ad came on where the moderator tore into Darren’s opponent’s record. There were photos of his empty chair and the vote board showing his missing tally on some key legislation. It was brutal, and at the end Darren came on to say he approved of the message.

“Gloves are off,” Byron said, turning off the TV.

“That was harsh.”

“But expected after his opponent released an ad last week saying how dad is not fit to be elected and should stick to selling cars.”

“Ouch.”

“This campaign is going to be nasty, and it’s just getting started.”


Chapter 23

Thursday, March 26th

I was finishing up some order recaps when I got a call from Carrie about noon.

“Hi, Sis,” I said, “How’s things going with you?”

“Strange,” she responded. “I got a call from the assistant district attorney this morning. They are formalizing the charges for my assault. Travis has been given notice to appear at an arraignment next week. They wanted to make sure I want to go through with the charges.”

“You told them yes, right?”

“I sure did.”

“Do you have to be in court?”

“No, they will just ask for a plea and set bail. I asked if that meant he would be going back to jail but was told that would be up to the judge.”

“Oh, wow.”

“He said they would need me for a deposition next month. Travis must be getting tired of fishing because his lawyer is trying to speed things up.”

“Do you want to get together for lunch?”

“Actually, I was hoping I could meet with you and Rita to map out a strategy.”

“We’ll both be at the campaign office this afternoon, but I don’t think it would be good for the staffers to meet my twin sister. Let me ask Mom if we can come over to your place.”

“Remember I’m at the plastics show all this week. Late evening will be the only time.”

“I’ll let you know. We have an event tonight, but I think tomorrow is free.”

Sounds good. I’ll be home. Give a call any time tomorrow and we’ll set something up. Until then, I’ll do some research.”

“See you soon,” I told her, disconnecting the call.

Looks like I need to talk to Mom.

—————

Rita came in about two and asked if I could take a couple of hours to go with her to the campaign headquarters.

“Sure, Mrs. Henderson. I’d be happy to.”

On the way to the event, I told her about Carrie’s call.

“Oh, of course. We’ll go over together tomorrow evening.”

“Carrie is putting on a brave front, but I know she is worried.”

“I can’t say much right now, but there is something else happening. I’ll have more information tomorrow so we can discuss it then. Here we are…” she said, pulling in front of the office.


Chapter 24

Friday, March 27th.

When we arrived at Carrie’s apartment this evening, she looked like she’d been crying.

“Oh, Sis, what’s wrong?” I asked when she let us in the door.

“The district attorney guy called me a bit ago and said there were some developments in the assault case, but it looked like it would be dismissed.”

“What?” I gasped. “Do you know anything about this, Mom?”

She reached out and hugged Carrie and said she knew what was going on, asking if we could sit down. Carrie sat on the chair and Rita and I sat on the sofa. She reached out and took my hand.

“I’ll start at the beginning. Apparently after Travis got word he was going back to court and that he might go back to jail, he did some rather stupid things.”

Both Carrie and I looked at each other in shock as she continued.

“Travis didn’t have a very good time in lockup. Since he kept running his mouth and didn’t provide the proper respect to his fellow prisoners, he was treated rather harshly.”

“That sounds like him,” I said.

“After he got roughed up a few times, he ended up in solitary confinement. That’s one of the reasons he was agreeable to a lot of the release conditions.”

Carrie and I both nodded and she continued.

“Travis didn’t realize it, but I had a GPS tracker installed on that pickup truck I gave him. I received a call yesterday from our PI and the geofencing software gave an alert that the truck had left the state.”

“Geofence?” Carrie asked.

“The GPS tracker would report any time that the truck left the county where Travis was supposed to be staying. Our PI called the sheriff, and they were already looking for him. He’d cut off his ankle monitor.”

“Oh, damn. Do you think he is headed here?” I asked, alarmed.

“No, apparently his girlfriend has some relatives in the Ozarks and it looks like he was headed there.”

“Was?”

“The sheriff went to where he was staying and found his uncle locked in the boat house. Of course, uncle was hopping mad and anxious to cooperate. They’d also stolen his uncle’s shotgun before Travis and his girlfriend took off. From what his uncle told them, it was the girlfriend’s idea to run for it.”

“I can’t believe Travis could be that dumb. It’s probably been the girlfriend that made him do all this stupid stuff,” I said.

“I agree. Since he had a gun, an alert went out with him being classified as armed and dangerous.”

She stopped for a minute to let that all sink in, then continued.

“The PI was able to give law enforcement a track of where he was headed. They were driving through some small town in Arkansas when he was spotted by a local cop. The cop gave chase and since Travis didn’t know the roads, after a few miles of reckless driving he ended up careening off a bridge and into a ravine. Travis was killed and his girlfriend is not expected to make it.”

“So, that’s it then?” Carrie asked.

“For Travis, yes. If she makes it, the girlfriend will probably face charges for aiding a fugitive.”

“So that’s the reason the case was dismissed. I couldn’t get any specifics out of the ADA,” Carrie surmised.

“He probably didn’t want to share a lot of details. I only know the whole story because of our PI.”

Carrie gave a long sigh and asked, “Would anyone like a bit of wine?”

I smiled. “Only a small glass,” I responded as Rita said she would like some as well.

I’ve learned my lesson about what a glass of wine means to Carrie.


Chapter 25

Thursday, April 2nd

It was a relief to have the Travis issue behind us, but the weirdness of the election campaign continued. I was at the campaign office working on some fliers when Kristin Tabor charged up to my table.

“I want you to know, Darren Henderson is a prick,” she huffed.

“What is it this time?”

“My uncle wants him to stop all his creepy campaign ads.”

“Your uncle?”

“Russell Chambers.”

“Mr. Henderson’s opponent is your uncle?”

“Yeah, and we want your lowlife boss to back off.”

“Did Mr. Chambers send you in here?”

“Ah, no.”

“It would be very improper if he did. So, what is there about the ads your uncle objects to?”

“They’re all lies.”

“So, your uncle didn’t miss all those votes?”

“Well maybe, but there was a good reason.”

“Either he voted, or he didn’t. He doesn’t get excused absences like in grade school.”

“But my aunt is sick.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, but if his personal situation doesn’t allow him to be in the chambers, he should resign and have someone else fill the seat.”

“Easy for you to say.”

“Actually, it’s not, but that’s the way it’s supposed to work.”

“I knew Darren would be too much of a bastard to do the right thing.”

“Listen, Kristin. Everyone is under a lot of pressure right now, but there is no reason for all the personal slurs about the candidate. I think it’s time for you to leave.”

“Oh, I’ll leave, but it’s not the last you will hear from me, and I’ll guarantee you won’t like it.”

“Please don’t make threats, it is demeaning to yourself and your uncle.”

“What did you say?”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Using big words again. How about this—don’t go away mad, just go away.”

She spun around and headed for the door. She didn’t even give me the finger this time.

After Kristin left, I thought I should let Rita know about the conversation. She was working in her office with the door open, so I knocked and asked “Mrs. Henderson, do you have a moment?”

“Sure, Carmen. Come in.”

I walked in and closed the door so we could talk freely.

“What is it, honey.”

“Mom, did you know that Kristin Tabor’s uncle was Russell Chambers?”

“Yes. Was she in again?”

“A little while ago. She was complaining about some of the campaign ads. She didn’t seem to be aware how inappropriate her actions are.”

“Do we need to do something? Maybe call the Chambers’ campaign and get them to keep her away.”

“Oh, no. I just wanted to let you know what happened.”

“If she continues to be a pest, just call the police.”

“I don’t want to cause any trouble.”

With that, she rose and walked around her desk. I stood and she took me in her arms and gave me a hug. “You’re not causing any trouble, you sweet thing.”

“Thank you, Mom, for everything. I love you.”

“And I love you too, honey, very much,” she said, wiping a tear from her eye. “Are you about ready to leave?”

“Give me a few minutes to finish up what I’m doing, then I’ll be ready.”


Chapter 26

Wednesday, April 15th

Like most politicians, Darren decided to take a swipe at the IRS today on Tax Day. He forgot to mention that this was also the filing deadline for state taxes, which was something as a state legislator he would be able to do something about. Still, the federal IRS was just too big and juicy a target for him not to take a swing at them.

I was able to get my taxes filed without problems. My income was so low last year I didn’t owe anything and even got money back. I offered to help Byron with his, but he said he had someone working on it. He said this year was going to be messy with the addition of my money from the dealership on his paycheck and he might have to pay estimated tax.

Money wise, both of us were doing quite well. He was good about paying my rent and other bills, plus giving me an allowance to buy food and supplies for our two homes. He kept adding money to the Visa card so I had funds for bigger purchases. Rita took me out to buy clothes, plus trips to the hair salon and nail stylist. She was spending a small fortune on me, but she didn’t seem to mind.

I had been doing some entertaining in my apartment, hosting Rita and some of her friends. Most of them were somewhat older than I, but I worked very hard to set a nice table and make them feel at home. With the size of my place, me, Rita and two or three guests were all I could accommodate. Everyone gushed about how beautifully my apartment was decorated and it meant the world to me. I could tell Rita appreciated the comments as well. With such an amazing space both here and at work, I took a lot of care to make sure they always looked nice.

Life in the campaign had become almost mundane and time seemed to drag. Is it November yet? The emphasis switched away from fundraising to just retail politics; speeches, meet and greet and one on one meetings with supporters. I asked Byron about the lack of fundraising, and he said that some political action committees were releasing ads supporting Darren, meaning he didn’t need as much cash from donations. Some of the ads had a hard edge and I expected Kristin to come in and yell at me about them. It made me wonder what the PACs were expecting in return.

In the past couple of weeks there were only two events that Byron and I were expected to attend, giving me plenty of time to worry about other things such as my parents. They would be returning to the United States in ten days and, even though our correspondence and Zoom calls have been great, I was still worried about picking them up at the airport. It would be the first time they would see the new Blake in the flesh. Byron said he would go with me, but I was unsure if that would be a good idea.

I was at my desk at the dealership contemplating lunch when my cellphone rang. It was Carrie. I was excited to hear from her because we haven’t talked in a while.

“Hi, Sis,” I said, picking up the call and at the same time closing my office door.

“Hi Carmen. I wanted to know how your week was looking.”

“Not too bad. A couple of events and some time at the campaign office. What’s up?”

“We’ve got another presentation to work on. This is one you’ll definitely be able to help with.”

“What is it?”

“I’ve got a spot with a big company presenting at the computer show next month.”

“Cool.”

“And since your dad knows everything there is to know about computer peripherals…”

“You need my help.”

“It’s great practice for you.”

“Yeah, but it’s my dad that knows all about this stuff.”

“And you have just sat around your whole life and never heard him talk about it.”

“Well, maybe I know some things.”

“That’s what I thought; besides, we’ll have a script.”

“Okay. I’ll come over after work if you have the evening free.”

“Great. And can you stop at the grocery and wine shop to pick up some stuff? I’ll send a list.”

“One glass…one small glass of wine for me.”

“Okay, I guess. How about six-thirty? I’ll make us dinner.”

“See you then.”

—————

When I arrived at Carrie’s place that evening, she was super excited.

“I’ve been thinking about doing the computer show with another person. It is a long presentation with lots of products. What do you think?”

“That sounds cool. Who were you thinking about having help you? One of the other people in the agency?”

“I had someone in mind, but they aren’t with the agency.”

My heart stopped when it occurred to me what she was thinking.

“No, Carrie, just no.”

“Oh, come on. I talked to the agency, and they were really keen on the twin-presenter thing,” she said.

“Do I get a say about this?”

“You could say yes because that would be the only acceptable response.”

“But don’t I need an ID or something?”

“An ID and a SAG card.”

“SAG?”

“A union card. I’ve already checked, and we have plenty of time to get you signed up.”

“And the ID?”

“We’re not doing anything shady. As far as the agency knows, you are Blake. They have no problem with it. I also have a solid recommendation letter from Mr. Stevens in Blake’s name.”

“Doesn’t this screw up the script?”

“Not too bad. A couple hours for the script writer will be all it takes. So, what do I tell them, remembering that if you say ‘no,’ I’ll never talk to you again.”

“Carrie, this is nuts.”

“You should be used to doing crazy things with me by now.”

“And I would use a stage name?”

“You could just use Carmen. Makes it easy that way. Carrie and Carmen, the twin presenters. Sounds pretty good, don’t you think?”

“You mean Carmen and Carrie.”

“Nope, it was my idea. I get top billing.”

“I can’t believe I’m considering this.”

“You don’t have a choice. Let’s start working with the script we have. This is going to be great!”

—————

We started with the script, and it looked like it would take some work. It was a long presentation and Carrie had already been through it, looking for places to break it into parts. After we went through it a couple of times it was right at 40 minutes.

One tricky thing was what I would be doing while she was talking so I ended up doing a game show hostess thing by highlighting the products while Carrie described them. Then we would switch roles. It was a lot of fun.

“Once more, with a video this time. I want to send it to the agency to see what they think,” Carrie said. Where before it didn’t seem real, a video to the agency let me know just how serious she was about this.


Chapter 27

Saturday, April 18th

The last couple of days had been nuts with stuff at work, stuff for the campaign, and practicing our presentation. The agency sent the video to the company, and they were thrilled with the twins’ concept. We sent off my application to the union and they emailed me a temporary card, with the permanent one to come in about a week. She also surprised me when she told me how much I was going to get paid.

“How’s that going to work? I quit using my bank account and the bank sent me a note that it has been suspended, whatever that means. They also zeroed my credit line on my Visa and froze my ATM card.”

“No problem. I have a company account that I use for my professional work. The deposits will go there.”

“I guess…”

“Then I’ll transfer Byron the money and he can add it to your allowance. You’ll need to be nice to him.”

I glared at her, stuck out my tongue and she burst out laughing.

“Is Rita going to give you the time off?”

“Yes. She was thrilled with the idea. I told her I’ll try to come in during breaks to handle the parts ordering.”

“You’ll have several hours between sets. Shouldn’t be a problem.”

“She also wants to take me out shopping for more clothes. Carrie, she is spending a fortune on me.”

“She wants to. I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t do it otherwise.”

“But I expect sometime there will be a payback, and it will be a killer.”

—————

After our practice session, I drove home and walked back to my apartment about five. I was thinking about dinner when I found a note on my door.

If you’re hungry after your full day of modeling,

why don’t you come up and I’ll feed you.

We’d been dressed up for our practice session and I didn’t know what he had in mind, so I decided to wear what I have on. At first I thought I’d freshen up and brush my teeth, then I decided to add a bit of curl to my hair, then change my lipstick. By the time I was done, I’d done a full makeover with a more dramatic evening look. This model was going to knock his eyes out.

When he let me into his apartment, I wasn’t the only one knocking out eyes. He was wearing an elegant gray turtleneck sweater with black dress slacks and a charcoal gray jacket. Just wow.

“Oh hello, Kitten. You look beautiful.”

“You look pretty GQ yourself,” I said, giving him a quick kiss.

“How hungry are you? A glass of wine before I whisk you away for a romantic dinner?”

“I like this plan.”

He uncorked a bottle of red and poured me a glass. I took a taste and could tell right away this was the good stuff. He wouldn’t show me the label.

“A toast to the most wonderful woman in the world.”

“And to the most kind and handsome man.”

We clinked our glasses and he looked at me lovingly. I didn’t miss the fact that his toast referred to me as a woman. I’m still getting used to that, although certain parts of my body would dispute that fact.

“So, how is the presentation going?” he asked after taking a sip of the wine.

“The scriptwriter really came through and it’s getting there. Carrie is crazy excited about it.”

He chuckled. “Carrie is just plain crazy.”

I gave a giggle. “You are right about that.”

“Are you ready for some more wine?”

“No, I haven’t had anything but a hotdog and chips since noon. My head is already starting to spin. You said you would feed me.”

“If you are in a hurry, I can boil some water and make you Cup Noodles.”

“You promised me food, not a container of salt and MSG.”

“High maintenance little critter, aren’t you?”

“Am not…”

“Am too! Okay, dinner out. I’m thinking that fusion restaurant that we went to last month.”

“As long as it’s not hotdogs and Cup Noodles, it sounds great.”

—————

The restaurant that Byron took me to was quite eclectic but everything we ordered was excellent. The staff was great but when we ordered wine, they needed to see ID. I was nervous about using Carrie’s fake one, so I just presented my real DL. What I always thought would be a problem was a non-issue. “You look beautiful tonight,” the waiter said with a smile as my heart started to beat again.

When we returned to the apartment house, Byron asked if I wanted to go back to his place. Since it was Saturday, I figured a cup of coffee wouldn’t hurt me. When we entered his apartment, I don’t think he asked me up for coffee.

The first kiss was memorable, complete with a lot of tongue and hands. He finally backed me to the sofa and we both flopped down rather inelegantly, going at one another like crazy. More kisses followed as he started to feel up my leg. I had enough wine on board I had lost some of my inhibitions and started feeling him up as well.

I had a little surprise for him under my skirt—I wore sheer nude thigh-highs which it didn’t take him long to discover. It felt quite wicked as he passed his fingers against my bare skin over the top of the nylons.

“I like those,” he hummed as he gently stroked my upper thigh.

“I thought you might.”

As he busied himself with the soft skin of my thigh, I found something much firmer to attend to. We kissed as we felt each other up, both getting quite hot as we progressed. I fished his ample cock out of his pants and did a dance across it with my fingers. His breath caught as I tightened my grip, causing his rod to grow even more.

“Kitten, I need you.”

I was quiet for a bit while I considered what he was asking.

“Oh, Byron. I want you too, but I’m afraid.”

“There’s nothing to be afraid of. I’ll be gentle.”

“But you are so big.”

“Only a little more than average, but thank you for noticing.”

I gave him a squeeze. “And you are very hard.”

“That’s because you excite me.”

I wondered what I should do. I’d been thinking about it a lot lately, but I still wasn’t sure.

“Maybe we could try,” I told him, still not ready to commit.

He rose, lifted me in his arms and carried me to his bedroom. There was some drama when we got to the door, but I put my arms around his neck and we were able to pass through the door while locked together in a kiss.

He gently placed me on his bed, took off his jacket and pulled his sweater over his head. He wasn’t wearing a tee shirt and his muscled form came into view. I began to unbutton my blouse, but he stopped me.

“Let me do that. I want to unwrap you like the precious gift you are.”

He removed his shoes and socks, then his slacks, leaving him wearing just severely tented undershorts.

He approached me, had me stand and kissed my neck as he continued unbuttoning what I had started earlier. He was unhurried and when he removed my top, he kissed the skin he found underneath. He helped me remove the skirt and my shoes but left the hose in place. His hands moving across my skin felt like an electric charge as he kissed me. My mind was in a fog wanting him, wanting to feel him, to be one with him. I felt his thumbs hook into the band of my briefer and panties, dropping them to the floor and I deftly stepped out of them.

He rubbed my now naked butt, and the sensation was exhilarating. More kisses came my way, then he pulled some items from the bedside table. He lay on his back in the middle of the bed and pulled me astraddle of him. He passed his hands across my forms, still hidden beneath the camisole and bra, feeling me up like I had real breasts. While he was doing that, I ground my now exposed backside against his swollen shaft, feeling the heat and power only inches from my virgin space. My body quaked with anticipation of what we were about to do.

He passed me a tube of lubricant and a condom.

“I promised my father…” he said.

“Byron, I want to feel you, all of you,” I told him, discarding the condom on the floor.

“But Kitten…” he started as I covered his lips with my finger, shushing him.

“I haven’t been with anyone else, have you?”

“No.”

“And I’m pretty sure I’m not going to get pregnant.”

“Okay.”

I took some lube and put it on his finger, and some on his cock as well. I moved beside him where he could reach me as I rubbed his stem in long, slow strokes. He slowly and tentatively circled his finger around my bud, accustoming me to the new sensation. He was unhurried, tender even, as his finger finally pressed into my tight region. I continued my slow stroking of his swollen member, feeling myself relax as things gradually progressed. As I unclenched, any discomfort melted away and I finally sensed him bottom his finger into me. I felt myself thrust back and forth as the sensation became much more intense. There was a moment of emptiness as more lube was applied, and the area stretched tighter. ‘More fingers’, I thought to myself as I adjusted to the sensation. When I thought I was loose enough, I raised myself and straddled him. I handed him the lube which he generously applied to his cock, then he cleaned his hands with a towel.

After a long breath, I positioned myself over him and he guided me with his hands on my hips. He was sticking up like a flagpole and there was no problem directing myself to where I needed to be. There was a moment of discomfort as I adjusted to his size, but with more relaxation and deep breathing I felt him slowly enter me. I moved gradually, enjoying every inch of him as I enveloped his hard tool. When I bottomed myself on him, I let out a long sigh, soaking up the wonderful sensation of him filling me completely.

As I was still, he whispered, “I love you so much, Kitten. You feel so wonderful.”

“You are so long and thick, Byron. I can’t believe how magnificent you make me feel.”

I began to slowly lift myself up, then drive myself back down on him. My taped-up cock was begging for relief, but I was too busy to think about that right now. I continued to thrust, my motions becoming ever more feral until I heard Byron cry out beneath me.

“Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck,” he wailed as I continued to bottom myself against him.

Time slowed as I reveled in the incredible new sensation of taking him into me. Finally, there was a howl as he thrusted and I felt a river of his seed enter me. I cried out as well, the sensation overwhelming me.

Byron finally stilled and I felt him crumple to the mattress beneath us. He was breathing like he’d just finished a marathon. I leaned forward to hug him and his arms surrounded me, almost crushing me, with the strength of his embrace.

He finally loosened his grip and I remained in his arms for a long time, listening to the beating of his heart.

After a time, I needed to move positions. My backside was tender and sticky as I felt his member shrink and slide out of me. I was covered with sweat and needed to clean up and to use the bathroom urgently. I rose and grabbed my panties from the floor.

I leaned over and whispered, “Give me a minute to clean up,” but I don’t even think he heard me. He may have fallen asleep.

—————

I went to the bathroom and removed the lube, and other things, which covered my backside. About the time I thought I had gotten cleaned up, I would tense and feel more stickiness leak out of me. I folded over some bathroom tissue and put it in my panties. I need to start carrying panty liners in my purse, or maybe a tampon. I also need to bring a toothbrush but for now I’ll borrow his. I don’t think he’ll mind.

I took a warm wet washcloth and a hand towel and headed back to him. He had awoken and looked at me with a relieved expression.

“I was afraid you’d left,” he said.

“No, just needed to get cleaned up. Some stud slimed me pretty good. It looks like you need cleaned up as well,” I told him as I pressed the warm cloth against his now-softened manhood.

“Are we alright? I mean, I didn’t hurt you or anything, did I?”

I gave him a quick kiss. “You were wonderful.”

“Oh good. Do you think you’ll want to do that again?”

“You mean right now?” I teased.

“No, no. I mean in the future.”

“There may be some changes. Your girlfriend has a strap-on that she’s anxious to try on you.”

“Is it one of the realistic kinds?”

“Oh yes, quite lifelike.”

“Is it as big as me?” he asked with a cheeky grin.

“It’s plenty big enough. Not to worry,” I told him, tapping him on his nose.

“Okay. That sounds fair. I love you, Kitten. Never forget that.”

“And I love you, but right now I need to get back to the bathroom.”


Chapter 28

Saturday, April 25th

I’d been a wreck all week worrying about today. It was late in the evening, and I was standing at the airport awaiting my parents’ flight. Both Carrie and Byron offered to come with me, but I decided to do it alone. That was probably a mistake because one of the others could keep me out of the weeds thinking about what might happen.

My parents, Kathy and Louis Davidson, had been married since high school; in fact that’s where they’d met. Dad took a job at a startup coming out of college and managed to land something that really took off. The company had a line of computer peripherals and, after struggling for a few years, were bought out by an international company. My dad’s stock options actually amounted to something, but he continued with the same company at their R&D branch. That meant overseas assignments which resulted in yearlong stints in foreign countries. This time it had been France.

My mother is not the quintessential stay-at-home-mom who makes casseroles and bakes cookies. She does a lot of financial stuff and has gotten pretty good at trading options and day-trading. With my dad’s stock options, they don’t have any problem with money, except they always wanted more. Their obsession with wealth had always been strange to me. Since Dad made it big coming out of high school, he was always bewildered how the same thing hadn’t happened to me. He made his money during the middle of the tech boom when a lot of bonuses were being doled out as options. Most of those options expired worthless, but because of the buyout, my parents were the lucky ones. I was always expected to make it on my own just like they did. I know I could probably lean on them if I ran short, but I’ve made it a point not to unless it was an emergency.

To look particularly stylish today, I wore a linen skirt suit with taupe-colored pumps. It was one I got from Carl, and I know it was expensive, but it looked great. I struggled with what to wear as I wanted to be decidedly feminine without looking all business. This was classic styling with a feminine flair, and I really liked the final look.

Their plane landed a few minutes ago and I was waiting in the arrivals lounge. I saw dad first; with his height and dark hair, he’s kind of hard to miss. Mom was beside him and he smiled and pointed to where I was standing. This is a good sign…at least they recognized me.

They rushed over and I hugged them across the barrier tape. My mother spoke first.

“Thanks so much for meeting us. You look so nice and here I’m dressed in yoga pants.”

“Mom, you’ve just flown halfway across the world. You are allowed to wear whatever makes you feel comfortable.”

Dad was next to give me a hug, and he referred to me as his sweetie.

“I didn’t know how much luggage you had, so I got us a limo.” What I failed to explain was that I didn’t want to drive with a DL that had my boy picture.

“That’s perfect,” dad said. “Let’s find a couple of carts and get our luggage.”

“Are you guys hungry? Did you want to stop somewhere?”

“No, they fed us on the plane. Nice thing about flying with your father is they put us in First Class.”

“The perks of a pile of air miles,” I chuckled. “Did you have a good flight?”

“Smooth takeoffs and landings and everything on time. We had a bit of a layover at JFK, but not enough to get bored,” my dad said while still holding my hand.

“All good. Let’s find your carousel and I’ll give the limo driver a call to meet us.”

—————

In a continuation of their good fortune, the bags fell onto the conveyor as we walked up. Oh, that’s right; First Class. The limo driver met us at the carousel and helped with the bags, then wheeled us to where he was parked. A couple minutes later we were headed to their place.

“Carrie and I picked up some groceries for you, stocked the refrigerator and you should have enough for a couple days to relax. When do you have to go back to work, Dad?”

“I told them I would be in mid-week. That would give me time to get things settled around the house.”

“If you need anything, be sure to let me know.”

“Ahhh, are we going to be able to visit for a bit? Have you fill us in on everything that is happening.”

“I thought you might want to relax and get some rest first, but I’ll come over tomorrow if that’s okay.”

“Tomorrow will be great. Bring Carmen…Carrie if you like…or Byron,” Mom said.

“I’ll do that. I’ll send a text in the morning before we come over to make sure you are awake.”

“Sure, honey… It looks like we’re here,” Mom said as the limo pulled in front of the house.

“I’ll help you get your bags inside, then the limo driver is going to drop me home. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


Chapter 29

Friday, May 1st

This week went quite fast as Carrie and I practiced for our presentation next week. The demonstration was quite fast-paced and there was a lot of blocking necessary to make sure we didn’t get in each other’s way. It was going to be a lot of fun.

Last Sunday, myself, Carrie and Byron went over to see my parents. What I thought was going to be a bizarre encounter ended up being very calm. Dad was even able to give us some background on some of the computer products so we could amp up the presentation.

The parents were interested in how all this came about, with their son becoming their daughter, the daughter becoming engaged, and all the rest. When we went through all the details, it made it seem reasonable as each step was a small one. There were just a lot of steps.

I was surprised about all the things Mom knew about my cross-dressing when I was younger. She had shared a lot of that information with Dad so it wasn’t a huge surprise to either of them. My aunt had also shown them some photos of Carrie and I when we played dress-up together. At the time they thought it was cute, but now realized there was a lot more to it.

A surprise for me was that I now saw myself as a woman and not a cross-dressing man. I didn’t see my relationship with Byron as a gay relationship, but as a transgender one. For Byron’s part, he did not love me as a man or a woman, but as a person. I never realized his degree of devotion to me, although with all the time we had spent as inseparable friends I should have recognized it sooner.

As part of my journey, I have started to see an endocrinologist to start me on hormones. During the testing leading up to my therapy, it was discovered that I suffer from low testosterone levels. That probably resulted in my more feminine appearance and will aid the management of my transition as the blockers will not be such a shock to my system.

—————

I was in my office about noon on Friday when Rita dropped by.

“Do you have a second, Carmen?”

“Certainly, Mrs. Henderson,” I said, rising from my desk, muting my phone and closing the door. I gave her a hug and guided her to the chairs, inviting her to sit.

“Is everything ready for your exhibition next week?” she asked.

“I hope so. It’s a big step for me, but Carrie and I have been working very hard and I think it will come together. I hope I don’t flub up.”

“Don’t even think that. You are so amazing at everything you do; I know you are going to do a fantastic job.” She was quiet for a bit, then reached for my hand. “There’s something else that came up that I wanted to tell you about. Some news from the hospital in Jonesboro Arkansas.”

“I don’t follow…”

“That’s where they took Ella Thornton, Travis’s girlfriend.”

“Is everything alright?” I asked, knowing if she was bringing it up, it was probably bad news.

“She is being released from the hospital, though still in a cast and walking with crutches. It sounds like she is headed for a relative’s place in Mountain Home.”

“How is she doing?”

“She was talking to one of the nurses and blames everything that happened to Travis and her on Darren, even though he had nothing to do with it. She’s not all that clever and I’m not sure what to expect from her. Our PI contacted the authorities and they’ve had plenty of squabbles with the whole family. Never good news when the local cops know who you are.”

I was quiet for a bit, then asked, “Is she likely to cause trouble for us?”

“The PI gave the police chief some background and asked him to call if she does anything strange. Not sure what more we can do.”

“Well, I’ll keep my doors locked and hope she stays in the Ozarks.”

“I don’t want to scare you, but I wanted to let you know. You might tell Carrie as well.”


Chapter 30

Wednesday, May 6th

Computer Show

The first couple of days at the computer show went well. Since I was talking about computer stuff it was easy to exhibit my enthusiasm. Carrie matched me and everything worked. The customer was very pleased.

Our audience did a good job of filling the booth as we ran through some preliminary checks of the props and prepared for the presentation. After a quick introduction of the booth staff, we started doing our spiel. We went through some of the details of the company’s line of computer peripherals from memory chips to graphics cards, and even Virtual Reality headsets. There are an amazing number of items, and it was a lot of fun to describe them to our very attentive audience.

Right before our last presentation of the day, I looked out to see Byron giving me a wave. I rushed over to him.

“Hi, Kitten. I wanted to see your show. I bribed Robert at the computer place, and he got me a pass.”

“That’s fantastic. I’m so glad to see you. Now you are going to see just how bad at this I am.”

That gave him a chuckle. “You will do a fantastic job, just like you do with everything else.”

“Thank you, honey. That makes me feel good, of course, it is only half me.”

“The cutest half, for sure.”

I laughed at that remark. “You are just silly. I need to get ready. Will you be here after I get done; maybe we can go somewhere?”

“Sounds great.”

“Can I ask Carrie is she wants to go with us?”

“From what I understand, she may have plans. If not, I’d love taking you both somewhere cool.”

I puzzled over his statement, but said, “I’ll ask…See you in a bit.” I gave him a kiss before hustling to the stage to get ready.

—————

The presentation went flawlessly, putting us more than halfway through the week. I asked Carrie about going out with Byron for dinner, and she hedged.

“What is it? Some new boyfriend you haven’t told me about?” I teased.

“Well, one of the guys here at the conference saw me and thought I was you. We kind of hit it off. I think you may know him.”

With that Robert, the computer guy, walked up to us.

“This is so cool! Hi, Robert.” I said to him, then turned back to Carrie. “I know you’ll have a good time. He’s a great guy, just don’t give him any of your passwords.”

With that, everyone laughed.

“You guys have a good time, but not too good because I need Carrie here bright and beautiful tomorrow and not all hung over and full of hickeys,” I warned.

“We promise,” they chimed in together.

I gave Robert a stern look. “You take care of my twin, you got that?”

“Yes, Auntie Carmen. I promise.” He teased, holding his hand out to Carrie and asking if she was ready.

“Ready. See you soon, Sis,” she said, blowing me a kiss.

“Love you,” I told her as they walked off.

—————

Byron took me to a fun casual restaurant where he had chicken and I had fish. Everything was very tasty, but Byron was having a hard time concentrating on anything but me.

“You are so beautiful tonight,” he said quietly.

“I had to dress up to impress all the computer guys,” I said with a smile.

“Well, I’m not much of a computer guy, but you certainly impress me.”

I get the sense that he planned to spend some time with me this evening. That thought didn’t bother me that much as we’ve been kind of busy lately and not spent a lot of time together.

When he took me back to our apartment house, I thought I would set a little trap for him and lure him into my apartment. After the doors closed and the elevator was headed up, I pressed myself into him and took a big kiss. I’m glad nobody got on the elevator as I ground myself against him pretty good. There was a substantial bump in his pants when I finally let him go. I noticed he’d only pushed the button for my floor.

“Would you like some coffee?” I asked as the elevator doors opened. The question was full of promise.

“That sounds great,” he responded, taking my hand and walking me to my apartment.

I was still wearing my dress clothes from the presentation, a skirt suit, a silk shell with nude hose and pumps, and Byron was still in his suit. When we entered my apartment, I helped him take off his jacket and he helped me with my blazer as well. There was some kissing and groping before I finally broke off and asked him if he would like some coffee and a cupcake.

“I’ve got all the cupcake I need right here,” he said, grabbing me again.

I twisted out of his grip. “Easy there, pardner. I need some coffee and chocolate to fuel up.”

“Okay, I’ll help.”

“You’ll help by sitting on the sofa and letting me do this. You will probably be too much of a distraction otherwise.”

He crossed to the sofa and sat down, putting his hands in his lap.

“I’ll just sit here and be good,” he said. His being good is probably not going to last long.

I made a carafe of coffee and put cups, saucers, cream and sugar on a tray. I added a few mini-cupcakes and took the tray to the coffee table. He was watching me intently, so I made sure to add a bit of extra wiggle.

I seated myself beside him and poured the coffee, adding a little sugar to his and cream and sugar to mine. I turned the handle toward him and raised the saucer so he could take it.

“Everything looks really good,” he said, just before he sipped his coffee. I didn’t miss the double-entendre.

“Yes, it does,” I said as I passed my finger across his cheek, “very good.”

We both hurriedly put our cups down before latching onto each other. A passionate kiss followed with me starting to loosen the buttons on his shirt. He was feeling me up over my silk top as a bulge started to grow in his pants. We were both plenty hot and I wonder how things will progress.

After a bit more kissing, I had enough buttons loosened so that I could help him with his shirt. I pushed his tee-shirt over his head as well before stroking his muscled chest. I tickled one of his nipples with my long fingernail, causing it to harden.

The outfit I was wearing was going to be a bit of a problem for him to remove, so I decided to help. I rose and pulled the silk shell over my head and handed it to him. I then unbuttoned the back button of the skirt and let it drop to the floor, stepping out of it. Rather than kneeling like a lady, I leaned over and gave him a pretty good show as I retrieved the item from the floor. I took my top from him and did a sexy walk across the room and placed the skirt and top on the side chair. I crossed back to him and sat on his lap, taking his hand and placing it under my camisole and onto my bra. He gripped my form as I leaned into him for another kiss, complete with a lot of tongue. I could feel him grow even harder as I pushed myself onto him.

When the kiss broke, we were both gasping for breath. I dropped my hand to his hardon and stroked my finger across the length of it.

He looked at me closely before speaking.

“You really excite me, Kitten. I wonder if we could do something special this evening.”

I gave him a quick kiss. “I thought we were doing something special.” I told him as I squeezed his stem.

“You said you had a realistic strap-on. Do you think I could see it?”

“Just see it?” I teased.

“Well, if it’s as realistic as you say, maybe more,” he said as I felt his cock jump.

“Let me get cleaned up and I’ll meet you in my bedroom.”

I went to my bath and considered where this might go. Since I had the long nails, I wouldn’t be able to add lube in the conventional way, but I had a vibrator that could work. I had some good lube and several condoms that could be used for both the vibe and for me. I put the condoms, lube and vibe in a small carry-bag along with a couple of towels.

I took off my hose and briefer but left on my bra and cami. I removed the tape and washed everything carefully, finally adding a bit of perfume close to the area. I watched myself as I stretched in front of the mirror, adjusting to the strange feeling of not being taped up. I was hard as steel, and it was a bit of a trick to get everything stuffed into my panties.

I rejoined Byron in the bedroom and he had removed everything but his undershorts and was sitting on the side of the bed. I walked over to him, dropped the bag on the bed and wrapped him in my arms. I stood between his legs and hugged myself into him, holding him tightly. He leaned his head back and I kissed him. He reached up and started touching my forms again…I think he really likes those. We continued to kiss and I felt his hand move lower and brush the front of my panties.

“You’re right, that is quite realistic.”

“You think? I thought it was too big.”

That gave him a chuckle. “No, not too big at all,” he said, dipping his hand into my panties. “Just perfect.”

His touch was electric and I felt myself start to swoon. We continued to kiss for a while, then he pushed me onto my back in the middle of the bed.

“I want to see this pretty strap-on of yours…” he said, pulling my pecker out of the panties. “Oooo, it’s pink. I was afraid it would be purple, black or something ugly.”

“I wanted it to look natural.”

“That it does,” he said before dropping his lips to my swollen rod. He nibbled and kissed for a bit before taking me in his warm lips. The sensation was spectacular. He cupped my balls, causing me to take a sharp breath. He gave me several passes with his lips before leaning back.

“Does that feel okay.”

“Oh yes. That’s wonderful.”

“It is very long and hard. So lifelike…” he said before dipping his lips to me again. I started to pant with the incredible feeling of his soft lips against my hard cock. He was quite skillful with what he was doing and I was having a hard time keeping control.

He must have understood my situation because he leaned back again, then turned me on my side. He stretched out beside me in a sixty-nine and presented his large rod to where I could take it. I gave it several strokes before taking it in my mouth. He gasped when I did that and I gasped as well when he did the same to me. We continued to slowly suck on each other, cautiously moving our hips in a rhythm. I moved away and took his rod in my hand and started to stroke with one hand as I reached for my bag with the other.

“I have a toy here that I think you will like,” I told him as I stopped my stroking and opened the bag. I removed the vibrator and covered the end of it with a small condom. I lubed it up, pressed it between his lower cheeks and started it on low.

“Is this going to be all right?” I asked.

“That feels great,” he said as he started to press himself against the plastic penis.

I circled his back entrance for a while, then tentatively pressed into the circle of muscle. After I was able to enter a bit, I removed it and added more lube. I slowly acclimated him to the sensation of the vibrator, cautiously entering him farther, then withdrawing and adding more lube. He was getting much less tense.

“Oh Kitten, this feels great, but I bet you will feel even better.”

“Okay, on your knees little horsey and we’ll see.”

He rose to his hands and knees and I positioned myself between his legs.

“Condom or no?” I asked, showing him the foil package.

“I want to feel you,” He responded. I wonder if he knows about the mess he will have in his shorts for the next few hours.

I lubed myself up and pressed myself between his lower cheeks. He was still pretty loose but I entered him slowly because I am a bit bigger than the vibe. He had stopped breathing and was shaking.

“You need to relax and breathe. Let me know if it’s too much.”

“No, not at all. I love it. I love you. I want all of you,” he said before moving himself back toward me. I grabbed his hips and started to hump against him, driving myself deeper and deeper. He matched my rhythm and was whimpering with the intensity of the sensation. I was getting pretty close and I leaned over and took his rock-hard cock in my hand. I stroked him in the rhythm of my thrusting. He pushed up his arms and drove my fake tits into his back. His breath was coming in gasps as I fondled him while driving my rigid cock into his fine ass. With the intensity of it all, I lost it and my brain started to fog. I felt myself drive into him like a machine. I’d let go of him so he started stroking himself. I sensed a mind-blowing orgasm coming as I bottomed myself into him. I had both of my hands on his hips and pressing my long nails into his soft flesh, pulling apart his cheeks with my palms to increase the depth of my thrusts.

I began to shake and felt myself pulse as I lunged as deep as I could. I cried out as I unloaded everything I had and he cried out as well. I continued to drive myself into him but was soon totally spent. Even though I wanted to continue, I was completely drained and fatigue took over. I pulled out and crumbled onto the bed beside him. My bedclothes were going to be a mess…I wonder if I could crash with him tonight and not be forced to sleep in a wet spot.

He settled in beside me, wrapped me in his arms and started kissing my neck.

I heard him whisper through my mind-fog. “Kitten, that was wonderful.”

“I kind of lost control there. I hope I didn’t hurt you.”

“I’ll probably be walking kind of funny tomorrow. I’ll tell them I tripped getting out of the shower. Ah, I need to head for the bathroom.”

With all the lube I used plus the load of jizz that I squirted into him, he was probably not exaggerating.

“Grab one of my panty-liners from the top drawer and put it in your underwear. You’ll need it.”


Chapter 31

Thursday, May 14th

Things had settled down to pretty much a routine. Byron became quite a fan of my ‘strap-on’ and I took advantage of his ample manhood as well. Things between us could be amazingly hot on occasion and I looked for opportunities to push him. One night I tied him to my bed frame and did a full tease and denial session on him. By the time I finally let him come, I thought he was going to pass out it was so intense. When I let him loose, he hugged me so tight I thought I would suffocate.

“Where did you learn to tie a knot like that?” he asked me, his breath still coming in gasps.

“The internet is amazing. You can find video tutorials on about everything,” I said, waggling my eyebrows.

“Huh, looks like I need to do more research,” he said, then kissed me.

—————

I was in my office working on a report when Rita stuck her head in.

“Do you have a moment, Carmen?” she asked.

“Of course,” I responded, directing her to a chair while I closed the door and silenced my phone.

“How are you doing, Mom?” I asked as I settled in beside her.

“Just fine. And you?”

“Couldn’t be better.”

“I was thinking, since the weather was supposed to be so nice this weekend that we might have a cookout at the lake house.”

“Sounds like fun. Is it a campaign event?”

“Oh no, just family. I was thinking Darren and I with you and Byron. A time to get away from everything with the campaign for a while.”

Spending time with Darren was not something that I was looking forward to, but I smiled and told her I thought it was a great idea.

“Darren and I have an event on Friday evening, but maybe you and Byron could go to the lake after work on Friday and get things opened up. Plan on spending the weekend.”

“Do you need us to pick up anything?”

“I hoped you two could stop by the store and pick up some supplies. He’ll know what we need. We’ll be out around noon on Saturday.”

“I’ll check with him and start putting together a list. It sounds like a blast,” I replied, trying to get myself excited about spending time with Darren.

“It will be fun,” she said while rising from her chair. I did the same and gave her a big hug.

“Thanks for thinking of me.”

“I wouldn’t dream of going without my little girl. I’ll let you get back to work.”

As she left the office, I collapsed into my desk chair. Her little girl… wow. And the thought of spending the day with Darren will be exactly the opposite of having fun. I’ll spend the whole day trying to keep from killing him and disposing of the body in the lake. Do I have a swimsuit? I really don’t have enough time to buy one. Will the water in the lake even be warm enough to swim? Time to call Carrie.

—————

A little before five, Byron dropped in and closed the door.

“Hello, Kitten.”

“Well, how are you, handsome?”

“Pretty good. I’ve been thinking about having you at the lake house all to myself this weekend.”

“Yeah, just you, me and your parents,” I said, wrinkling my nose.

“Only on Saturday.”

“Isn’t your dad going to freak about us being alone together?”

“There are five bedrooms. Maybe we can put your stuff in the boathouse and say you are staying there.”

“Is there a lock on the boathouse door?”

“I’m sure you’ll be completely safe.”

“Yeah, sure. Are you going to keep me from killing your father; or at least help me hide the body?”

He laughed. “My father loves you.”

“Your father loves himself. Everyone else is just transactional.”

“You are going to have a lot of fun. We’ll fill the pool together and get everything ready to swim.”

“I don’t even have a swimsuit.”

“There are some in the pool house. I’m sure we can find a skimpy one a couple of sizes too small.”

“Byron…”

“It will be fine.”

“I’m going to ask Carrie if she has one.”

“Or I could take you shopping.”

“Uh huh. And you’ll end up making me model a bunch of suits for you.”

“That’s only fair. If I buy you a swimsuit, I need to check the fit.” He looked at his watch… “We better get going and get you something nice,” he said.

I huffed and grabbed my purse.


Chapter 32

Saturday, May 16th.

“I love that swimsuit on you, Kitten,” Byron said as he directed water into the pool.

“Why do I need a swimsuit to fill the pool?”

“You look great.”

“Says the guy who is wearing blue jeans.”

“I’m about to go up and change.”

“Sure you are. But I do like the suit and the coverup. Thanks for helping me pick them out.”

“Oh, it was my pleasure.”

It only took me changing suits five times last Thursday evening before he decided on this one. It was a multi-colored one piece, and I had a lot of fun picking it out. I won’t tell him that, though, or he would want to go shopping with me all the time. I’d much rather go with Rita.

After finding my swimwear, we stopped at the store and got the supplies needed for the weekend. We still needed to hit the store again last evening to pick up meat and perishables since the refrigerator and freezer had been turned off.

After grabbing stuff at the store, the drive to the lake house was beautiful in the fading light, a majestic place tucked away a short distance from Springfield.

We began last night under the lights to get the pool set up, then added water this morning to get ready for his parents to arrive.

I was nervous as hell being stuck with Byron’s dad for the day. I usually only see him at political events with a lot of people around, so he just ignores me. I fear I won’t be able to stay out of his focus today.

The weather this weekend was predicted to be unseasonably warm with only a slight chance of rain. Perfect for outdoor activities provided there was plenty of sunscreen.

Darren and Rita would be here at noon and planned to go back to the city late in the evening. Byron and I were free to use the place for the weekend. He’d said there were plenty of activities for us here, but I think they amounted to a lot of cleaning gutters and trimming the trees and bushes. Darren was too cheap to hire a gardener and expected his son to do the yard work.

As Byron finished putting chemicals in the pool and I worked in the kitchen getting lunch ready, I heard them drive up. Byron rushed in and grabbed my hand and we hurried outside. As they exited the garage, we met them at the door.

I got a smile from Rita and a once-over from Darren.

“Oh, honey, it’s so great to see you!” she gushed, giving me a hug. “I love the suit.”

“Thanks, Mom. Byron helped me pick it out. I think it looks great,” I said, twirling around.

“You did good, Son,” Rita told him, giving him a peck on the cheek.

Darren shook Byron’s hand and looked at me with a confused look. I finally approached him and kissed his cheek and said it was good to see him.

“Did you have any problems with the pool?” Darren asked Byron.

“Pump filter was a bit clogged, but we got a new one put in and it works fine. The chemicals just went in so it should be ready this afternoon.”

“Good, good.”

“I’ve made some sandwiches and a salad for lunch if anyone is hungry,” I announced.

“Let’s eat on the deck. I’ll help you bring things out.”

“What would everyone like to drink?” I inquired, then made note of everyone’s preferences.

Rita helped me gather up what we needed, and I got beers for the guys and juice for us.

Lunch was going well and Darren started to relax. I figure it would be only a matter of time before he started ragging on someone about something.

Rita thanked me for preparing lunch and his dad grunted his thanks as well. I went to the kitchen and got some cookies and sweets for dessert, then made coffee. When I returned, Darren was talking to Byron about how things were going at the dealership. I guess he never asked his wife, or doesn’t think she is giving him the straight story.

Byron explained how the reorganization of the parts department was going, the updating of some of the shop equipment and the addition of more employees in service.

I offered Darren a plate with some sweets and a cup of coffee.

“Thank you, Carmen. I can’t tell you how great it is that you and Byron got together,” Darren said.

“Yes, honey. You are a real gem,” Rita continued.

I muttered a thank you as Byron grabbed my hand. “I agree with the gem part,” he said, which caused me to blush.

“I never thought Byron would find a decent girlfriend. He spent most of his time hanging with guys and I was beginning to get worried about him.” He gave a glare toward Byron.

I was a bit shocked at this statement but decided to let it pass without comment and hope he moved onto a different topic.

“Dad, it just took me a little while to find the right girl,” Byron said, giving me a wink.

“Well, you were spending most of your time with that loser… what was his name… Blane… Blake… something like that. What ever happened to him?”

“He’s out of town on assignment,” Byron muttered.

“Assignment, huh. What did he do again?”

“He is a Home Healthcare Aide.”

“So, basically an adult baby-sitter. What kind of assignment could he get?”

“He’s helping an elderly lady in Arizona somewhere,” Byron chuffed.

“And probably trying to figure out how to steal all her money.”

Rita spoke up. “Blake works for an agency that helps elderly people stay at home rather than being shipped off to some nursing home. It is important work and the last thing he is thinking about is stealing those peoples’ money.”

“Yeah, right. Well, anyway. I hope he stays away. I much prefer having Byron spend time with Carmen,” Darren continued, giving me a smile. God, this guy is a pig.

“Would anyone like something else?” I asked, hoping to get off the topic.

“How about a little more coffee,” Rita said. I rose and went to the kitchen, and she followed me as Byron and Darren started talking about power washing the driveway.

When we reached the kitchen, Rita took me into her arms and gave me a hug.

“Darren didn’t mean anything, Carmen. He’s just talking.”

My eyes filled with tears. When she noticed this, she touched my cheek and brushed the tears away.

“Don’t feel bad. It’s not personal.”

“Well, it feels personal.”

“He’s just an insensitive fool and was sending a message to Byron. I’m sorry you got in the middle of it. He really loves his son and wants the best for him, but just doesn’t know how to express himself.”

“Why does he hate me so much?”

“He doesn’t hate you. He just has a hard time loving anyone but himself. Just know that I love you enough for both of us.”

“And I love you, Mom. Please tell me everything will be okay.”

“It will be, I promise,” she responded, giving me a big hug.

I soaked up the power of her embrace and thought about what would happen if Darren ever found out I was actually the loser Blake.

—————

For the rest of the day, Rita and I planted seeds in the outside flower beds while Byron and his dad cleaned gutters and worked on the garage door. I thought this was supposed to be a day of relaxation, playing in the pool and boating on the lake, but I guess not. The pool water was still too cold to splash around in without turning blue. Of course, Darren had to try but he didn’t spend much time in the water. They couldn’t get the boat motor started which resulted in a lot of bitching and the boat trip was put on hold. With the cold breeze coming across the lake, being out on the water would be a bit chilly anyway, especially with me in my swimsuit.

In the evening, Byron lit the grill and we cooked burgers and brats after he cleaned the wasp nest from under the cooker. There were some exciting times before they finally got the critters to move on. I silently cheered the wasps as they circled around Darren, but he didn’t get stung.

After dinner, Rita opened a bottle of white wine for us with Darren and Byron moving to single malt Scotch. Conversation was light as Darren actually praised Byron for the work he’d done getting the lake house opened up. Of course, he didn’t mention my involvement, but Rita thanked me for all I had done to help.

Darren’s eyes swiveled over to me, which caused my heart to sink.

“So, Carmen. Rita tells me that you are working for us as a temp. Are we going to be able to get you into a permanent position?”

Rita jumped in before I had a chance to speak. “Ah, there are some legal challenges with that, but we are working through them.”

“Well, I keep hearing what a great job you do so I hope we can find a way for you to stay.”

“Thank you, sir. I enjoy the work very much and the people are great.”

“I’m sure my wife will be able to fix things up so we can set you up as a regular employee. If there is anything I can do, please let me know.”

“Thank you for your confidence, sir.”

His eyes looked over to Rita. “Well, dear, we probably better head back to the city.”

“Do you kids have everything you need here?” Rita asked.

“We’ll need to go back to town to get some fresh fuel for the boat. I also need to get that part for the garage door, but that’s about it,” Byron responded.

“Well, whatever you need, feel free to get it. I can’t tell you how great it was to spend time with you today,” Rita continued as Darren nodded his head in agreement.

“It’s been great spending the day with you,” I responded as they rose from their chairs. Rita gave me a hug and a kiss on the forehead as Darren shook Byron’s hand. I kissed Darren’s cheek and placed my arm around Byron’s waist as we walked toward the garage.

We watched them drive away and as the gate closed, Byron gave me a lecherous look.

“You come here you little devil,” he said.

“I need to clean up the dishes.”

“I’ll help, that way it will get done quicker.”

“I doubt that. It would probably take twice as long. I also need to get dressed. I’ve spent the entire day in my swimsuit.”

“And you looked great.”

“I was afraid I was going to give your dad eyestrain.”

“You’re being silly.”

“And you, walking around with that banana in your pants all day.”

“Was not!”

“Really,” I said, walking over to rub the front of his pants. “Maybe you’re right—that’s not a banana.”

“I thought you were cleaning up.”

I continued to rub the boner. “Is that what you want me to do?”

“Ah… not really.”

“I would stop if you asked me to,” I purred as I continued to rub his thickening shaft.

“No, I kind of like what you are doing.”

I dropped the zipper of his pants and fished out his rod.

“Nice specimen.”

“He’s been thinking about you a lot.”

“Almost the whole day. There was just that time with the wasps where he went away.”

I dropped to my knees and kissed the head of his shaft. I heard Byron moan.

“Does he like my kisses?”

“Oh, yeah.”

“What about this?” I asked before taking him into my mouth. There was a sharp intake of breath and he placed his hands on my head.

“That feels fantastic.”

I laved him for a bit, then leaned back, continuing to stroke his raging hardon.

“Do you think I could make him squirt?”

“I know you can, but I would rather you take me with your strap-on. Did you bring it along?”

“I might have remembered it. Is that what he would like?” I asked, giving him a squeeze.

“Yes…”

I took him by his stem, guided him to my room and pushed him into the center of the bed. I took the sash from my swimsuit coverup and tied his hands.

“You stay here while I get ready,” I warned.

“Yes, madam.”

I removed my coverup and gave him a good show as I grabbed some things out of the dresser and walked out of the room.

I went to my bathroom and took off my swimsuit and the tape. I was hard as a rock as I slid my panties on and supported my breast forms with a matching lace bra. I put on one of my camisoles, sprayed myself with perfume and pulled back my hair in a clip. I grabbed my bag with my lube and supplies.

“Are you being good in here?” I asked as I re-entered the room.

“Oh, yes. Very good,” was the reply.

“No touching yourself or anything?” I asked as I untied his hands.

“Nothing like that. Just waiting here patiently for my girlfriend.”

“And what are you waiting for your girlfriend to do?”

“To give me a good fucking.”

“Right attitude, because that’s exactly what’s going to happen.”

I lubed us both up as he stroked my raging hardon.

“On your hands and knees,” I told him when I had him ready.

“Can I be on my back this time. I want to see you as you take me.”

I rolled him to his back, put a pillow under him and positioned myself between his legs. I brought his legs over my shoulders and slid closer to headquarters.

“Are you ready for me?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Are you sure? I’m smoking hot and looking forward to giving you a good pounding.”

“Take me, Carmen.”

And take him I did. I entered him slowly, then he dropped his legs from my shoulders and gripped me with them, urging me deeper. I bottomed myself into him then started a slow in and out as I grabbed more lube for his shaft. He was beside himself with lust as I began to stroke him. I purposely didn’t match the rhythm of my thrusts with my stroking to hold him off. As I felt my own orgasm start to build, we stared at one another. He was right; it is more intimate this way. I could sense he was getting close, so I matched my thrusts with the motion of my hand and he gasped. I knew it wouldn’t take long and I drove myself into him with abandon. I felt myself unload into him as I shrieked, then he exploded in a noisy orgasm as well. A pool of semen appeared on his chest and stomach as I continued to bottom myself into him.

My fatigue made me halt my thrusting and I cleaned his seed from his chest with a towel before leaning down for a kiss.

“That was wonderful,” he said.

“It was amazing for me too. So, no more banana in the front of your pants tomorrow?”

“That depends if you wear your swimsuit or not.”

“You are such a tease.”

“You bring out the worst in me, Kitten. You are so beautiful and desirable; I hope you know that.”

“It’s hard to think of myself like that, but I’ll take your word for it.”


Chapter 33

Sunday, May 17th.

I woke up this morning with Byron pressed up behind me. He had a grip on my forms, but it was necessary for me to untangle myself because I needed the bathroom. We hadn’t made much of a plan for the day and after I finished in the bath, I snuggled up with him again. I inwardly groaned thinking of the dirty dishes I left in the kitchen but was enjoying the sense of closeness.

He awoke slowly and I thought I would try to get the answers to some things that have been bothering me.

“Good morning, Kitten,” he said as he rolled over onto his back.

“Yes, it is. A weekend at the lake house can be quite refreshing. I feel a lot less tense.”

“I’m glad I could help out.”

I was quiet for a bit thinking how I was going to proceed.

“What is it?” he asked, apparently knowing something was bothering me.

“If I were to ask you a question, do you think I would get a straight answer?”

“Depends on the question.”

“You see what I mean…” I growled, reaching over to take his family jewels in my palm.

“Now, let’s start again. If I ask a question, will you give a straight answer?” I punctuated my question with a slight squeeze.

“Ouch… Oh, sure. Ask away. You know I would never lie to you.”

“It’s not a matter of lies. It’s the things that aren’t said that are the problem.”

“What do you want to know?” He said with a whimper as he tried to push my hands away from his sack. That resulted in a firm squeeze.

“Hands behind your head,” I growled.

He pulled his hands away and placed them as I asked. I released my grip and he gave a long breath.

“Your mother told your dad she was doing something so I could work at the dealership permanently. What did she mean?”

“Well, she’s doing some things, but I think she said that to get dad off your case.”

“Doing things. What kind of things?”

“Oh, you know, just things.”

I gave a good squeeze.

“Ouch, ouch, ouch…”

“Define things.”

“Oh, like a birth certificate, name change, Social Security number, passport. You know, stuff like that.”

“Byron, I already have a birth certificate.”

“Well, this one would be different.”

Another squeeze. “I’m going to rip these off and feed them to the dog.”

“We don’t have a dog.”

I tightened again. “Then I’ll throw them into the lake for the fish. Why do I need a birth certificate?”

“Well, this one would show you as being female.”

“You can’t do that!!!” I gasped.

“According to mom’s lawyer, yes you can.”

“And a name change?” I asked, with another grip on his sack.

“We would officially make you Carmen Cassidy.”

“But there’s already a Carmen Cassidy! Like my cousin, remember her?”

“More than one person can have the same name. Prince even had a name that was just a symbol. It’s not a big deal.”

“Byron, this is crazy. What about the real Carmen Cassidy, you know, the one that lives in the same city as I do? This is going to be awkward as hell.”

“Ah, when was the last time you talked to her?”

“Last week.”

“Has she told you about going to New York?”

“She said something about… What did you do?” I screamed with a tight squeeze.

“Ouch. Stop that. I’m answering the questions.”

“What…Did…You…Do?”

“Well, maybe Mom talked to someone in New York who was looking for a presenter. They talked to Carrie’s agency and she’s going there for an interview.”

“And there is no chance she won’t be offered a job, is there?”

“Well, she’s a solid candidate and it looks pretty good.”

“I can’t believe this,” I said, letting go of his nuts and getting out of the bed. “This is just too much.”

“It’s just some stuff that is being worked on,” he continued as I walked around anxiously.

“I want my life back!” I snarled.

“What’s wrong with your life?”

“I don’t have a life. I have a part in a friggin soap-opera. I feel like a bit actor trying to figure out what the next scene is.”

“I don’t know what to say. There are a lot of moving parts in what we are doing. Sometimes you just need to trust people who are trying to help.”

“This doesn’t feel like help. It feels like being a puppet.”

“Kitten, please. I thought this would make you happy. It means we could be together with no secrets ever again.”

“No secrets? I ship my cousin to New York, change my name and pretend to be a girl. What then? I get stuck ordering parts for your dad for the rest of my life?”

“Mom is thinking of expanding the dealership. She’s talking about putting you in charge of the new location,” he said. “She’s really impressed with your work.”

I stared at him, ready to explode. “Byron, this is nuts. It’s too much. This can’t be real.”

He sat up in the bed and gave a long sigh. “Oh, it’s all real. I thought we were in this together. I thought you liked being my fiancé and looking forward to the day we could get married. I thought you loved me.”

I turned toward him and wanted to throw a tantrum just to feel I had some control over my life, but I started crying instead.

“Stop that. Tell me what’s wrong and we’ll work through it together.” He rose from the bed, crossed to me and hugged me tightly. I felt safe and secure and with my tear-soaked eyes I stared into his.

“I’m so sorry, Byron. I’m just being weird is all. It doesn’t mean that I don’t love you because I do. I just, I just… I don’t know.”

“We’ll there is one thing that I do know, besides that I love you more than anything,”

“Oh, and what’s that?”

“That you have a very firm grip. I’ll think twice before trying to lie to you.”


Chapter 34

Monday, June 8th

Life has been intense for the past few weeks. There have been a lot of campaign events and things at the headquarters have gotten a bit crazy. With some downright scathing campaign ads running, I wonder how long before the opponent’s niece would be in to threaten me again.

I had caught up the orders for the day and dealing with some customer issues when a call came in on my cell… Carrie.

“Hi Sis,” I said brightly as I picked up the phone. “How’s New York?”

“You wouldn’t believe it, Carmen. The people at the agency are so nice. I really like what I’m doing so far.”

“Are you working on a gig?”

“Next week I’m doing a presentation for a pharmaceutical company at the Javits Center.”

“Cool.”

“The place is right along the Hudson. The building is all steel and glass and is massive.”

“Amazing.”

“No, what’s amazing is the amount of money they are paying me. Damn, honey, I am living a dream.”

“Well, the dream will turn into a nightmare when you look for an apartment. Things are kind of expensive there.”

“One of the other people at the agency is looking for a roomie. I think I can make it work.”

“I’m thrilled to hear that. What about your apartment here?”

“I’ve put in my notice. Luckly my lease was up next month.”

“Do you need me to help you move or store any of your stuff?”

“No, the agency is going to take care of relocation. I just need to come down and box up everything. If you are available, I could use some help with that.”

“Sure, anytime. Do you need a ride from the airport?”

“I would, but do you drive?”

“Yes, I got my DL updated with a new photo. It still shows my name as Blake and my gender as male, but the photo is all Carmen. Solves some problems.”

“Is Rita still working on the other stuff?”

“I think so. I need to ask Byron for an update. I’ve found a good way to get information out of him.”

“Do I want to know?”

“No, and don’t ask.”

“I’ll call after I get done next week and we’ll make plans. I love you, Sis.”

“And I love you, Carrie. Thanks for the update.”

—————

I was still thinking about my call with Carrie when Rita dropped into my office. I figured I was going to be invited to some event.

“Carmen, I was wondering if you had any plans for the Fourth of July weekend?”

“None as of right now. Probably spend some time with the folks. Are you making plans?”

“Well, we’re having some high rollers out at the lake house that weekend. I was hoping you and Byron could do some set-up for us.”

“High rollers, huh,” I teased.

“Yes, some party officials, local dignitaries and I’ve invited the governor and his wife. We’ve hired some staff, but I’d hoped you and Byron could be there and supervise and make sure everything runs smoothly.”

“Well, certainly. It would be an absolute pleasure. I’ll coordinate with him and we’ll make plans.”

“That would be a big help. Have you talked to your cousin?”

“Yes, I just got off the phone with her. She really likes her job in New York.”

“That’s fantastic news. If she needs my help with anything, be sure to let me know.”

“Things are great right now. She even has a lead on an apartment.”

“That’s wonderful to hear. I know she will do great things there. Well, I better let you get back to it. Check with Byron and let me know about the July Fourth thing.”

“Will do, Mom.” I told her as we walked to the door.

As she walked away, I puzzled over the conversation. The governor. The Hendersons know the governor! Wow. More questions for Byron. I wonder if I’m going to have to smash his balls to get a straight answer this time.

—————

As we left the dealership, Byron asked me if I would like to stop somewhere to eat. I thought Italian sounded good and suggested that and he readily agreed. We headed over to our favorite place.

After our dinner, he invited himself to my apartment for coffee. I remembered that I had a little bit of cake left and some cookies so that would work for dessert.

It was still early so he put on some music as I got our dessert ready. He helped me carry the tray to the front room and gave me the eye.

“Ahem… I have some questions. You aren’t going to give me any trouble, are you?” I said, staring at the front of his pants.

“Ah, no. I’ll tell you anything you want to know,” he said with a smirk.

“So, about the Fourth of July…”

“You mean the picnic at the lake house?”

“Yeah. Your mother said something about inviting the governor. He’s not really going to show up, is he?”

“Oh, I bet he’ll be there.”

“Like, does he know your dad… from the campaign or something?”

“He knows my dad, but he and my mom have a history.”

I stared at him in disbelief. “Spill it!”

“They went to high school together and did some dating. Jake even took my mother to junior prom.”

“Jake?”

“Jacob Dixon, the governor.”

“Oh…”

“Things were going along good until Jake ended up getting some other girl pregnant. Don’t say anything about this, but it sounds like the girl either lost the kid or there was a termination. I could never get a straight answer.”

“And your mother was pissed.”

“Oh, yeah. Jake and her remained friends, but the trust was gone. In college, he married Janet, a friend of my mother’s, and he has been with her ever since. You’ll probably meet her on the fourth.”

“The governor, huh. Like how do I address him? Your excellency or something?”

Byron laughed. “I just call him Uncle Jake. If you feel so inclined, call him Governor Dixon, or just sir.”


Chapter 35

Saturday, July 4th

Byron and I spent the last couple of days getting things ready for the July 4th picnic. The guest list was vast and a who’s who of local businesspeople and political types.

The office of the governor contacted Byron to arrange security and such, although Byron assured me that it wouldn’t be too big of a deal. There would probably be a couple of SUVs with the governor, his wife, and some staffers. They would contact the state police and there would be a trooper at the front gate to keep an eye on things. With the governor being at the picnic, invitations were highly prized, and we had almost one hundred percent RSVPs saying they would be there. Nothing like a high-ranking public official to bring in a crowd.

Sixty or so guests with their plus-ones. There would be several caterers plus wait staff and bus people to keep things tidy. Byron even planned to have some valets that would help the guests park their cars. The menu looked to be the traditional hot dogs, burgers and brats with potato salad and slaw. The desserts would be in a red, white and blue theme. There would be patriotic bunting and streamers so everything would look quite festive. There would be a tent set up, and of course, an open bar. The schedule was for everyone to leave well before dark so there were no fireworks planned. That solved a lot of legal issues.

We were busy making sure everything was on track and were assured it was. The caterer was on site and the grill smoking away with the aroma of cooked meat. The guests started to arrive, and Byron introduced me to everyone as I subtly checked their names off the guest list. A little after twelve we started getting people in line for the buffet. Everything was proceeding smoothly. Just before one, Byron got a call on his cell and ducked around the corner to talk to someone. I guessed it was the governor.

A short time later, a highway patrol car followed by a pair of SUVs arrived. The patrolman parked outside the gate and the valets directed the vehicles into an area that had been reserved for them. A crowd started to move toward the cars, anticipating who was inside.

Rita and Daren met with some of the staff people in the second car, then were escorted to the first SUV. A staffer opened the door and out stepped a stunning brunette lady who I assumed was the state’s first lady. She was Rita’s age and carried herself with the same classical elegance. She was thin and fit, wearing a brilliant blue dress that looked like something she would get from Carl.

As Byron walked over to me and took my hand, the governor exited the vehicle. He had a medium build and projected professionalism with his classic black three-piece suit. Rita gave Janet Dixon a hug and kiss on the cheek then hugged the governor as well. Darren followed suit as Byron dragged me across the drive in their direction.

As we approached, Jacob Dixon gave Byron a big smile and took his hand for a firm handshake and a slap on the back. I noticed Byron didn’t do the backslap thing, however.

“Uncle Jake, this is my fiancé, Carmen Cassidy,” he said.

I shook his hand and stammered, “It is such a pleasure to meet you, Governor Dixon.”

He leaned in to kiss my cheek, “Just call me Jake,” he offered, “and this is my wife Janet,” he continued, indicating the woman standing beside him.

“Carmen Cassidy. Pleased to meet you Mrs. Dixon,” I said, holding out my hand for a handshake. She took my hand and pulled me toward her and gave me a hug.

“I’ve heard so much about you, Carmen. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

With the introductions out of the way, a few in the crowd started to move toward us.

I turned to Mrs. Dixon. “Can I get you and the Governor something from the buffet table?” I asked, unsure of the protocol to follow.

“I’ll go with you, just lead the way,” Janet said, taking my hand. Okay, lowly car dealership parts girl hanging with the governor and his wife and taking care of their lunch. Unreal. As we walked away, the governor began glad-handing with the people around him and exhibiting a thousand-watt smile. How did he do that?

“Did I hear correctly that you and Byron are getting married? How exciting.”

“Yes, but things with the campaign have been so crazy we haven’t been able to set a date yet,” I responded as we walked together toward the buffet table.

“When things get arranged, make sure we get an invitation,” she replied as if we had known each other all our lives.

“Oh, certainly,” I answered as I grabbed a couple of paper plates. One of the governor’s people approached with a tray with some China plates, some real silverware and linen napkins. There was even individual mustard, ketchup, salt and pepper. He took the paper plates from me and returned them to the table as Janet and I continued to visit about how the campaign was going. He arranged the China plates on the tray and asked what the governor would like.

“I think a hotdog and some potato salad for him and a hamburger and coleslaw for me. Thank you, Dan,” Janet replied.

“Rita mentioned you were one of her associates at the dealership. That’s wonderful.”

Associates, huh. Apparently not just the lowly parts girl.

“Yes, I’ve been there since February and really like the work and the people. Mrs. Henderson is a tremendous mentor for me.”

“And I hear you have been helping at the campaign headquarters.”

“Oh, yes. I help several days a week when I can get away. I’m getting a lot of experience about what it takes to run a campaign,” I responded, trying to sound upbeat.

“Well, I know Rita really appreciates the effort you put into things.”

It looked like Dan had put together the food, including some desserts, and we started to move back toward the throng of people clustered around the governor. A table and four chairs had miraculously appeared beside the SUV and Dan approached it and arranged the food. Byron brought over some food for his parents. There were some water bottles and glasses on the table already.

Dan offered his hand to the first lady and seated her at the table then seated Rita beside her. The governor and Darren sat as the crowd thinned out to allow the dignitaries to eat. The staff people stood a short distance away from the table keeping an eye on things.

Byron came over and took my hand, leading me off to the side.

“It looks like you and Aunt Janet hit it off,” he teased.

“She’s really nice.”

“Of course. And so are you.”

I stopped, turned and stared at him. “I don’t know what I’m doing, Byron.”

“I didn’t notice. You did everything perfectly.”

“She asked for an invitation to the wedding.”

“Of course she did.”

“I thought we were going to run off and elope.”

“No! What gave you that idea?”

“You did! You said it was just going to be an intimate affair.”

“Exactly. An intimate wedding with the governor, his wife and a thousand guests,” he responded with his signature grin.

“I can’t believe what you’re saying.”

“I’m thinking the football stadium. Would that be too tacky?”

The punch I gave his arm told him what I thought of that idea.


Chapter 36

Wednesday, July 15th

Life was going quite well for me and I was feeling better about my situation.

Rita had a huge surprise for me at the picnic. Later that afternoon, my parents showed up. She had invited them as she’d felt guilty for taking me away from them for the holiday. It was great spending time with them and my folks got a kick out of meeting the governor and his wife. All in all, it was a fantastic day for me.

Now I was back in my daily routine, finishing up checking in the parts when I received a call on my cell. I didn’t recognize the number and answered hesitantly.

“Hello…”

“Ahem, is this Blake, or is it better to say Carmen.”

“I’m sorry. Who is this?”

“Oh, forgive me. This is Harrison Bennett, Rita’s attorney.”

“Yes, hello Mr. Bennett. This is Carmen. How can I help you today?”

“I wanted to arrange a meeting with you to go over some of the legal procedures that Rita has us working on. I would like you to bring your identification documents; birth certificate, passport, Social Security information, recent state and Federal tax filings and that kind of thing. I need to double-check the information I have. Could we schedule something for tomorrow afternoon, say three o’clock?”

“I think so. I’m sure I can get the time off, but if there’s a problem I’ll let you know.”

“I have your e-mail address and I’ll send our office information and a meeting confirmation. If you have any questions between now and when we meet, please feel free to call me at this number.”

“I will, Mr. Bennett. I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

I ended the call and gave a deep sigh. I had a fairly good idea this was about my name change and finally making all my legal documents show that I am a girl. A woman, actually. I’d done research on that. The law had recently changed so that my gender on my birth certificate could be changed without actually having to endure surgery. I won’t even need a doctor’s certificate, although I’m working with an endocrinologist for a drug and hormone regimen needed to avoid a lot of male traits showing up as I get older. I also planned to investigate breast implants as I know Byron would love those.

After a long talk with my parents, they’d supported this decision and would help me any way they could. Of course, Rita was willing to help and Carrie was all for it. My cousin was thinking about getting her name changed too, since everyone has been referring to her as Carrie now. I didn’t realize it, but she never liked the name Carmen and was glad to pass it on to me.

Where before this all seemed to be a distant decision, now it is impossibly real.

—————

Byron dropped by my office about five to take me home. He noticed I was a little upset and asked me about it. I pushed my door closed and we sat in the side chairs.

“I have an appointment to meet with Harrison Bennett, Mom’s attorney, tomorrow at three.”

“Is this about your name change?”

“I think so. He asked me to bring all kinds of documentation. What do you think about this?”

“I think it’s great.”

“I don’t know about Blake being gone forever.”

“Kitten, there has been no Blake for several months. Why is this a problem now?”

“I haven’t thought much about it. It seems like a big step.”

“It’s been a series of little steps. Think of it as just a few more little ones. The final steps that will put everything right.”

“I guess. And I could finally get put on the payroll of the dealership. You would no longer need to give me a cash allowance like a teenager.”

“Well, I kind of like the idea of handling our family finances. Maybe I’ll make sure that I still get your paycheck deposited to my account.”

I stared at him with an open mouth, causing him to laugh out loud.

“Okay, maybe I’ll make a spot for you on payroll, but where are you going to deposit your check?”

“Oh yeah, my bank account is toast. Thanks a lot for reminding me.”

“Once you get your paperwork done, I’ll go with you to my bank and we’ll open an account in your new name. We’ll get you an ATM card decorated with a lot of hearts and flowers.”

“Are you just messing with me?”

“No, I’m serious. I’ll give you a company check so you can fund the account.”

“Okay, I guess. Then I need to go back to the DMV and get a replacement license. It’ll be nice to not worry about getting into an accident and have the cops questioning my ID.”

“So, are you feeling better. Maybe we can think about setting a wedding date so I can get the stadium rented.”

“We are not getting married in a stadium… forget it.”

“Think of it, we could take our vows during half-time. We’ll have the team mascot be the ring bearer. You could have the cheerleaders in your wedding party, and they could do a tumbling routine after the ceremony.”

“No, Byron. You are going to marry me in a church. You got that?”

“Okay, okay. But we should probably start going to church on Sundays to find one we like.”

“But Sunday is the day I sleep in.”

“Then you’re going to make a sacrifice if you want to get married in a church. If you want to sleep in, we get married at half-time.”

“You are impossible, but okay, I’ll get up early on Sunday, we’ll both get all dressed up and go to church. You’ll take me out to lunch afterwards.”

“But on Sunday I like to sleep in,” he teased, faking a yawn.

“Not happening.”

“Okay, sounds good. I’ll start a list of churches that would be large enough to host our wedding and we’ll check them out.”

“Think intimate ceremony with a few friends in a beautiful venue. Then you take me for a nice honeymoon.”

“What about France?”

“How about Wisconsin?”

“Who goes to Wisconsin on their honeymoon?”

“We do,” I hissed.

“I’ll get back to you about that. You’ll have a new passport and we need to get you some cool stamps.”

“Are you going to be this much of a problem when we’re married?”

He gave me a wide grin. “I’ll be no problem at all. We’ll do whatever you say.”


Chapter 37

Friday, July 31st

It’s shocking how fast some things move when you have a high-priced lawyer attached to them. The first challenge was going to be the name change and I was concerned about the need to publish a notice in the newspaper. The lawyer was able to convince the court that since I was actively involved in the Henderson campaign, the publication might cause issues for the candidate. Fortunately, the judge was in the same political party as Darren so he waived the publication. A court appearance was required but it was a formality, and I soon had my legal name change. I had requested to keep my first name as my middle name, so I was now Carmen Blake Cassidy.

The birth certificate was next, and since I had the name change already, that was just filling out a form. My new birth certificate showed up in the mail last week. Which meant I was now legally female.

It still seemed unreal to me. A few months ago I was a non-descript gig worker helping old ladies do their laundry; and I was male. I’ll soon have a steady job, getting a real paycheck and a sign on my office door with my new name; a woman’s name. Everybody knows me as a female, and soon I’ll have all the documents to prove it. It seemed so strange, but wonderful at the same time.

I wasn’t looking forward to dealing with the DMV, but after waiting in line for my turn, I was quickly and efficiently attended to. There were some questions to a supervisor and some work on the computer, but in a short time I was sitting down to have my photo taken. I gave a big smile and I really liked how the license turned out. They also fixed the registration on my car. but in true bureaucratic fashion, I ended up with a new license plate. I whined and Byron had the guys at the dealership put it on for me.

True to his word, he took me to his bank and introduced me to his personal banker. I guess when your parents have a pile of money, they decide you need to have a finance fast-track. I now have checking and savings accounts in my new name, but I was disappointed that my ATM card won’t have hearts and flowers like Byron promised. I also have a personal banker. How cool.

It was Friday afternoon, my work was done and I was at my desk watching the clock and waiting for Byron. He promised that he would take me somewhere special. It had been a week of campaign events and it would be the first evening we didn’t have something going on.

About five, Rita stuck her head in the door.

“Do you have a minute?”

“Sure, Mrs. Henderson,” I said, raising and escorting her to the chairs. I muted my phone and closed the door as usual.

“What can I do for you?” I asked as I sat down.

“I’ve had some things come up that I wanted to let you know about. I think Byron mentioned we were adding another dealership to Henderson Motors.”

“Yes, but he didn’t say how far along it was.”

“Well, the other dealership is in a bit of trouble and we think we can do a good deal. It’s a different brand than we have now, a Japanese make, but I think we can make a success of it.”

“Are you going to continue working here?” I asked, concerned. I would hate to have another Travis-type come in and screw everything up.

“This is what I have in mind; we need to hire some new people as the shop there has a very bad service reputation. They also need some better salespeople. There will be some facility upgrades and a bit of promotion to build up the business.”

“Sounds great.”

“I wanted you and I to spend some time there while we transition. Byron will stay here to take care of things. The timing is not perfect because there is so much to do with the campaign, but it’s too good a deal to pass up.”

“Where is the place located?”

“That’s the great thing, it is across the street and about a quarter mile toward town.”

“What can I do to help?”

“I’d like to have you interview someone to fill in for you here, then have you start learning the system at the new location. I’m not sure how many people we want to keep, or if there are some that might be better let go. I’d like to get your input on that.”

“Sure, anything I can do to make the new place a success.”

“I knew I could count on you. Do you have any plans this evening?”

“I’m waiting for Byron. He said he has somewhere he wants to go for dinner.”

“Could I tag along? I need to fill him in on some of these details as well.”

“Certainly. That sounds good,” I responded as there was a knock on the door.

I crossed and let Byron in. “Excellent timing,” I said with a wink.

“Hi, Mom,” he said as he came in the door and closed it behind him. He indicated for me to sit as he leaned against my desk.

“I told your mother about the fantastic place you were taking me tonight and she wants to join us.”

“Ah… sure.”

“So, where are we going?” I queried.

“I was thinking Carlos’s Tavern to get some tapas.”

“Does that suit you, Mom?” I asked.

“Sounds great. I’ll meet you there in, what, half an hour?”

“Yes, good,” Byron responded, a little hesitantly.

With that, Rita rose and left the room.

“So, special dinner with your mom included. How romantic,” I teased.

“I was hoping to have you to myself.”

“Maybe later, if I don’t overeat.”

“Do you know what this is all about?”

“The new dealership. She wants to fill you in on some of the developments.”

“Okay. Sounds like that’s coming together sooner than expected. It’ll be good to get an update,” he said with a sigh. “We better get going so we can get a good seat.”


Chapter 38

Friday, August 8th

As expected, the new dealership was a mess. They’d been kiting funds to keep afloat and sold to Henderson Motors right before having to declare bankruptcy.

I found a great person to fill in for me at the original location, an older lady who didn’t have any problems with my fem office décor. She was a good fit, picked up the system quickly and got along with the parts guys. It was bittersweet because everyone said they would miss me.

Several of the people at the new location moved on. As part of their money problems, the old dealership was several weeks behind on paychecks. Some of the employees were pissed that Henderson Motors wasn’t just going to cut them a check for back pay. Rita spoke to those who she wanted to keep and offered to make up the back pay over the next three months. It worked out because the people who stayed were committed to making the new location work. To the others, Rita gave instructions to contact her lawyer so they could file against the old owners.

My office at the new location was a pit, and Rita’s wasn’t much better. I figure it will only be a matter of time before Chip shows up.

It didn’t take me long to learn the new system and I was able to spend a lot more time with her as we went through the business records. Some of the things we found resulted in a call to the cops and the old general manager being hauled off in cuffs and his bank account seized.

The bankers and the auto company sent people in to review our business plan. After some tweaking, they were good for us to proceed. I think they were happy to avoid bankruptcy proceedings.

I was going through my pit of an office when Carrie called my cellphone.

“Hi, Sis,” I said.

“Hi there. Have you got your new passport yet?”

“No, probably several more weeks. What’s up?”

“I had some time off and was looking for some adventure. I thought we could head off to the Bahamas or something.”

“That sounds cool, but with the new dealership and the campaign, I won’t be able to get away.”

“Why don’t you come to New York for a couple of days. I could show you around and no passport required.”

“That does sound cool…”

“Leave it to me. I’ll get some flights set up, say maybe the weekend after next.”

“I don’t know…”

“If you don’t come, I’ll never talk to you again.”

“I’ll talk to Rita and see if I can get away. I’ll call you back tonight.”

“Calling me to say yes is the only acceptable response.”

“I’ll let Rita know that.”

“Good girl. We’ll talk later and make plans. I’ll have an itinerary put together.”

I laughed and told her I would call later to tell her yes.

I went to ask Rita about going to New York and she thought it was a wonderful idea. She also said we needed to go see Carl the next day and get me some new outfits.

“Oh, I don’t think that will be necessary, Mom,” I pleaded with her.

“Nonsense. You’re not going to the Big Apple unless you look your best.”

“Okay,” I responded. Arguing was a lost cause.

—————

When we got together the next day to go dress shopping, she said she’d made some calls and got us theatre tickets. She gave me the information on how to go to the Will Call window and pick them up. I was blown away by her generosity and I gave her a big hug.

“Now, we need to find you something to wear to the showing.”

By the time we were done, we had three new outfits plus a stop at a high-end store to find a set of luggage. I guess she had seen the mismatched bags that I brought to the lake house. Now I had hard side expandable luggage both in a large checked-bag size and a smaller carry-on. They rolled easily and they would nest for storage. They were lilac colored and quite fem.

“I think you’re ready for your trip, but if you have any problems, be sure to let me know.”

“This is fantastic. Thank you so much.”

“Don’t be silly. I’m just jealous that I can’t be there with you. I know you’ll have fun.”

“We’ll take lots of pictures.”


Chapter 39

Monday, August 17th

The trip to New York City was a blast. Carrie showed me where she worked and she used her ID to get me past security. They were getting ready for a big medical device show and there was a lot of activity. She introduced me to her boss and some team members. Everyone was wonderful and friendly and made me feel at home. Of course, there were always the twins comments, but I was getting used to that.

True to my word, I sent both my parents and Rita a lot of pictures and updates on what we were doing.

Rita got us VIP tickets to the theatre, complete with Green Room access. We met some of the cast members and the crew and they treated us like rock stars, even though they were the stars of the evening. I’m always amazed at her generosity, and her access. Being able to pull the right levers in Springfield would be one thing, but knowing how to do this in NYC was on another level.

“How’s things holding up between you and Byron’s mom?” Carrie asked as we headed toward the airport in a taxi.

“Just wonderful. She has been an amazing friend and mentor.”

“Are you still doing the mommy thing?”

“Actually, the mommy thing is over. Yes, I call her Mom, but it’s sincere. She is a combination of my best friend, my coach, and my protector. The other day, one of the parts guys said something crude about my outfit and I thought she was going to rip him in half.”

“What was wrong with your outfit?” Carrie asked, giggling.

“Well, the skirt might have been a little tight…”

“You tramp!”

“It wasn’t that bad. He’s just kind of a religious nut and doesn’t think I should be showing my arms or wearing jewelry. I guess my pencil skirt gave him a hard-on and he thought it was my fault there was lust in his heart.”

“Oh, one of those,” Carrie said in understanding.

“He’d better start job hunting because I can tell Rita is looking for a reason to can him.”

“And the other guys?”

“They are all my best friends…now. I get a lot of compliments,” I said with a blush.

—————

The flight back was routine, and I arrived right on schedule. Byron was there to meet me even though it was the middle of the day.

“What are you doing here? Don’t you have to work?” I asked him. “I was just going to call an Uber.”

“Mother didn’t give me a choice. I said I was going to send a limo for you, but she told me in no uncertain terms that you don’t ride with strangers.”

I inwardly smiled. That was just the type of thing she’d say.

Byron dropped me off at the new dealership and Rita and I started working on finances. We were finishing up when a call came in on my cell. I didn’t recognize the number so I sent it to voicemail. Rita questioned me about it.

“Is anything wrong?” she asked.

“I don’t think so. I just had an unknown call and I didn’t want to disturb what we were doing.”

“We’re about done here. Why don’t you check the message in case it’s important.”

I dialed the voicemail number and selected the message to play.

“I’m trying to contact Carmen Cassidy. My name is Gregory Clifford and I’m a freelance journalist. Your name came up recently in a discussion with a client and I’ve done a little research. Frankly, your story doesn’t hold up very well, but before I publish anything, I thought I would give you an opportunity to clear things up for me. You can contact me at this number, but I’d suggest you not ignore this opportunity as I think it could go very badly for you. Goodbye.”

“What the hell?” I groaned.

“What is it?” she asked, concerned.

“Some reporter says he’s been checking up on me… he’s threatening some kind of exposé I guess.”

“Can I hear what he said?”

I put my phone on speaker and played the message back. Where I turned white with fear, she turned red with rage.

“Okay, his name is Gregory Clifford,” she said, typing something into her computer. She spent a couple of minutes reviewing the screen.

“I did a search on this guy and guess what I found? He does some work for Agape News.”

“Oh, great. This must mean Amanda Wright is his client…figures.”

“Probably. This is just the kind of stupid shit that I would expect from her. Okay, give me a few minutes to make some calls, then come back right before five and we’ll call him back.”

“Do you think we should? Won’t that make him just keep digging?”

“He’s going to be digging anyway. We’ll just make sure he digs up what we want him to find. I’m going to call Nick, our private investigator, and see what he thinks.”

“Okay, I trust you and I know you’ll do what’s best.”

“You go back to work and let me talk to Nick. We’ll get this figured out.”

I walked out of her office and closed the door as my stomach turned sour. This seriously sucked.

—————

I’d spent most of the afternoon worrying. My first concern was if this Clifford guy learned I was impersonating my cousin. I thought about the times I used my real ID at restaurants when I should have just used Carrie’s. That was dumb and just the type of thing that could expose me… and Byron.

I decided to do a little research on Gregory Clifford myself. God, what a piece of shit. He liked digging and exposing the local politicians with hit-pieces, tying them to embarrassing episodes with friends and family. Drunk driving arrests, a little problem with dope, a few too many martinis at lunch; all grist for his blogging mill. If he found out about my real identity, that could be brutal.

So far, he had spared Darren from anything major…just some stuff from an unhappy customer of the dealership. How was Byron’s dad responsible for the peeling paint on a customer’s car? A later story gloated about the customer getting another car loaded with options to make them happy. Clifford made it sound like he’d been the reason the dealership did the right thing, but this happened all the time. The guy probably ended up with a demo car which is how stuff like this was usually handled.

Something more concerning was a recent article mentioning Travis Wilson and his mysterious death in Arkansas. It was a twist of the lie that Travis had told Darren. In Clifford’s version, it was Darren who fired him and after he left, Darren trashed a bunch of stuff in the office and blamed it on Travis. The reporter speculated he’d done that so he could file a bogus insurance claim and make some improvements to the showroom. The story made it sound like Darren had Travis killed to hide the truth rather than the fact that he’d crashed into a ravine running from the cops. Clifford didn’t mention the assault but said there was a lot more to this story and he would continue to investigate. It was obvious that Travis’s girlfriend was passing him the information.

A little before five, I knocked on Rita’s door and when I entered and sat down, she crossed to give me a hug.

“Thanks, Mom. I needed that.”

“So, I talked to Nick and we’re both of the opinion that this Clifford guy is just fishing, and he really doesn’t have anything solid or he wouldn’t have called.”

“Is Travis’s girlfriend part of this?”

“Nick mentioned something about her. We’ll try to get Clifford to tell us.”

“Okay. Do you think I should call this guy, like maybe tonight?”

“I thought we could go out in the lot, get into one of the cars and call him. That way we would have some privacy and put him on speaker. I’ll just listen and won’t say anything; how does that sound?”

“Sounds good. What do you think he’ll try to do?”

“My guess is he wants you to tell him something he doesn’t know and then go from there. He knows where you live and work and you are part of Darren’s campaign, but I doubt if he knows much more than that. Let’s send him down a blind alley and maybe he’ll get bored.”

“Okay.”

“Nick called the superintendent at your apartment and found out there was a complaint about some guy wondering the halls trying to talk to your neighbors. The superintendent found him, told him to leave and never return or the next time there would be a call to the police. The Super didn’t know how he got into the building.”

“The door closes kind of slow and it’s easy to just follow someone else in.”

“Nick sent the Super to Clifford’s website to check out the photo—it was him. He’s checked with your neighbors to find out what he was asking them about. None of them told him anything.” Rita went on to tell me more about what the Super found out.

“This guy is a real slime,” I said.

Do you want to try calling him?”

“Sure.”

We went to one of the dealer cars and connected to the Bluetooth and gave him a call.

“Am I on speaker?” was the first thing he asked.

“Yes, I’m in my car and about to drive home. I’m alone, but if it’s a problem I can hang up and call back another time,” I told him.

“No, no, that’s okay,” he answered. “So, let’s talk about Travis Wilson.”

“What’s to talk about? He’s dead,” I responded flatly.

“Well, after Darren, your boss, had him killed.”

“He died in a small town in Arkansas running from the cops. I can guess where you’re getting your information, but Mr. Henderson didn’t have anything to do with it.”

“And what about the assault charge that you filed that got mysteriously dismissed?”

“Nothing mysterious about that. It got dismissed because Travis Wilson was a pile of broken pieces in the bottom of a ravine. Cases get dismissed when the suspect gets killed in a police chase. It’s kind of difficult to get a dead defendant to appear in court.”

“Well, the whole thing sounds kind of fishy.”

“Maybe to Travis’s brainless girlfriend, but it’s pretty straightforward to the rest of the world.”

“What are you saying, Miss Cassidy?”

“I’m saying you should do a better job checking your facts to avoid chasing down a bunch of dead ends. Maybe consider that a hysterical ex-girlfriend is not a very reliable news source. The cause of Wilson’s death being a mystery to you is a great example.”

“Powerful people like Darren Henderson have the ability to alter police reports.”

“Are you serious? What about a deceitful reporter trying to fabricate a story where none exists?”

“Are you calling me…”

“Oh, and Mr. Clifford, stay away from my apartment building.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t screw around with me. One of the people you were talking to recognized you. I told them to call the cops so you’ll probably be hearing from them.”

“So what? I’m a professional journalist. I ask questions.”

“Professionals don’t trespass on private property and interview people without properly identifying themselves. You told them I had interviewed with your company and you were doing a background check. Deceitful statements like that make you look less like a professional and more like a crook. The police take a rather dim view of things like that.”

“Look…”

“No, you look. I’m done messing with you. I hope you have a good evening and don’t call me again. As you said in your message to me earlier, don’t ignore this warning as it could go very badly for you,” I said before disconnecting the call.

“That was great!” Rita said when the call ended, “Let’s call Nick and let him know what Clifford said.”

“Do you think we need to worry?”

“I always worry about stuff like this, but that’s all we can do for right now.”

“After we talk to Nick, could I have you drop me home? I don’t feel like driving.”


Chapter 40

Tuesday, August 28th

There was an eerie silence from Greg Clifford. I’d been watching his blog, and besides some other muckraking, there was not much new. He took a swipe at Governor Dixon but that got shut down quickly. I did fill Carrie in about what was going on with him and suggested she tell her parents to head off any problems.

As I was finishing up the day’s work she called me.

“Hi, Sis. Things still good in the Big Apple?”

“Amazing. I’ve been involved in a lot of great projects but nothing as fun as the presentation we did together.”

“That was pretty cool.”

“Hey, I got a call from my parents. It’s good that we warned them about Clifford because someone called the other day and said their name was Cliff and they were an old high school friend of mine.”

“How convenient.”

“My mom took the call and this Cliff guy asked if she was related to the Carmen Cassidy that worked for a car dealership in Springfield Illinois. Not very smooth according to my mother.”

“What did she tell him?”

“She said he obviously had the wrong person; that her daughter Carmen was working in New York City as an actress, and she’d never worked at a car dealer.”

“Your mom is a very cool lady.”

“He continued to ask about how long I had been in New York City and stuff like that, but she shut him down saying that he clearly had the wrong person, and she wasn’t answering any more questions. Then she hung up on him.”

“So, it looks like he is still pecking around the edges of this thing. I’ll let Rita know and see what she thinks. I know they’ve been feeding him information that are perfect dead-ends and this might work in their favor. Thanks so much, Sis, and I’m sorry I got you in the middle of all this.”

“Not at all. I’ve been thinking how great it is to have a sister that I can hang out with. When are you coming back?”

“The campaign and work at the dealership are keeping me busy, but hopefully I can make it back soon.”

“I’ll hold you to that.”

“Talk soon,” I said before disconnecting the call. That made me start thinking about other cool things we could do in New York City.

—————

I told Rita what Carrie told me and she immediately called the PI.

“Hi, Nick. This is Rita and Carmen is with me. I just got word that Clifford is still making waves.”

“Hi Rita, hi Carmen. What’s up?”

I gave him a rundown on the call to Carrie’s parents. He was pleased how that was handled.

Nick continued, “I’ve talked to some of the guys at both dealerships and so far he hasn’t contacted any of them. Carmen, you had that run-in with the guy at the new dealership and I think we might use that to set a trap.”

“What are you thinking?” I asked.

“I’ve asked the parts guys to give Clifford the number of a burner phone and I’ll pretend to be the guy you had a problem with. If he calls, I’ll send him on a wild goose chase and hopefully he’ll get frustrated and leave it alone.”

“As long as it’s not Christian that gets contacted, we should be good,” I said. Christian Carpenter; what a name for uber-religious parents to give a kid. No wonder he was weird.

“I don’t think anyone at the dealership is going to connect Carpenter to the reporter. Everyone hates him,” Nick said with a laugh.

“If we can use him to get Clifford,” Rita said, “that works for me. I was just going to can his ass but maybe he’ll prove useful.”

“All the guys at both dealerships know about the problem between Carpenter and Carmen. That’s the kind of thing the reporter would like to latch onto. I think it might work.”

—————

After our call with Nick, Rita drove me home so I could get ready for a campaign event that evening. I was hurrying to my apartment when one of my neighbors stopped me.

“Hi Nancy. How’s things?”

“Hello, Carmen. Oh, just so-so. Waiting around for the cable guy. Every time it rains, I lose service.”

“I’m not home enough to notice I guess,” I admitted.

“Plans for tonight?” she asked.

“Another campaign event. Need to go there with Byron and smile a lot.”

“Got it. I wanted to mention something strange that happened. Some lady stopped me out front this evening and asked if I knew you.”

“Oh damn. With being part of the campaign, there are always reporters bugging me. I’m sorry about that. What did she look like?”

“Oh, kind of average. Blonde, thin, not very well dressed and she walked with a cane. She said you had a mutual friend and she was trying to locate you.”

“I figure they’re just trying to get an interview,” I replied.

“I didn’t tell her anything. I said I just moved in and didn’t know a lot of people.”

“Good thinking. Hopefully she’ll get lost.”

“Oh, and one other thing. She had kind of an accent. Like a Southern accent, but not a pretty one, if you know what I mean. More of a drawl like Missouri or something.”

“It’s probably nothing, but thanks for letting me know. Sorry but I need to run and get dressed for tonight. Byron will be here in a bit, and he’ll give me a hard time if I’m not ready.”

“Tell him I said ‘hi’ and we’ll talk later.”

“Thanks, Nancy.”

As I got ready, I thought about the mysterious woman. Was that Travis’s girlfriend? And if it was, what the hell was she doing in Springfield?

—————

The campaign event was a candidate forum with several local politicians in attendance. I was shocked to see Gregory Clifford. He looked exactly like the photo on his blog: Dark hair, short and thin. He wore a light gray sports jacket with dark slacks and silk shirt. Dressing to impress.

As he walked toward us, smiling, I whispered to Byron who he was.

“Well, Carmen Cassidy. It’s a pleasure to meet you in person. You are even prettier than the photo on the website.”

“I don’t think we’ve met.” I said, not wanting to give him the impression I recognized him. He seemed a bit taken aback, but then he introduced himself dramatically, attempting to make himself seem more important than he was.

“You realize this is not a press gathering, Mr. Clifford,” Byron said. “The people are here to meet with the candidates and not be interviewed. The candidates will accept questions from the constituents, but not from you. As long as you understand that, there will be no reason to ask you to leave.”

“Oh no. I’m just here to see how the candidates relate with the voters. To listen and find out what’s on people’s minds as they go to the voting booth, that kind of thing.”

“Seems kind of tame for the type of journalism that you normally do,” Byron responded. “Remember what I said.”

“No problem,” he replied as Byron took my hand and led me away.

I squeezed Byron’s hand, “Thanks for jumping in there.”

“No, thank you for not scratching his eyes out. That must have taken a lot of restraint.”

“You’ll never know how much.”

We wandered around and talked to some of the candidates and their wives. It was a casual affair with an attempt to make the candidates seem more like friends and neighbors. I noticed Clifford approach Darren who was surrounded by some of the attendees. I took a sip of my red wine as I heard Clifford call out to Darren in a loud voice. “Mr. Henderson, I wanted to ask you about that friend of yours that ended up dead. I’m sure you know who I’m talking about; Travis Wilson.”

As Darren gave him a sour look, I pretended to trip and fell toward Clifford, dumping my half glass of red wine on his light-colored jacket.

“What the hell… what are you doing you clumsy cunt?” he barked.

“Oh, I’m so sorry sir,” I said as I signaled to one of the security guys. “Richard, can you help this gentleman get cleaned up.” The security guy latched onto Clifford and led him away, ignoring his pleas that he didn’t need any help. Clifford tried to pull away, but Richard is a mountain of a guy; big enough to make sure the reporter was not going anywhere but where he was being led.

“I’m so sorry this happened, sir,” I could hear him say as he roughly escorted Clifford from the room.

“Did he call you a clumsy cunt?” Byron whispered with a snicker.

“Sometimes I feel like I have two left feet. It must be the high heels,” I said, pressing one of the heels onto the top of his shoe.

“Ouch,” he responded.

“Hey, could you get me another glass of wine,” I said, displaying my now empty glass. “I seem to be out.”


Chapter 41

Tuesday, September 8th

It had been a busy couple of weeks with so many events, one after another. Darren had been bummed by some of the preference polls, but to my horror the race seemed to be tightening. His opponent had a few more missteps and the other major party candidate was gaining momentum. With the three-way race and the incumbent not having any party apparatus behind him, Darren looked like he might come out on top. The thought made me want to hurl.

I was finishing my breakfast when my cell rang. I smiled when I saw who it was—my mother.

“Hi Mom,” I answered.

“Hello, honey. How’s the campaign?”

“There are positives and negatives. I’ll be glad when it’s over.”

“Your father got word today that we will be heading to Japan next month. We’ll probably be there for six to eight months. I wanted to let you know we won’t be here on election night.”

“Japan, how cool.”

“I’ve visited a couple of times, but living there will be on another level. We are both very excited.”

“Do you need any help from me? I’ll be available to watch the house as usual.”

“Nothing out of the ordinary. I just want to apologize for not being here on election day.”

“Not to worry. I’ll probably be stressed out of my mind anyway. I won’t be fit to be around.”

She chuckled at that. “Say hello to Byron for us and we’ll get together before we leave.”

“Sounds great, Mom. Thanks for the call.”

—————

On my way to work, I stopped to get my mail and there was a handwritten message stuffed in my mailbox. There wasn’t a name, but the note said it was important they talk to me and left a number to call. I put the note in my purse and when I got to the car, there was another one. I assume it was either Clifford or Travis’s girlfriend and there was no way I wanted to get mixed up with either of them. I’d blocked Clifford’s number so he couldn’t call me again. I’d hand these notes off to Nick the first chance I got.

The reporter recently posted a blog about what happened to him when he went home wearing my drink. He was still trying to link Byron’s dad to a scandal about Travis Wilson. He said he was continuing to pursue the issue, but he was hitting a lot of dead ends. Those dead ends had been carefully developed by Nick.

The PI managed to post an anonymous response to his blog post saying he had been present that night. He said Clifford had shoved through a crowd of people yelling out accusations at one of the candidates when he tripped some girl and she spilled her drink on him. Even though it was the reporter’s fault, he told how Clifford called the poor girl a clumsy cunt. That generated a lot of enraged responses. Clifford finally had to take the post down because people were so furious at him. I’m sure Nick had a lot to do with the angry responses as well.

I arrived at the new dealership and was headed toward my pit of an office when Raymond stopped me. He was one of the guys from the old place that moved here to help get things in order. He had an interesting story for me. Some guy came in looking for a heater hose for his car. His description matched Clifford’s, though he’d said his name was Jeff.

It was obvious that this Jeff didn’t know anything about cars, let alone how to replace a heater hose. During the conversation, he asked if Ray knew Travis Wilson. Fortunately, Nick had already talked to all the guys at both dealerships so Ray knew what to expect.

Ray told him about how Rita had fired Travis for being such an ass, how he trashed the dealership and his company car. He filled him in on how Travis had busted up a car before some guy hit him in the head with a two-by-four and the cops carted him off to jail. Ray said he heard that Travis had been killed in a police chase. Old Jeff listened intently, not saying much as Ray gave him the rundown.

“Thanks for letting me know. And thanks for helping to get this dork off my backside,” I told him.

“Oh, speaking of your backside,” he said with a wink, “old Jeff wanted to know all about you.”

“Oh, isn’t that sweet. Did he tell you about me giving him a much-needed bath.”

Ray laughed out loud. “I heard about the wine incident. He didn’t mention it but said some of the guys here thought you were kind of a tramp.”

“How nice to hear,” I groaned. “Wear a pencil skirt just one time…”

“I told him everyone here just loved you and he must have his facts wrong. I said the only one you had a problem with was Christian, but that was because you are so pretty and it gave him an uncomfortable swelling in his pants.”

“Was Christian around?” I asked, alarmed.

“Nope, I told Jeff he was gone for the day. I handed him the business card that Mr. Miles gave me so he could call.” Then he winked.

“Nick is some kind of scary. He knows just which buttons to push. Thanks for letting me know.”

“No problem, Carmen. If there is anything else Mr. Miles needs, let me know. I want to see old Jeff hung out to dry.”


Chapter 42

Friday, September 11th

Today, September 11th, was a grim milestone for me. I was only an infant when terror was unleashed into the World Trade Center, but the day had a profound impact on my parents. Several of my father’s work associates were on a plane traveling from Boston to LA for a meeting when the plane made an unscheduled stop in New York City, plowing into the Trade Center. My father was devastated as he personally knew some of the victims which made it much more real for him.

As I read the news feed on my computer that described the events of that day, another news item caught my attention. There’d been a knife attack right here in Springfield and the victim was Gregory Clifford.

About that time, both Nick and Rita entered my office and closed the door behind them.

“I imagine you’ve seen the news?” she asked, pointing at my screen.

“Just now. I haven’t read the article yet.”

Nick took up the story. “Clifford was stabbed in the chest in the parking garage near his apartment. He’s not expected to make it. They don’t have a suspect yet, but the police are following up a lead from the video camera in the garage.”

“Anybody we know a suspect?” I asked, concerned what was going to happen since I threatened Clifford a few days ago.

“The assailant was dressed up like a man, but they didn’t move right and was obviously trying to disguise their identity. It looks like the meeting was planned as Clifford was waiting when the suspect entered the garage. The suspect was on foot, so they don’t have a vehicle description or anything. The police recovered the knife, but the attacker was wearing gloves in the video. They are going to check for any DNA traces,” Nick said, reviewing the notes on his phone.

“Are the cops going to come after me?” I asked.

“Not likely. You were at an event with a hundred other people. There will be no question about you having an alibi.”

“That’s good news I guess.”

“There is one other thing,” he continued, “The person on the video walks with a limp.”

“We’re thinking it’s Ella Thornton, Travis’s ex-girlfriend,” Rita added.

“I thought Clifford and her were working together.”

“Well, maybe she didn’t think he was moving fast enough. When Clifford called me last week, Christian Carpenter sent him down enough blind alleys to keep him busy for a month,” Nick said.

“There was a package of Darren’s campaign literature found near the scene. Probably put there to implicate him. Cops are checking them for prints,” Rita said.

“Darren was at the same event as me. He shouldn’t be a suspect.”

“He was late arriving, and the police know about that,” she said with a sigh.

“Do you know why he was late?”

“Someone called and offered to give him a folder with a bunch of dirt on his opponent. He was told to come alone to a coffee shop near where the attack happened and to wait to be contacted. He hung around for 45 minutes then left when nobody came. I can’t believe he can be that dumb,” Rita huffed.

“Great set-up,” I mused.

“The cops are following up to see if there were any witnesses to verify his story.” She groaned now, holding her head in her hands. “Just what we need in the middle of the campaign is a police investigation. I can’t believe the dumb shit went to a coffee shop and sat around for an hour to get dirt on his opponent. That’s why we have Nick. In addition, the stooge got a ticket when he parked in a loading zone. The police know he was there.”

I’ve seen Rita mad at Darren before, but this was on a new level. I tried to assure her it would work out, but it was no use. She was livid.

“What do we know about Ella?” I asked Nick.

“She hasn’t been around her family’s place for the past couple of weeks. We’re trying to find someone here she might be staying with.”

“I had a couple of notes left for me wanting me to call,” I said, passing him the messages that I’d kept in my desk.

“This is the same number that phoned Darren. I called a bit ago but there was no answer, and it didn’t go to voicemail. Probably a burner phone. The police have the number and if it is powered on, they will be able to track it. I figure it’s in the trash by now.”

“Is there anything else I can do?” I asked.

“No, just be on the lookout if something looks strange. This Ella Thornton is a real piece of work. Obviously she has it in for Darren.”

“Did you let Byron know?”

“We’re going to see him next,” Rita said as they both rose and headed for the door.

“If anything strange happens, call me. You might call your cousin and ask her to do the same.” Nick said before leaving my office.

“Sure,” I said.

Just what I need. Something else to make my life more complicated.

—————

After work, I went back to my apartment to decompress. I’d gone through all the news articles on the reporter’s attack, though there wasn’t much being released to the public. Rita told me her husband had gone to the police station to give a statement, but not much else was known. At least he was not under arrest.

I sent Byron a text and asked him if he could bring some food because I didn’t feel like cooking. He quickly responded he would stop for Chinese. While I waited, I poured myself a glass of wine and curled up on the sofa. Not knowing what else to do, I called Carrie.

“Hi Sis,” she responded.

“Are you busy?” I asked.

“No, I’m off this week. When are you coming back to NYC?”

“Not for a while. Things have got kind of crazy here and I wanted to catch you up.”

“What’s happening?”

I told her about the reporter getting stabbed and Travis’s girlfriend being a suspect.

“Do you think she’ll come after you?” she asked.

“I’m being very careful. Rita and the private detective are really spooked.”

“If you need a place to crash…”

“Not just yet. I need to be around here to clean up some of the crazy at the new dealership.”

“Well, the offer is open and there are several flights a day,” she said. “So, they think it might be the girlfriend, huh?”

“Looks like it. Whoever it was tried to disguise themselves and frame Byron’s dad. The reporter is still in ICU.”

As we were talking, there was a knock on my door.

“I think that’s Byron. He’s here to feed me.”

“Make sure it’s him before you open the door.”

“Hey, great idea. This will be fun. Talk later, Sis.”

“Bye…”

After I dropped the call, I went to the door.

“Who is it?” I said in a sing-song voice.

“It’s me,” Byron said, gruffly.

“Who’s me? I was told I had to be careful letting strange guys into my room. Are you strange?”

“Well, maybe I might be a little strange. I’m in love with you after all.”

I opened the door and glared at him. “Hey, that doesn’t make you strange.”

“So, do you want any of this food? It’s getting cold.”

“Okay, I’ll let you in even though you say you’re strange. We’ll discuss this in more detail after we eat.”

He’d brought us lo mein, crab rangoons and egg rolls. It was very tasty when accompanied by a glass of beer. I even had some chocolate ice cream for dessert as chocolate always works with Chinese. I noticed he’d brought his overnight bag which was a big hint that I’d have company tonight. At least we won’t have to go to work in the morning.

After our dinner and cleanup, I gave him a long look.

“So, does it look like I might have some strange guy staying the night?” I asked, giving his overnight bag a kick.

“What would you think about that?” he asked with a smirk.

“I’ve had a long week and I’ve got a lot on my mind. I may need a little stress relief,” I teased, crossing to him and rubbing the front of his jeans. “Oh, wow. I think someone else might be a little tense. Did you have a tough week?”

“Just a little. Do we need to talk about the thing with Clifford?”

“We have all weekend for that. Right now I want to work on some of our pent-up tension,” I whispered while I outlined his bone with my finger. “How does that sound?”

“I like where this is going,” he responded, giving my fake boobs a rub.

“I’m thinking with as stressed as I am, it’s going to require quite a bit of relaxation. Do you think you are up to it? It may take a while.” I teased, dropping the zipper to his jeans.

“Just think of me as Mr. Tension Reliever this weekend.”

“Commando, huh?” I said, fishing out his long tool. “Did you think I would be that easy.”

“Oh, that. All my boxers were in the wash.”

“I have a pair of panties I could loan you. They might be a little tight.”

“Silk?”

“No, nylon. Do I look like the kind of girl that wears silk underwear? I even have some that are cotton.”

“When we’re married, we are going to beef up your lingerie collection.”

I started to stroke his long rod. “Well, Mister Relaxation, if I have to wear silk underwear, you do too.” With that I dropped to my knees and started to lave his long specimen. His breathing became ragged.

After a minute or so, I let him slip out of my mouth and looked up at him. “Are you starting to feel more relaxed?”

“Not yet. Come with me you little pest; relaxation coming up,” he said, lifting me in his arms and draping me across his shoulder. I started to wiggle and he gave me a slap on my bottom, telling me to behave. He’s going to pay for that.


Chapter 43

Thursday, September 17th

Clifford died from his injury and the cops issued an arrest warrant charging Ella Thornton for his murder. They were able to isolate some DNA from the knife and her prints were found on the campaign literature left at the scene.

She was previously arrested for credit card fraud so they had her DNA and prints in the database. The cops also found her cell phone on some homeless guy; he’d found it in the trash at the bus station. When they ran through the surveillance videos at the terminal, they saw where she put it in the trash before boarding a bus to Peoria. They currently don’t have any other leads to her whereabouts, but it looked like she was good for the stabbing.

Chip was in last week to look at our offices and suggest what we could do to class things up. I finally got most of the piles of paperwork dealt with and the grime removed from all the furniture, but it would be nice to have some updates. I know if he’s involved it will be hopelessly fem, which, curiously, doesn’t bother me that much anymore. It has the tendency to make the parts guys nervous and keep them from hanging around. That worked for me.

There was a knock on my door and some workmen came in to get started. I gathered up my stuff and headed for the parts counter when I met Rita in the hallway.

“Hi Carmen. Do you have some free time to go to the campaign office?”

“Sure, Mrs. Henderson. They’ve chased me out of my office anyway.”

“I’ll drive. I have something to discuss with you.”

On the way, we chatted about a couple of events coming up, then she cleared her throat and changed topics.

“I’d like to get you more involved in the management of the campaign; work with Renáte and get more familiar with how the machinery works. She is an incredible resource, but we need someone to backstop her from time to time.”

“Oh, I don’t know. I’ve never been that much into politics. I don’t know how much help I could be. I’m okay being on the sidelines doing the recordkeeping.”

“You are much more valuable to me on the front lines rather than doing grunt work. I’d like you to give it a try and see what you think. If you have any questions or concerns, you’re always free to call on me for help.”

“Maybe I could give it a shot…”

“That’s my girl, and don’t worry. Renáte is fantastic but is spread too thin right now. I think you would be a real help to her.”

As I considered this, it sounded about as exciting as a root canal, but I’d find out soon enough. Maybe I’ll screw it up so badly they’ll change their minds.

When we reached the campaign headquarters, Renáte greeted me warmly and invited me to her office. My guess is that I have been set up, again.

“Carmen, I’m so happy that you are going to be able to help me. Things are getting kind of manic and I need someone that I can bounce ideas off of. Most of the guys here are clueless, but I respect your insights. I know we’ll do great things together.”

“Thank you for your encouragement, but I’m feeling kind of overwhelmed. I don’t bring a lot of skill into this role.”

“Don’t sell yourself short. From what I’ve seen you have terrific instincts. We’ll just build on them and you will be a real asset to us here. One thing to remember is that we need to build a team that will be ready to transition from the campaign to the congressional staff when Darren wins the election.”

Oh boy. Would Darren want me on his staff?

So, with that, Renáte explains how she develops messaging for the campaign, making sure that the spin doesn’t sound like spin. We discussed strategy, finances, and team building. We reviewed some of the members of the campaign staff and how, or if, they could move into the transition team. She was concerned there was not a lot of depth and that we may need to bring in some new team members.

Rather than looking at people excited about the campaign, she wanted to find people excited about politics. She asked me to do some preliminary interviews and give her my impressions before the candidate returned for a final interview with her and Rita. Unlike the campaign volunteers that receive only meals and reimbursed expenses, the new people would come in as employees with the promise of a place on the congressional staff.

“What happens if Darren loses?” I asked, concerned that there would be some mighty pissed-off people if the election went wrong.

“Politics is a curious beast. Every candidate is a winner until election night. It’s necessary to have a transition staff set up and ready to go soon after the election.”

“I would hate to think the people were planning to go to work and then have the voters pull the rug out from under them.”

“The people we are looking for are professionals and they know the dynamics. Darren is running for one of the largest and most high-profile offices in the state. There are a lot of business and constituent services needed and we need to work with the outgoing team to assure a smooth changeover. There will be a lot of coordination.”

“So, we proceed as if Darren has already won?”

“Exactly, but have you seen the latest polling?”

“I’ve seen some upward momentum,” I admitted.

“Darren’s upward momentum is being fueled by the incumbent’s downward spiral. The other candidate is a long shot and, even though they are part of an organized party, there is no money being spent on the poor guy’s campaign. They have given up on him and his numbers show it. This looks like a two-person race with the other candidate pulling more votes from the incumbent than from Darren.”

“So, Darren has a good chance?”

“Right now, I would say the results are a dead-heat and I feel good about us ending up on the winning side.”

There it was, my worst fear realized; Darren winning the election. While I could consider doing something to scuttle his chances, there is just no way I would do that. There are too many people, including my lover, counting on me to do the right thing. I would hold my nose and do my best to help, trusting the voters will make the best choice in November.

—————

The rest of the day was spent with Renáte. We made conference calls, took voter questions, developed an agenda for a roundtable discussion and several other things as well. By the time the day was over, I was beat and wanted nothing else but to head home. Bah, I had to make supper. It will probably be toaster waffles again this evening.

When I got to my apartment and collapsed on my sofa, I got a sweet text from Byron.

Hi Kitten. I love you.

I love you too, Byron… a LOT.

How’s my favorite campaign manager?

I’m not a campaign manager. I’m one step up from a flunky.

You realize that you are being coached to take over for Renáte. She plans to move back to California after the election.

WHAT?

Just something a little bird told me.

And was that little bird his mother? I bet it was.

Are you headed home?

I asked, pushing all this news aside for the moment.

In a little bit.

Could you drop by? We need to talk. I’ll feed you toaster waffles.

Yum. I’ll look forward to it! See you in a bit.

Kisses.

I dropped my phone in my lap and let out an exasperated groan. What the hell? I’m never going to get my life back. I didn’t have much of a life before, but now I have a birth certificate saying I’m female, a bank account, passport and all my other IDs in a girl’s name. In fact, they are in my cousin’s name; a name I stole from her. All my clothes are professional women’s wear. I have long red gel nails, sculpted eyebrows and C-size stuck-on boobs. Gaak, what a freaking mess.

I sat depressed until I heard Byron’s knock. Out of habit I checked the peephole to make sure it was him, then let him in with a big hug. As much as my life sucked right now, he was there for me.

“So…how’s things?” he asked with a smile.

“You have to realize that it’s pretty weird for me right now, then I’m informed I have a new career path.”

“Everybody knows you can do it,” he said in an assuring voice.

“Am I included in this everybody, because I’m afraid I’m going to screw something up and all of you are going to hate me.”

“You’re not going to screw up and everybody loves you, most of all me. Don’t say things like that.”

“I probably got that reporter killed,” I sniffed.

“He was a bully and a jerk that was doing the bidding of a crazy woman. He got just what he deserved. He ruined a lot of good peoples’ lives with his stupid articles. Nobody is sorry to see him go.”

“Hold me, Byron,” I said. He wrapped his arms around me and held me tight as my eyes filled with tears.

He held me away from him to stare into my eyes. “Don’t cry, Kitten. There’s nothing to be sad about. Everything is working out great and I couldn’t be more proud of you.”

“It’s just that if you told me last year that I would be going to work for a politician, I would have said you were nuts.”

“What about if I said you would be going to work for a politician while wearing a dress?”

I gave him a crooked smile. “Yeah, I don’t think I would have believed that one either.”

“Plans change, lives change and I for one really like where things are going.”

“I can’t stop thinking about me being a fake and a fraud and if the truth gets out, a lot of people are going to get hurt. That is what scared me so much when we were dealing with the reporter. One wrong step and it could have ended in disaster.”

“And you didn’t make any wrong steps. From what I heard, everything you did was perfect. You’ll never know how much praise you received for what you and that glass of wine did to old Greg Clifford. Everybody says that was a very bold move.”

“And what if I’m just a clumsy cunt and I tripped?” I laughed.

“Not likely. My dad was extremely impressed on how you got him out of an awkward situation and made the reporter look like a turd at the same time. It was quick thinking, and it couldn’t have worked out better.”

“If you say so.”

“So, you said something about toaster waffles. I’m getting hungry.”

“Coming right up.”


Chapter 44

Thursday, October 1

The last couple of weeks have been a whirlwind, or maybe more accurately, a shitstorm. With Renáte’s guidance I’ve taken on a lot more responsibilities for the campaign. Now I’m involved in most of the day-to-day operations and even hired someone to fill in for me at the new dealership as I’m working fulltime in the campaign office.

Of course, last week Rita decided that I needed to go back to see Carl for some new outfits for her and myself. My closet and chest of drawers are crammed and I needed to take some things down to the storage area to make room. While I was there, I collected my boxes of guy clothes and dropped them off at Goodwill. Blake is history.

Darren has been into the office a couple of times, and he usually makes it a point to come in and talk to Renáte and me. As the election looks more in his favor, he’s starting to relax a bit.

Today I was transcribing some press reports while Renáte and Rita went to lunch together. I think their lunch was going to be a progress report on me. Renáte keeps telling me how good of a job I’m doing, but I still think I’m an amateur.

I was looking over some articles when Darren came into the office.

“Hello, Mr. Henderson.”

“Hi Carmen. Why don’t you call me Darren?”

Yuck, next he will want me to call him Dad.

“Okay. I’ve been going over some of these press reports and trying to figure out where some of these reporters stand regarding the campaign. I’ve been at most of these gatherings and some of the stuff they write seems to be largely made up.” I wanted to try to direct this meeting in a more professional direction to avoid the temptation to kill him.

“They tend to tarnish our message in deference to the incumbent. Russell Chambers’ office has probably been promoting some of this messaging. They have been quite openly colluding with the press,” Darren told me.

“Renáte and I have been trying to deal with them, but all they want to do is produce hit-pieces. It’s quite frustrating.”

“Well, just keep doing what you are doing. I wanted to drop by and compliment you on how you’ve stepped up to your new responsibilities.”

“Thank you, sir. I’ve been trying very hard to let Renáte guide me. She is an incredible mentor.”

“Look, I know we’ve had some issues in the past, but I want you to know how fantastic I feel about your relationship with Byron and the work you are doing here at the campaign.”

“I think the world of Byron and all the people here. It has been a tremendous opportunity for me.”

“I want you to know that when I win the election, Rita will be my chief of staff, but I want you as my deputy. We’ll do great things together and make an amazing team.”

“Thank you for your confidence, sir. I’ll look forward to that day.”

With that, he turned and left me with a knot forming in my stomach. Deputy chief of staff for Daniel Henderson. Could my life get any more bleak? That made working in the parts department of the car dealership sound good.

While I was feeling sorry for myself, someone came into my office that I had not seen for some time. It was Kristin Tabor, blogger and niece of Darren’s opponent.

“Hello, Kristin. How nice to see you. Have a seat,” I said, pointing to a chair in front of my worktable. “How can I help you today?” Our conversations usually lead to her calling me names and giving me the middle finger, but I’ll try my best.

“I think it’s horrible what you are doing,” she said.

“I’m just going through press reports. It’s not that bad.”

“No, I mean working for Darren Henderson.”

“Actually, I work for Rita at Henderson Motors. I volunteer my time here at the campaign.”

“That’s even worse.”

“Kristin, I’m not interested in your opinion of what I do with my time. Now, I assume you had some other reason to come in other than to offer guidance on my career choices.”

“What?”

“What do you want?”

“I want Darren to drop out of the race. He’s not going to win, and my uncle wants to concentrate on helping my aunt.”

“Kristin, please. As much as you would like to help your uncle, this is not the way to do it. Rather than bothering me, you should go volunteer at your uncle’s campaign. Pass out leaflets or do something practical.”

“I’ve been blogging.”

“Seriously? Your blog has, what, a dozen followers? Go to your uncle and ask him what you can do to help.”

“I’m trying to help by getting your dickhead boss to drop out of the race.”

“That’s not going to happen. Now please leave. I have work to do.”

“I CANNOT BELIEVE YOU CAN BE THIS DUMB!!!” she screamed.

“GO AWAY,” I fired back, pointing toward the door. “I don’t want to call the cops… again.”

“Fine, I’ll go, and fuck you!” she hissed with a raised middle finger as she stood and charged out of my office.

I sighed and went back to work. Soon this election will be over.


Chapter 45

Friday, October 16th.

With only a couple of weeks remaining until the election, things were getting intense. Even though the incumbent kept missing key votes and held almost no appearances, the polls still showed the race being dead even. There’d been a drumbeat of negative ads from Darren’s PACs, but nothing had changed. The incumbent had run short of money so his ad buys pretty much dried up, leaving Darren with a messaging advantage.

Press people continued to ask me for comments from the campaign. I was careful how I answered and usually offered a position paper to support my responses. Renáte and I made almost one hundred position papers on most of the questions that are thrown at us. Sometimes there were questions that we didn’t feel even warranted a response. For those we replied that the candidate has not formulated a position and is soliciting voter input. There were some stupid things like is it time to change the state flag or if all the signs on the interstate highways need to be lit at night rather than simply having reflective paint.

I looked forward to a weekend off since this was the first with no events planned. I’ve been working full-time at the campaign headquarters with all my work at the dealerships being handled by the new hires. Apparently I’d done a decent job with selecting the replacements since there have only been a couple of problems at either location. I’ve only needed to go back a couple of times to work through some issues. Whenever I arrived, I was treated like a celebrity and it’s nice to know they still remember me fondly.

Byron called earlier and promised to take me out to a new restaurant to celebrate having the weekend off. While I waited, I changed out of my professional clothes into something a bit more casual. I also refreshed my makeup and put on Byron’s favorite perfume. I was just finishing up when I heard a knock at my door. Still wary that nothing has been seen of Ella Thornton, I checked the peephole before opening the door. I got a smile and wave from Byron.

“Hi, Kitten,” he said as I opened the door.

“I’m ready if you are.”

“Ah, can I come in and have a glass of wine. I have something to show you,” he said, holding up a newspaper.

“Sure, red or white,” I asked.

“White. I don’t trust you with red.”

“Drown someone just one time and you never hear the end of it. Besides, I’m wearing flats.”

“I need to be careful. This is a new shirt.”

“And it looks quite nice, too. It would be a shame for something to happen to it.”

I got us a couple of glasses of wine and we sat on the sofa. He lifted the newspaper and directed me to an article on page three.

“The race is tightening for Darren. It is still within the margin of error, but he’s pulled ahead.”

“That’s… ah… exciting… I guess.”

“Dad credits a lot of this to you and Renáte’s efforts.”

“Well, maybe. I don’t think I’ve done that much.”

“What you are doing is spot on. Rita and my dad have interviewed several people for the campaign and all of them would be disastrous. You are calm and thoughtful… just what is needed.”

“Did your dad tell you he wants me as part of the transition team?”

“No, but he did tell me he wanted you as his deputy chief of staff.”

“I don’t know about that, Byron. That’s a big step for me. I still have some real hard feelings about your dad.”

“You would be Mom’s deputy. You would work for her.”

“That makes me feel a little better about it I guess.”

“Are we still on for church on Sunday? I’ve found a place with a beautiful sanctuary that would be large enough for our wedding.”

“Bah… I wanted to sleep in.”

“I guess we could stay home, but we haven’t found anywhere we both like yet. Are you starting to think along the lines of game day?”

“NO! I’ll be up and ready on Sunday. What time are services?”

“Ten o’clock.”

“It’s a date. Now, finish up your wine. I’m getting hungry.”

—————

While we ate our dinner, I told Byron about a letter I’d received from the leasing company.

“They want to raise my rent.”

“Well, it can’t be that bad.”

“My rent will more than double!”

“From what you’ve told me, it’s been a while since you’ve had an increase.”

“I can’t afford it, Byron. This sucks.”

“Okay, why don’t you move in with me?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head.

“Why not? It would solve your rent problem.”

“Your apartment only has one bedroom and it’s not much bigger than mine. With all the clothes your mother has bought me, I can hardly fit everything in my closet as it is.”

“Okay, how’s this. You know the big apartment on the top floor, it’s been vacant for about six months. We could move in there.”

“Are you talking about the penthouse! If I can’t afford the rent on my current apartment, what makes you think I could afford that?”

“They might offer us a deal.”

“You are nuts. What about your lease? You can’t just up and move out.”

“I have kind of a special arrangement. I don’t technically have a lease.”

“What kind of ‘special arrangement’ could you have where you don’t have a lease?”

“What do you know about the people that own our building?”

“Not much. Some investment company. RDB holdings or something like that.”

“And that name doesn’t ring a bell?”

“Not really.”

“How about if I told you it was the initials of the owners.”

“So, the initials of a bunch of Russian Oligarchs or something.”

“Or maybe Rita, Darren and Byron.”

I leveled my eyes on him, astounded. “I’m going to hurt you really bad, Byron. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“It just never came up.”

“So, that’s the reason my rent has never increased?”

“I might have put in a good word for you.”

“And that’s also the reason the superintendent never squeaked about my apartment being upgraded?”

“He’s a college friend of mine.”

“So, I have the option of moving in with you, or what?”

“Sleeping in your car,” he said with a grin.

“But they want me to move out the first of next month.”

“No problem. Chip’s been working on the penthouse for a week. Mom says you’ll love it. It should be ready for us before you need to move out.”

I felt the trap closing around me. “This isn’t fair.”

“What’s not fair? You had a housing problem and I helped you solve it. I haven’t even received a thank you.”

I gave a big sigh. “Thank you, Byron, but I should have been involved in this decision.”

“I thought you would be pleased.”

Some battles you just don’t win, so I gave up. “Just how big is this apartment?”

“There are three bedrooms. It has a beautiful kitchen, a formal dining room and a fantastic deck with a hot tub. There will be plenty of room for entertaining.”

“That’s a lot of room for just me. And you think I’ll be able to get it for the same rent I pay now?”

“Ah, I thought, um, maybe I could move in as well, you know… kind of split the rent, you see.”

“With this special arrangement you have with the owners, do you even pay rent?”

“Well, not as such, but…”

“You need to ask Darren to see if it would be okay for you to move in before we are married. I know his views about living in sin so I figure his answer will be no,” I told him flatly.

“This isn’t fair!”

“I’ve been saying that quite a bit myself recently.”

“I’ll let you know what he says, but you’re probably right,” he responded with a groan.

—————

We had a very nice dinner, but the restaurant was so new they hadn’t received their liquor permit yet. In lieu of wine, they gave us a complementary bottle of sparkling grape juice which was quite tasty.

The food was kind of a French fusion and I had the braised chicken and Byron had salmon. Both were fantastic. We also shared a gooey chocolate dessert which was incredible. Of course, I got the regular comment about how all girls like chocolate. He’ll pay for that later when we explore what it is that all guys like.


Chapter 46

Saturday, October 31st

With only a couple of days before the election, things had leveled off. The papers were doing more polling, but everyone seems to have made up their mind. The race was within the margin of error and no one was making any predictions on what might happen. The ranks of the campaign office had swelled to include some very capable people who were planning to be brought onto the transition team after the results are finalized.

To our relief, Travis’s girlfriend had not been seen, and no one who is part of the campaign had been contacted by her. Our state authorities, as well as Arkansas and Missouri, continued looking for her, but she hasn’t surfaced yet.

Byron and I attended a church last week we both liked. The sanctuary would hold about three hundred fifty people, the acoustics were great and the space was bright and beautifully designed. The only issue was they have no availability for the rest of the year and we might have to put the wedding off until January. I would be okay with a spring wedding, but not in the middle of winter. Byron wanted to get married before Christmas and was pushing me to keep looking for a different venue. So much for my Sunday sleep-in plans.

Rita came over last week and wanted to show me the new apartment. It was absolutely magnificent with an amazing view of the city. I still can’t believe I’ll be living there. All my stuff was moved up a couple of days ago, but I’m still negotiating with Byron if he will be moving in or not. He’s afraid to ask his dad but has been whining to his mom. She told him it was my decision. I love her!

—————

I was still in bed at 10 AM on a Saturday morning after a long night of campaign events. Where before I would only be expected to stand around, smile, and throw wine on annoying reporters, now my duties are more high profile. I handled a lot of the meeting and interview requests for Darren, so my standing around is usually with my tablet managing the event calendar. That puts me at the center of the action with Darren and Rita directing people my way to get added to the schedule. Quite a change from the shy parts girl at Henderson Motors. Rita and Renáte gave me a lot of support and encouragement, so I guess I’ve been doing a decent job.

As I drifted in and out of slumber, my phone started to buzz; Carrie.

“Hiya Sis,” I answered.

“Are you busy?” she asked.

“Nope, still in bed.”

“Tough night, huh.”

“No worse than usual. I hope it will be over in a couple of days.”

“So, are you coming to New York after the election so we can hang? That would be cool.”

“It depends on how things turn out.”

“Do you think Darren can win? That’s grim.”

“Polls say neck and neck.”

“But either way you’re out of it, right? No more politics.”

“Not really. If Darren wins, he wants me on his transition team. He’s going to make me Deputy Chief of Staff.”

“Is this just a fancy title for someone who sits around looking pretty and gets a big paycheck?”

“Rita will be my boss. There will be no sitting around, I can guarantee that.”

“Well, there is a show coming up in December that would be perfect for twin presenters. I sure hope Darren loses.”

“You and me both. I’ll let you know what happens.”

“Love you, Sis, and we’ll talk later.”


Chapter 47

Election Night, Tuesday, November 3rd.

Well, it all comes down to the wire today. Preference polls were a disaster with most being even and a couple of them showing Darren ahead. Polling places don’t close until late so it will be a long day and probably an early morning.

I went to vote early but was turned away. Like a dummy, I hadn’t registered under my new name. At least I didn’t face the prospect of having to vote for Darren. Byron voted but I didn’t rub it in about who he voted for. I know out of loyalty he would have voted for his father, and I probably would have done so as well if it came down to it.

All the staffers helped with organizing the watch party which will start after the polls close. There was a stage and some audio as well as a bunch of televisions spread around the area. The event was being held at one of the downtown hotels and included a bar and munchies. They were limiting the booze by a ticket system where the first two drinks were free and a cash bar after that. I and the other staffers each had a stack of drink tickets that could be handed out if someone asked. Rita told me if someone wanted one, as long as they weren’t already sloppy drunk, to go ahead and give it to them.

The venue was the normal red, white and blue bunting with music blaring over the sound system. Rita had me work with music licensing agencies to ensure we were good with the royalty thing. The last thing she wanted was to run afoul of some licensing issue and have to turn off the music and make everybody stand around in silence. The venue was happy to assist, and the cost was reasonable. One of the staffers had made a long mixtape that would loop some upbeat music. Rita nixed Byron’s idea of having a DJ.

He and I got here early before a lot of the guests showed up. The people were pumped and before long I was starting to share their excitement. I was dressed to kill in a stunning navy designer dress that cost a fortune, sheer hose and patent leather four-inch pumps. My feet were going to kill me by midnight. This was the new Carmen; a sharply dressed political insider who was also the purveyor of extra drink tickets. That made me quite the attraction for some of the campaign regulars.

As the polls closed, a few more people drifted in and things got noisy. Byron and I walked around and met with some of the local dignitaries and business owners; mostly people we had seen at earlier events. There were a few new faces, and we made the effort to find out more about them. Most knew Byron and I were engaged; damn that photo on the website. They all congratulated us on the engagement and asked when the wedding was planned. We didn’t have a date yet, but I took some e-mail addresses and promised to send them invitations. Maybe Byron was right, this thing was going to be big, especially if the governor and his wife came. That was the polar opposite of what I wanted.

“How are your feet holding out?” Byron asked me.

“I lost all feeling in them an hour ago.”

“Do you want to duck into the back and sit for a bit?”

“That sounds good.”

We made our exit behind the curtain and there was a seating area arranged with a television and some comfy chairs. The polls had closed at 7 PM and a couple of the small precincts reported final results. It was just past eleven and the larger precincts would probably not post anything until midnight. That would be the time where things would get real for me.

“Are you enjoying your first campaign, Kitten?”

“Enjoying myself? Not so much. It’s been a memorable and interesting experience and I’ve learned a lot. There was so much more to figure out.”

“And once you figure it out, it will all change. That’s what you bring to the campaign; a fresh perspective. You see things that others miss and analyze everything rather than assuming you know how it works.”

“Which is why my head is spinning most of the time.”

“If it wasn’t, it would be because you weren’t paying attention.”

“I just don’t know where to go from here.”

“Well, if Dad wins, you are going to be positioned for a great future. There will be regular campaigns, but maybe he’ll run for higher office. Maybe someday he’ll be President and you’ll be on his staff.” I inwardly groaned at the thought of that.

“And if he doesn’t win?”

“You know most of the movers and shakers in the party, and better yet, they know you. They will be coming to you with positions on their staffs. Your future can be as bright as you want it.”

“I guess, that’s if I want to stay in politics.”

“If you decide politics doesn’t work for you, there is always Henderson Motors. Mom is talking about expanding and you can end up running one of the dealerships.”

My mind was a whirl but Byron was right, I have a much more interesting future than I had realized.

—————

It was nearing midnight and more results came in.

“We should probably get back to the party.”

I slipped back on my shoes. “Thanks for letting me get off my feet.”

As I took out my makeup mirror and checked my lipstick, Byron gave me a smirk.

“You look fantastic. I’m so happy to have found you and I can’t wait to have you as Mrs. Henderson.”

“Wait just a minute, buster. A high-powered professional woman like myself don’t just give up their name. Maybe you could be Mr. Cassidy.”

“Hummm, I’ll consider that,” he said as he held out his hand to me.

—————

When we walked into the room, there were a lot more people present. Byron and I milled around visiting and I thought about just how many of these powerful people I knew; and, more importantly, they knew me. Maybe Byron was right, I could score work on one of the other campaigns if the thing with Darren didn’t work out. Everywhere I went there were handshakes and smiles. I was in the big leagues.

As results came in, Darren was pulling ahead but only a percentage point or two. There were some big precincts outstanding which will move the race dramatically.

Another larger precinct reported. Darren was now up four percent. They lowered the music and in its place was the murmur of nervous people. My heart was in my throat; I really have a lot riding on this.

One of the largest precincts reported with Darren now up five percent. I made a quick calculation and I don’t see how the incumbent can pull this one out given the number of votes remaining. A hush fell across the room as the scene on the television changed from the maps and talking heads to a stage set up similar to the one in front of me. A graying man walked across the stage to the microphone.

After a deep breath, he began to speak.

“Elections are more than just the candidates, families and friends, but also all the amazing people that are part of the campaign. I owe all of you my sincerest appreciation for everything you have done to aid my election bid. I’ve had the privilege of serving in state congress for the past several years and I am humbled with the support that I have received from the voters tonight. The reality is that my term in office will soon come to an end, and I offer my sincerest support and congratulations to my worthy opponent. I’ve just been on the phone to Mr. Henderson and have congratulated him personally. I hope all my supporters will join me in giving our best wishes to our newest Illinois State Senator. Good night and God Bless.”

Cheers erupted around me as Russell Chambers walked from the stage. Byron gave me a long hug, then looked into my eyes.

“Are you going to be alright?”

“I think so, Byron. I’m just in a state of shock right now.”

“Well, we need to join in the celebration. I’m sure my father will be here in a few minutes for his acceptance speech. We did it, Carmen.”

“Yes, we did it.”

—————

The mood was buoyant and we went around shaking hands and trading congratulations. I passed out a few more drink tickets and even used one for myself for a Tanqueray and Tonic. There was a genuine air of excitement with the expectation that Darren would soon take the stage. Some people checked the microphone levels and adjusted the lectern. They left behind a fresh bottle of water.

As they moved away, the curtain rustled and Rita and Renáte walked out and stood to the side of the podium, followed shortly by a beaming Darren Henderson. The crowd erupted in applause as he walked across the stage. He approached Rita and gave her a kiss, and then gave Renáte a kiss on the cheek. He turned to the assembled and waved his hand high as the applause thundered in the room.

He took his place behind the podium, allowing time for his well-wishers to clap, then made a gesture that he was ready to speak. With a television news crew present, the event was being carried live.

“Thank you, thank you everybody for being here tonight for this joyous celebration,” he said. He was interrupted by clapping which slowly died away.

“I just received a call from Russell Chambers congratulating us on this victory; and I want to emphasize us. I could never have done this alone.”

More clapping.

“I want to thank my wife Rita, who has been there for me through the good and the bad of this campaign. Rita, honey, I could have never done this without you.”

She stepped forward and received a rousing applause as I thought about the truth of that statement. Without Rita, Darren would have been finished in the first week.

“Next, my amazing campaign manager, Renáte Deutch, who tirelessly worked keeping the wheels on our campaign wagon. Thank you, Renáte.”

Renáte stepped forward for her applause.

“There are a couple of others that I need to thank. Byron and Carmen, get up here.”

Oh damn. Byron grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the stage as the room exploded in applause. I made my way up the stairs without breaking a leg and stood next to Renáte.

When the noise subsided, Darren continued. “This handsome gentleman is Byron Henderson, my fantastic son who has made me a very proud father. Byron has kept everything running at Henderson Motors while Rita and I have been busy with the campaign. Thank you for your tireless effort, Son.”

Applause filled the hall as Byron stepped forward. Darren crossed over to me and took my hand, pulling me to the podium.

“And this, ladies and gentlemen, is the beautiful and talented Carmen Cassidy. She has been an incredible help to Renáte and all of us by shuffling her duties between both dealerships and the campaign headquarters. And to you fellows out there,” he raised my hand to show the ring, “this amazing creature is engaged to my son, so hands off.”

The room erupted in laughter followed by applause as I kissed his cheek and walked back to stand next to Byron. He took my hand and gave me a light kiss. Show off.

“There are others in the room I need to thank. Kevin, raise your hand.”

People looked around and finally spied him standing toward the back.

“Kevin is my campaign captain. The rest of the campaign staff, raise your hands as well… Let’s hear it for this dedicated group of people.”

There was sustained applause for the ten or so campaign people that were present.

Darren adopted a serious demeanor. “And most of all, I want to thank all of you who are present, and all who participated in the election. I don’t care who you voted for, I want to be your Senator and will start work tomorrow to make this the most successful term of office in the history of our great state.”

The line received a loud applause.

“I want all of you to feel free to contact me and my staff during the transition to let me know what your priorities are. When I take office in January, I will be ready to make a difference to the lives of my constituents.”

As the crowd clapped, I thought about what this would mean. A stream of calls and e-mails coming in for the transition staff to prioritize. Oh wait; as Deputy Chief of Staff, I would be dealing with them also. Sigh.

“So, with that, ladies and gentlemen, I wish you a night of good cheer as you celebrate our victory. I need to take a few minutes to do some interviews, then I will be back out to visit with you personally. Thank you again from the bottom of my heart.”

Clapping continued as Darren made his way back behind the curtain to the gaggle of press that were there awaiting interviews. I handed Byron a couple of drink tickets and ordered another G&T.

—————

We were walking around for several minutes talking to folks when we heard a commotion from behind the curtain, then several gunshots rang out. There were screams and shouts with the security people running this way and that. Next came murmurs all around asking what happened when one of the security guys approached the platform. There were the sounds of sirens outside and some police appeared at the doors of the room.

Finally, the security guy spoke. “Ladies and gentlemen, there has been an attack on Mr. Henderson and an ambulance is on the way. I can’t report on his condition yet, but I can say he is alive and responsive. The attacker has been shot and has died of her injuries. We ask you to remain in this room as the police investigate the incident and I’ll bring you more information as soon as I can.”

“Byron, this can’t be happening,” I said, my heart in my throat as he stood there motionless.

The security guy waved at Byron and I, indicating for us to follow. A very shaken Rita stood by as Renáte spoke to what I assumed was a detective. The EMTs were placing Darren on a stretcher. There was another form covered with a blanket that I assume was the attacker. I reached out to hug Rita.

“Oh Mom. This is terrible. Are you okay?” I asked. Her hand was covered with reddened gauze and I assumed she’d been wounded in the attack.

“I think so.”

“Was it Travis’s girlfriend?”

She nodded.

“Is Dad going to be alright?” Byron asked.

“I don’t know. That bitch stabbed him in the chest…several times. There was a lot of blood.”

“What do you need me to do?” I asked, not wanting to stand around helpless.

“Oh, right. Please get some of the reporters’ names and phone numbers. We’ll want to contact them as this story gets out. There were a lot of people present and I assume there will be video. We need to stay ahead of this.”

“I’m on it,” I responded, happy to have something productive to do.

Byron went to go with me, and I stopped him.

“Stay with your mom. She needs you.”

“Thank you, Kitten. I love you.”

“And I love you, Byron. We’ll get through this.”

As I walked around finding out what the reporters saw and got their details, it occurred to me this was all my fault. That stupid Travis Wilson and his being mad at me for doing the parts ordering online. What a stupid reason for all these people to end up hurt.

—————

It took several hours for the police to finish the investigation and allow everyone to leave. Rita and Byron finished up with the police and left for the hospital right away. Renáte and I stayed to collect any information we could to present a campaign narrative to the public. The police interviewed everyone that was present, which took a long time.

“So, what happens if Darren…” I started to ask Renáte, but couldn’t think about him being dead.

“If he can’t serve, a replacement will be appointed to fill in for him,” she responded, matter of factly.

“Who makes the appointment?”

“In Illinois, usually the political party appoints the successor.”

“So, Darren’s party?”

“It’s more complicated than that. Darren had not been inaugurated yet. Russell Chambers is still the senator.”

“I’m confused.”

“From what I can figure out, since Chambers lost the election, he can’t serve after January. He will need to be replaced.”

“Oh, someone will be appointed by his party… but wait. Chambers is an independent.”

“Exactly.”

“Who will appoint his successor?”

“The governor.”

As I contemplated what that meant, I received a message from Byron.

Dad is still in surgery. No news yet.


Chapter 48

Wednesday, November 4th

When Renáte and I were finally allowed to leave, we took a taxi to the hospital. The cab driver had the radio on and was listening to the news of Darren’s attack. Thankfully he didn’t ask about what happened.

When we arrived at the hospital, we were directed to the ICU waiting room. Outside the room was a police officer and several reporters waiting in the hallway. We identified ourselves to the officer and he told us we were expected. He held the door open for us to enter. A nurse pointed us to a private waiting room where we found Rita and Byron.

“Nothing yet,” he said, anticipating our next question.

I crossed to Rita, leaned down, took her unbandaged hand and struggled with what to say.

“Can I get you anything, Mom? I have a small bottle of water in my purse.”

“Thank you, honey. That would be great.”

I gave it to her and she took it with a shaking hand. I took it back, opened the cap and passed the opened bottle back to her. She took a small swig.

We sat in silence for a bit then a doctor and a nurse entered from a side door.

“I’m Dr. Crisp and this is nurse Abbot. Are you Mr. Henderson’s Family?” he asked us.

“This is Mrs. Henderson and his son, Byron,” I said, pointing. “Renáte and I are with the campaign.”

“Can I ask you to wait outside so I can speak to the family alone.”

Rita huffed. “Anything you have to say can be said in front of these people. Please stop fooling around and tell us what’s happening.”

“Mrs. Henderson, your husband received two stab wounds to the chest and one to the stomach. They are very grave injuries.” He stopped for a bit, then continued.

“The wounds resulted in the loss of a lot of blood and there were injuries to many internal organs.”

“Go on…” Rita responded.

“One wound affected your husband’s heart.”

“And…” Rita pressed.

“I am sorry to say that your husband succumbed to his injuries at 3:41 this morning. There was nothing else we could do.”

Byron gasped while his mother’s face went blank. Renáte began to cry while I stood rooted to my spot, unable to believe that Darren was dead. I held my hand out to Byron and he took it, right before I fainted.

—————

I awoke on the sofa with nurse Abbot standing above me and my head in Byron’s lap.

“How are you feeling?” the nurse asked. “Did you hit your head?”

“Oh no. I think I blacked out. I’m okay now.”

“I’d like you to relax for a few minutes. Please let me know if you feel ill or have any pain,” the nurse said.

“I’m okay, thanks.”

She walked away and I sat up next to Byron.

“The doctor went out to talk to the reporters. Dad’s been taken to the morgue and there will be an autopsy.”

“Where’s Mom?”

“She just left. She wanted to stay here with you, but we convinced her you were okay and just fainted. Renáte took her home and will stay with her tonight. Are you ready to leave?”

“I think so, please take me home.”

—————

I awoke in my bed with Byron cuddled up beside me. I remember last night insisting that I sleep in my own bed with him insisting that he did not want me to be alone. I guess this is how we compromised.

I checked the time on my bedside clock, and it was after eleven. I felt like shit.

I reviewed my life and found I was in just as big a mess as I’d been before. I had deluded myself into thinking this was the day when everything would reset and go back to normal, but now I have no idea what normal was.

When I confided to Byron last night that everything was my fault, he tried his best to comfort me. He challenged me to tell him one thing I could have done to make things turn out differently. When I answered that I should never have pretended to be Carmen, he was horrified. He assured me that Carmen was the best thing that ever happened to him, to his mother, and to a lot of other people as well.

“You can’t blame yourself for what crazy people do, and Ella Thornton met a high standard of crazy. It was her that caused all this, not you,” he assured me.

“But what about Travis?”

“He was as much of a victim of that crazy bitch as anyone. Travis was a loser and that’s what attracted them to each other.”

“Well, you’ve given me some things to think about I guess.”

“So, are you ready to set a date?”

“What?”

“A date to get married.”

“Byron, I don’t even want to think about that now.”

“Why not. We need to go on with our lives. Sure, there will be a visitation and funeral, but then I want to move forward. I don’t want to waste any more time.”

“I don’t know, Byron. We still need to find a venue. Don’t do this to me.”

I was getting kind of pissed with him. His father was killed and here he was thinking about our wedding.

“Something will work out.”

“I need some time…and no on the sports stadium. My final word.”

—————

I managed to get out of bed and get cleaned up but didn’t know what was going to happen next. Rita sent me a message and wanted to meet with me for lunch at Ruby’s restaurant. I asked if she wanted me to bring Byron, but she said no. She needed to talk to me in private. I said I would meet her at twelve-thirty. It will take me that long to put myself together.

While I showered, I thought about what she might want to talk about. Would she want Carmen to disappear and Blake to come back? That would be difficult to pull off. Maybe I could move to New York and stay with Carrie for a while to get things figured out.

What about the engagement? I twisted the ring around my finger. Byron would have something to say about that. It did make me worry though; if his mother became difficult it would be hard for him to go against her. He stood to gain a substantial inheritance and I’m sure she wouldn’t be shy about holding that over his head.

I dried off, fixed my hair and put on makeup. Not looking too bad, especially after all that happened last night. At least Byron wasn’t there when his father was stabbed to death. It must have been brutal for Rita.

I searched my closet for something to wear. I didn’t have much of anything casual, most of what I had were professional outfits with the odd pair of jeans. I brought out one of the original suits that Rita bought for me. I probably need to plan on buying my own clothes from now on. It was sure great while it lasted.

I put on the black 2-piece skirt suit and coupled it with a turquoise shell, adding a necklace and matching earrings that Byron had bought for me. I put on my pumps and headed for the kitchen. I didn’t want to wake him, so I left him a note on the kitchen table telling him where I had gone.

I left the house with my heart in my throat. All the scenarios I saw going forward were bad.

—————

As I walked through the door at Ruby’s, Gus met me at the door.

“Carmen. I’m horrified about what happened to Darren. If there is anything I can do to help, please let me know.”

“Thank you, Gus. You are a great friend.” I told him, giving him a hug. “Rita sent me a note about getting together. Is she here yet?”

“Yes, I put you at a table in the lounge. You’re the only ones there and I’ll serve you myself. Come with me.”

Gus led me to the lounge that is normally empty this time of day and I saw Rita at a table waiting for me. She rose from her seat and wrapped me in a massive hug.

“Oh Carmen. I’m so happy to see you. I love that outfit on you,” she told me. She was wearing a charcoal gray pantsuit and looked weary but sharp.

“Thanks, Mom. It’s one of my favorites. How are you doing?”

“I’m just okay, but we have a lot to discuss. Please have a seat.”

Gus brought us both some tonic water with a lime wedge and left us to talk, closing the door behind him as he exited the room.

I decided to get things out in the open. “I’m worried where all this leaves us; you and me, me and Byron. I don’t know where we go from here.”

“Oh, Carmen honey, there is nothing, and I mean nothing, about our relationship that is going to change. As a matter of fact, I may find myself leaning on you even more than I did before.”

Hearing this reduced some of my anxiety, but I still worried about how everything could all be the same. Her husband of a quarter of a century had been murdered. I don’t know if she is just in a period of denial and next week our relationship will all unravel.

“I’m happy to hear that, Mom. I was so worried.”

“Never be worried about us. I love you more than the moon and the stars. Where I think the world of my son, I have always wanted a daughter. Now I have the most beautiful and talented daughter I can imagine. Please be assured that I will never let anything, or anyone, come between us. Tell me that you understand what I’m saying.”

“I love you so much and I was afraid something might happen to take you away from me.”

“Nothing is going to happen; nothing. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Mom. Very clear.”

We were both on the edge of tears and she offered me a tissue and got one for herself as well. We both wiped our eyes as she took a deep breath.

“Now, with that behind us, I want to bring you up to date on some things and ask you to do some tasks for me.”

“Are you sure you want to do this now? You need time to grieve.”

“I understand, but if I don’t get this done I’m afraid I will fall apart and miss some things. I can’t do them myself, I know that, and I hope you can help me.”

“Anything you need. Just ask.”

“The police won’t release Darren’s body for several days, but Byron and I need to start the funeral arrangements. We also need to check in with the lawyer and see what needs to be done there. We will be busy with that, but there are some things I would like you to do for me.”

“Just name it,” I said, pulling out my tablet to take notes.

“First, I’d like to have you go to both dealerships and check in. I’m sure it has already been done but make certain the flags are flying half-staff.”

I made the appropriate note.

“At both sites, meet with the employees and let them know that nothing will be changing and their jobs are secure. Answer any questions they have and let them know that we will be giving them the day off with pay to attend the funeral. We’ll let them know the day and time as soon as it is finalized.”

I made the appropriate note and indicated she could go ahead.

“Please meet with Becky at the main dealership and Don at the new place and have them take over temporarily. If they have any problems or concerns, have them call either you or Byron and you can work them through it. Tell them not to hesitate to contact you if something comes up.”

“Becky and Don are both talented people and we can count on them,” I said.

“Next, I’ve asked the people at the campaign office to meet you there at three-thirty. There is a lot of work to be done finalizing the campaign, paying outstanding invoices, and just tying up loose ends. Renáte will be there, and you can continue to work together like you’ve done in the past.”

“I’ll help out however I can.”

“The volunteers will probably not show up but the paid transition staff should all be there. They will receive paychecks until the end of the month. Any volunteers that do show up, let them know we are going to do something nice for them in appreciation.”

“Great.”

“There will be a lot of requests for comments and some crank calls as well. I’d like you and Renáte to do your best to deal with them.”

“Got it.”

“And, finally, I’d like you to go through your notes from last night and reach out to the journalists that were there. Get a sense of what they’re going to write and see if there is anything that might be a problem for us. We don’t want Darren tied to Travis and Ella Thornton if we can help it. We want to develop the narrative that Thornton was obsessed with the conspiracy theory that Greg Clifford fabricated trying to link Darren to Travis Wilson’s death. When Clifford couldn’t come up with any evidence to back the fake story, she went crazy and killed both Darren and the reporter in a fit of violent rage. You might touch base with Nick as he has some ideas on how we can sell this.”

“I’ll give him a call.”

“Oh, something else you need to know. When the cops were interviewing the people at the event, they came across one of Thornton’s high school friends who lives in Peoria. I’m not sure how much she knows, but the police are filing charges against her. Accessory to capital murder and harboring a fugitive is what I heard. She drove Thornton to Springfield for the watch party. She’s lawyered up and staying quiet, but I figure they will want to deal sooner or later when they realize how much time she is facing. We want our story out there first.”

“Okay, got it.”

“So, what about a light lunch?” she asked.

“Sounds good.”

“After that, I’d like you to take me home so I can start crying.”


Chapter 49

Friday, November 6th

I had a busy few days dividing my time between the dealerships and the campaign headquarters. Rita and Byron had been dealing with Darren’s funeral and the estate. Fortunately, everything was left in good shape and there won’t be any issues getting things settled.

My visits to the dealerships were met with relief as the staff were concerned about what would happen to their jobs. They were thrilled when I assured them that everything would go along as before and that we would all be coming back when the work at the campaign office was complete. I was very proud to see that the dealerships’ flags were flying half-staff in recognition of Darren’s untimely death. I noticed several other businesses in town followed suit.

—————

At the campaign headquarters, Renáte and I were saddened as some of the volunteers had stopped coming in. Even a couple of the transition staff had submitted resignations via e-mail. The people who remained were very committed to finishing the work ahead of them.

When I stepped into our office, Renáte said hello and we started to discuss what we needed to do today. Our discussion was interrupted by the phone.

“Henderson for congress headquarters, Renáte speaking.”

I couldn’t hear the other end of the conversation, but a smile came across her face.

“Hello, Governor Dixon. Thank you for your call and your kind sentiments. We are all quite shocked with what happened.”

About that time, Kevin ducked his head in and asked me for some help with an interview request and I left the room to work with him.

A journalist had contacted the office and wanted to know how Darren was related to his attacker. We were working on a response when Renáte came out of the office.

“Everyone, please gather around. We need to have a meeting.”

The staff looked confused as Renáte and I started arranging chairs to form a makeshift conference room.

“I’d like to have everyone take a seat, but first, pull out your cell phones, turn them off and put them on the table here,” she said. “I need to make an announcement, but it is extremely important that none of the information I am about to reveal leaves this room. Does everyone understand?”

There were head nods and muttered agreement as everyone put their phones on the table.

“Anyone who does not agree, please feel free to leave.”

No one left.

“I received a call today that I had been expecting and each and every one of you are going to be impacted by what’s going on behind the scenes,” Renáte said, then paused for effect.

“I want to congratulate all of you for responding to Rita’s request for help here at the campaign. You showed your loyalty and devotion to us, and I assure you that was a very wise choice.”

There was mumbling as the group started looking at each other wondering exactly what was happening.

“A little while ago, I received a call from Governor Dixon who was trying to reach Rita to ask her a question. There are a lot of details that I can’t go into, but the bottom line is the governor is in the position to appoint someone to fill the post that Darren cannot assume because of his untimely death. Is everyone with me so far?”

There were some excited responses which Renáte accepted as assurance.

“Governor Dixon has done the logical thing in contacting Russell Chambers, the incumbent, but due to his wife’s illness he does not want to assume the post.”

My heart leapt into my throat knowing where this could lead.

“Since the Henderson campaign, and I’m talking about all of you,” she said, pointing around the room, “is already set up and ready for the transition, the governor will be offering the position of State Senator of the Illinois 48th district to Rita Henderson.”

The room was quiet for a second, then everybody began to applaud and slap each other on the back.

“This was not unexpected, and Rita and I have already discussed it, but she still needs to accept the position. I’m pretty sure I know what the answer will be,” she said with a big smile.

Everyone looked around as they digested the information.

“I ask that you keep this to yourselves until Rita has accepted the appointment. Are there any questions?”

“When will this be announced?” Kevin asked.

“I would expect a press release to be issued by the governor’s office right after receiving a firm acceptance from Rita. Carmen and I will begin drafting our release announcing that acceptance and our desire for our team to immediately start working with the Chambers’ campaign staff to assure a smooth transition.”

“What do we need to do?” one of the volunteers asked.

“Is there anyone here that can help me with the website?”

A couple of hands went up.

“Good. We’ll need to generate a distinct web presence for Mrs. Henderson as soon as possible. The henderson4congress.vote domain name still applies, but we need to re-image everything for Rita to avoid confusion. I’ll be looking for a more generic domain name, so if any of you have a suggestion, please let me know. You other people, please start reviewing the current website and highlight things that we need to rework. Oh, and I need a team of four people and two cars to go out and collect campaign signs and take them to the recycling center. Write down your odometer reading, and you’ll be reimbursed for mileage. Okay, everybody, congratulations and back to work.”

—————

After an exhausting day of ‘imaging’ our new State Senator, I returned to my penthouse apartment completely beat. As I walked to the door, there was a note from Byron asking me to call as soon as I got back.

“Hi Byron,” I said brightly.

“Hi Kitten, are you free for a few minutes?”

“Sure, should I come there?”

“Yes, please. Mom is here and there are some things we need to go over.”

“Give me a chance to hit the bathroom and I’ll be there.”

I went to the bathroom to freshen up, fix my makeup and add some perfume, then headed to Byron’s apartment.

I knocked on the door and Rita answered.

“There is my favorite daughter,” she gushed, giving me a hug.

“Hi Mom. Fantastic to see you. Are you doing okay?” I asked as we headed toward the sofa.

“I kind of lost it earlier, but thankfully Byron was there for me.”

“Is he here?” I asked, looking around.

“He ran out to get us something to eat. He said he’d be right back.”

“Okay, I’ll set the table.”

“I can help. So, how are things with you?” she asked as we collected plates and silverware.

“Been busy at the headquarters. There’s been a lot to do,” I said with a wink.

“Thank you for the fantastic press release about my appointment. You and Renáte are a terrific team.”

“She is an amazing talent and knows just the right thing to say to get the message across. It is a privilege to work with her.”

“I need to borrow you sometime tomorrow. We need to see Carl. We both need a new outfit for the funeral next week. Governor Dixon and the First Lady will be there, so we need to look sharp.”

“You always look sharp, Mom.”

“We need to look extra sharp. I’ve made appointments for us on Tuesday morning at the salon to get the works. It will be an important day for us.”

“I’ll be ready any time.”

“That’s my girl,” she said as Byron came through the door.

“I got Greek, I hope that’s okay,” he announced.

“Sounds great. I had a sub sandwich and chips at noon so I’m hungry,” I responded, heading for the table.

While we ate, we chatted about some things that were going on at the dealerships. The monthly sales figures for the new site are in and it looks like the staff were going to earn a bonus from the national office. The performance for both sales and service had taken a big jump so the boys at corporate were very pleased with how we’ve turned things around.

After our dinner and dessert, Rita cleared her throat. “I’ve been working on some things behind the scenes and everything is coming together nicely.”

“What are you saying, Mom?” Byron asked.

“You know, Renáte was supposed to leave us and go back to California after the election, but I’ve convinced her to stay for a little while. Sadly, not permanently as she plans to work on a high profile gubernatorial campaign she’s really excited about.”

“How long is she staying?” I asked.

“Until the inauguration in January.”

“That will give us some time to find someone to replace her,” I said.

“I want to make a proposal. I would like you to work as her deputy during the transition, then when she leaves, you will move to Chief of Staff and Kevin will take your place as Deputy. I haven’t asked him yet, but I’m sure he will accept. What do you think, will you do it?”

“Oh my god. I don’t think I’m ready.”

“You will be by the time Renáte leaves. She is going to teach you everything she knows. She assures me you can handle it.”

“What do you think, Byron?” I asked.

“It’s an opportunity of a lifetime. You know the way things work at the office, know the staff, know the area, and know the movers and shakers. You are the perfect choice. Otherwise, we would be stuck with someone who would have to start from scratch.”

“Are you sure, Mom. What if there are…problems?”

“Then we’ll solve them. We are a pretty amazing team and problems do not scare us.”

“And Renáte is okay with it?”

“She loves the idea,” Rita assured me.

“I think I’d like to try it. Is that okay, Byron?”

“I think it’s fantastic. You are going to make me so proud.”


Chapter 50

Tuesday, November 10th

As Rita, Byron and I were driven to the church in the family car, I thought about the past few days. Renáte was thrilled that I had accepted to be her deputy, and Kevin was equally excited to take on the position as deputy when she left. The three of us worked together getting everything ready to meet with the members of the outgoing Senator’s staff next week.

From the contact we’ve had, it didn’t sound like there would be any friction. Russell Chambers was actually relieved to retire next session so he can take care of his ailing wife. For all his niece’s badgering to get Darren to drop out, Chambers didn’t even want the job. Makes me wonder how long before she comes in to apologize. I bet never.

Rita and I both wore stunning black dresses, dark hose and rather tasteful fascinators in our elegantly fashioned hair. Our hair and makeup were formal and everything fit the solemn occasion. Byron wore a black suit with a white shirt and modest maroon tie and held a black fedora hat.

Services were held at one of the area’s megachurches and it was expected that there would be a thousand people in attendance. The Governor and First Lady would be there, as would most of the local dignitaries. Rita and Darren were not members of the church, but one of the regular pastors agreed to officiate.

Renáte and I spent a lot of time together working on the eulogy that she would deliver. We also provided notes to the pastor with information he could use for his remarks. The governor was expected to speak and Rita, Byron and I would also be called upon to recall pleasant memories. That was going to be a problem for me as I didn’t have a lot of interactions with Darren that I would call pleasant. I decided to talk about when we opened the lake house and the day we all spent together, skipping some of the awkward bits. I would relate the issue with the wasp nest in the barbecue grill as it made Darren sound like a genuine human being.

After the funeral, he would be cremated, saving an awkward funeral procession. After cremation, Rita had secured a niche in a mausoleum for the urn to rest.

When we arrived at the church, the car doors opened and we headed toward the sanctuary. Byron took my hand and I squeezed his, savoring the sensitivity of his gesture.

We were seated in the front row along with some of Rita and Darren’s parents and distant relatives, most of whom I had never seen before. We held a couple of seats open beside us for the governor and his wife.

The casket was a mahogany color; beautifully simple is how Byron had described it. There was an amazing casket spray from the family, along with hundreds of plants and flower arrangements on each side of the casket. A few minutes before the service was to start, Governor Dixon and his wife entered the room from a door at the front and made their way to where we were sitting. We all rose to greet them.

First he gave a hug to Rita and they had a quiet conversation. Next he shook Byron’s hand as Janet Dixon spoke to the widow. It was now my turn and the governor gave me a smile and a kiss on the cheek.

“Thank you for being here to support Rita and Byron, Carmen. It means a lot to them, and it means a lot to me as well,” he said in a quiet voice.

“They mean the world to me and I’m honored to help during this difficult time, Governor. I want to thank you and Mrs. Dixon for being here.”

“I’m going to insist you call us Jake and Janet, Carmen. We are family.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“And no ‘sir’ either. This is your last warning,” he said with a wink.

With that, the first lady approached and gave me a hug.

“I’m so sorry to see you again like this, Carmen. I’d hoped the next time we would get together would be your wedding.”

“Byron and I are scouting locations and talking about our honeymoon.”

“Please let us know when arrangements are made, and we’ll be sure to be there.”

“I will, Mrs. Dixon,” I said, then I heard the governor clear his throat. “I will, Janet.”

“That’s better,” Jake teased as they left to talk to some other people.

—————

The funeral was a tasteful affair with all the speakers offering inspiring messages. Governor Dixon even mentioned how Rita would be filling in for Darren and thus provide continuity to the vision Darren had held. I thought this was a bit of a stretch as I’ve had discussions with Rita and her views of governance were not completely in line with those of her late husband. Yet, it was a supportive thing for the governor to say and would work to soothe the concerns of Darren’s ardent supporters.

For my part, I was pleased with how my comments were received. There were even some laughs when I talked about my fiancé and his father having to fight off the wasps.

The pastor did a great job of incorporating the information we had provided with his message about life, death, resurrection and eternal life. I was pleased the message wasn’t a sermon but more a celebration of a life that ended prematurely in a tragic manner. There were several hymns and a soloist sang “Amazing Grace” with such a haunting voice that it gave me goosebumps.

After the service, there was the normal filing past the casket and the family standing in a receiving line. I tried to duck away as I was not actually family, but I received a stern lecture from Rita and then stood beside her. For those that I didn’t know, Rita made it a point to introduce me as her daughter-in-law. Jake and Janet stood in the line also. I wondered how much of it was out of respect for Darren and how much was garden-variety politicking. There were almost a thousand voters here so it would make sense for him to seize the opportunity.

—————

When we finally crawled back in the family car for the ride back to the funeral home, everyone was beat. Mom gave me a smile.

“Thank you for the wonderful remembrance, Carmen. That was very nice.”

“It was one of the happier times where it was just us without a big crowd around,” I replied.

“Well, I hope we can have more times like that in the future, just the family and maybe a few close friends. We need more time like that together now the campaign is over.”

“I’d like that.” There was another issue that I wanted to bring up but was hesitant. “I know you are going to be busy, but maybe if you can find some time, I’d like to have you give me some ideas for the wedding. My parents are going to be out of the country for a few months more and Byron and I have some disagreements on what the wedding should be like.” I glared at him now.

She gave me a smile and reached out to take my hand. “Oh, Carmen, I’d love to do that. I can just imagine some of the ideas my son has come up with for your wedding.”

“What’s wrong with saying our vows at half-time?” Byron responded. “The people will already be there, and we won’t need to mess around with a cake.”

“Oh my God no!” Rita said, giving Byron a withering look. She turned back to me. “I see what you mean. I’ll give you a hand with this. I know some event planners that will be able to help. I’ll give them a call. When are you thinking?”

“I’d like it to be a spring wedding, maybe late April when the tulips are in bloom.”

“That sounds wonderful and plenty of time to make plans.”

I’ve probably stepped out of the frying pan and into the fire getting her involved, but at least I know the event will be tasteful. With the governor and his wife being there, it will probably mean a huge crowd.


Epilogue

The past few months have been a whirlwind of activity at both the dealerships and the congressional office. Rita planned to keep the campaign office as her local headquarters and she will also have a room at the state capitol. We managed to rent another space beside our present headquarters that we’re remodeling into workplaces for the staff. The original site has been reworked to have offices for Rita, the Chief of Staff and Deputy, plus conference and break rooms.

We have bulked up the staff at the dealerships with Byron being put in charge of both sites. He has hired some great people as general managers and there is talk of another dealership being added.

Renáte left after the inauguration to take the position in California. Collaborating with her was like drinking from a fire hose, but she assured me that I’ll do a fine job as CoS.

Kevin had really came through for us and showed a fantastic attitude for his position as deputy. He had a great rapport with the office staff, and everyone was pulling together to work for the constituents. He makes sure that nothing slips through the cracks which leaves me to do most of the communication and administrative work. I also act as the gatekeeper to protect Rita from unnecessary and difficult conversations. With Renáte’s help, I’d become pretty good at determining which issues justify a personal meeting, those that need her attention and others which receive a form letter. I never thought I would say this, but I love the work.

The legislative calendar allows us a few days of recess at the end of April and Byron and I are planning our wedding during the break. As I feared, it is going to be a colossal affair with over a thousand invitations being mailed out. Thank you notes are going to be a bitch. My parents say they will be back from Japan by then and Dad will walk me down the aisle.

The honeymoon will be in Southern Spain as the weather will be nice that time of year. My parents have spent time there and said it will be wonderful. I’m looking forward to it.

Byron hadn’t convinced me that I need to change my name to Henderson. Carmen Cassidy-Henderson would be too awkward, and Henderson-Cassidy would just be wrong. We’re still negotiating but I think I will remain Carmen Cassidy.

My journey from Blake Davidson to the woman I am now had many ups and downs, yet that was behind me now. Carmen Blake Cassidy is here to stay.

The End
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