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Those whom the gods would destroy,

they first make mad.

Euripides—450 BC
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who have loved and lost.
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Preface

Life is good, until it isn’t. Whether unexpected illness, a drunk driver, or betrayal by the spouse you love more than life itself, disaster walks behind you, over your left shoulder and three paces to your rear.

Adversity strips away pretense, exposing the true character of our souls. Does Brad Taylor, our reluctant hero, cry “why me,” and allow the winds of fate and the will of others to direct his path through a waking nightmare? Or does he face the unexpected and forge his own path, surprising friend and foe alike, overcoming all odds?

Is revenge a dish best served cold—or is a life well lived the best revenge of all?

Read and discover how one man answered these questions, faced his nightmare, the betrayal he never saw coming. Make your own decision about his actions and reactions. Is he a calm, rational hero, a crazed over-reacting fool, or that complex mixture of good and bad, right and wrong, wise and foolish that we call an ordinary man?

However you judge him, prepare to be surprised.





Anticipation

“Honey?” he asked, offering the spoon full of shaved ice. Cindy opened her eyes, saw it and opened her mouth. She let the ice melt on her tongue, nodded thank you to her husband, and closed her eyes. Brad then slipped his hand into hers, being careful to avoid the IV line.

“The doctor said everything went great,” he softly told her. She nodded that she heard him. As he wondered what else to say, a middle aged nurse strode briskly into the room.

“How are you feeling Mrs. Taylor?” the nurse asked as she looked at the instruments and noted the time on an electronic chart.

“Okay I guess,” Cindy mumbled.

“Still a lot of pain?” the nurse asked. Cindy grunted and nodded. The nurse moved around the bed. Brad shuffled back to give her room. The nurse adjusted the morphine feeding into the saline drip line. “That should help. You’ll feel better in a couple of minutes.” She paused, looked at the blanket and told Cindy, “I need to take a peek to check the bandages.”

Brad moved around to the other side of the bed and scooted up close in order to see as well. Cindy’s own curiosity overwhelmed the discomfort and she raised and tilted her head to join them in looking at her chest. An air of anticipation filled the room. The nurse lowered the blanket down to Cindy’s waist.

Cindy grimaced when she saw her grossly swollen breasts, covered in splotches of black, blue and purple. “Oh my God,” she gasped, letting her head flop back onto the pillow.

Brad took in the grisly sight and quipped, “Wow, honey. You were right. They look way better than before.”

Cindy chuckled, groaned, then moaned through clenched teeth. “Don’t make me laugh.” Brad smiled and touched her arm.

The nurse smiled too. “The bruising and swelling will disappear in a week or so. From what I can see, both breasts are even, the bruising is no more than normal, and the scars will be almost invisible after it heals.” She moved the blanket back up to Cindy’s neck, tucked it in around her and asked, “Is the morphine kicking in yet?” She looked expectantly at Cindy, who nodded her head that the pain was easing. “Good. The meal tech will be in shortly to get your dinner order. You have no restrictions on what you eat, but I suggest you keep it light to avoid any nausea.”

After the nurse left, Cindy drifted off. Not for long. All afternoon they endured an endless parade of nurses, technicians, and aids, one after another, checking blood pressure, monitoring the meds, and asking questions. A hospital, it seemed, was the last place one should try to rest and recuperate. Between visits, Cindy asked, timidly, “Do you really think I’ll look all right?”

Brad beamed at his wife. “You’ll be drop dead gorgeous after you heal up. I can’t believe how hard you worked this year, losing sixty five pounds and now this. I’m so proud of you. I’m going to have the sexiest wife in Ohio.” He softly squeezed her hand. She smiled, hoping he was right, and fell back asleep.

❖

Cindy twirled around, checking herself from all directions in the mirror. Even after two weeks, some faint bruising could still be seen under her breasts, but none of that showed once she put on her dress. Her new dress. Brad had joked while they shopped at the mall that the money for the surgery might end up being less than the money they spent on her new wardrobe, especially bras and tops. Maybe he’s right, she giggled, admiring her protruding full “C” cups. Not huge or garish, normal in appearance, but vastly different from the “A” cups she had before. She felt sexy for the first time in, well, ever.

She grabbed her purse and left the bedroom to join her husband in the den, where he sat playing some video game with their eight year old son. “Who’s winning?” she asked as she came in.

“Brent is crazy good at this stuff,” Brad answered, twisting his body as he frantically pushed buttons. “He’s killing me.”

Brent giggled and turned for just a second to glance at his mother before turning back to the game. “If I capture his castle I win,” he shouted to his mom over the noise of the game. “My army is already on the drawbridge.”

“Well, then I guess dinner will have to wait a few minutes. We have time to let your army capture dad’s castle.” She grinned at her husband as she ducked and scooted past them to go to the kitchen. She poured herself half a glass of wine and relaxed, watching them play. He’s so good with the kids, she mused. A frown darkened her face. When he’s here.

She took the opportunity to call her mom. “Christi is at a sleepover with a friend. We’ll drop Brent off on our way to the restaurant.” she paused and listened. “Yes, it’s my first time going out since the surgery. I’m kind of scared but mostly excited. I feel sexy tonight. I can’t remember the last time I went out feeling sexy. I just know the surgery was the right thing to do, for both of us. I mean, really. I feel so happy about everything now, about all the work I did to lose weight and money we spent for me to look and feel sexy. Having a sexy wife should make Brad happier too. Life is going to be sooo much better now. I’m serious. The kids are happy, Brad is happy, I’m happy. Life is wonderful now!”





Party Time

“Stop that, stop it,” Cindy scolded, holding one hand up to block his camera and holding her other arm across her breasts.

“Come on, honey. You look fantastic. Let me take a picture.”

“I’m naked, and I’m still wet. Get out.”

“You look beautiful wearing nothing but a towel,” he teased, again aiming the camera lens of his phone at her. She pushed him backward and closed the bathroom door in his face. He surrendered, but shouted, “I’m definitely taking photos after you get dressed.”

“We’ll see,” she shouted back through the door.

Brad’s wife of nine years planned to dress a bit sexier for this year’s company party. This would be her coming out event, so to speak. Why not show off a little? The frumpy girl he married almost a decade ago was gone. In her place was the new Cindy—the woman who had worked her ass off, literally, to lose sixty-five pounds—the woman who endured the surgeons scalpel to get the breast implants she coveted.

And what a transformation. The twenty-nine year-old mother of two had morphed her portly, pear-shaped, flat-chested mommy body into a svelte, eye catching, hour-glass figure.

Her new body brought a new self image. She stood straighter and held her head higher. Brad was proud too. If Cindy was happy, Brad was happy—happy that all the world could now see the beauty he always saw inside the shy sorority girl he fell in love with a decade earlier.

Cindy exited the bathroom wearing three inch heels and a medium length pencil skirt that, together, highlighted her toned calves and hinted at similarly toned thighs. The chiffon button-up blouse, though, did more than hint at her new breasts. She left two buttons undone the old Cindy would have fastened.

He watched as she finished her lipstick, then leaned forward over the dresser to dab a spot and inspect her eye makeup. Standing behind and to one side of her, in the mirror Brad could see down her draped open blouse to the sheer pink bra cradling her store bought bosom. Was she aware of the canyon of cleavage that showed when she leaned over?

She leaned back from the mirror, frowned and adjusted the blouse back into place. Yep, she knew. She twirled to face him, smiling broadly. “I’m ready,” she announced, grabbing her clutch.

He couldn’t stop from saying it. “You look fantastic, but, uh, your breasts show when you lean over. And that bra doesn’t hide much. Don’t you think you should fasten another two buttons?”

She flashed a playful grin. “These puppies are forcing you to drive that old clunker another year and cost me a lot of pain. I promise to be careful, but this is the first time in my life I’ve had anything to show. Here,” she paused and fastened one button in compromise. She left one open and fake pouted. “At least let me tease a little bit.” She flitted her eyelashes and smiled coyly.

“Okay,” Brad shrugged, inwardly reflecting that the bashful woman he married had disappeared into thin air, right along with those sixty-five pounds. To disguise his mild discomfort, he joked, “Just don’t be flashing old man Chambers. At his age you might kill him.” They both laughed as they left the bedroom.

Near the den, the noise rose. They entered to see their eight year-old son fighting monsters on the computer and their six year-old daughter playing Candy Crush on their big screen TV. Brad and Cindy attempted communication. The kids both grunted acknowledgment but continued trying to level up on their respective games. Their baby sitter, Amanda, promised to get them into bed soon, and dutifully took down all the contact information “just in case”.

Before leaving, Brad walked to each child and bent over to whisper he loved them in their ears. Christi giggled and kept playing her game. Eight year-old Brent twisted away and spewed, “Dad,” in an effort to avoid the ooky expression of affection. Brad smiled, shoved his son on the shoulder, rose and walked back to his waiting wife.

❖

Every year on the third Friday in December, the reinsurance company where they both worked rented out the main ballroom of the Hyatt Regency Hotel for the annual party. Brad hated the awards ceremonies, usually accompanied by maudlin retirement speeches. Consequently, he and Cindy intentionally arrived late. When they walked through the banquet room door, the awards were over and the after party celebration was in full swing.

They entered to see a crowd milling about the cavernous room festooned with lively holiday banners and decorations. It looked like most of the nearly five hundred employees decided to attend. Adding in spouses, dates and catering staff, there were over a thousand people. Brad knew almost none of them. Being a “quant,” or number cruncher, he lived in his quiet office and regularly interacted only with a few assistants.

A live band played atop the temporary stage providing the festive assembly a variety of fast and slow songs. The center of the room accommodated a large dance floor. Dozens of couples were dancing and many more were mingling. Others sat at the tables surrounding the dance area, each table decorated with Christmas and Hanukkah motifs. Some people hovered around the buffet tables lining all four walls, grazing on the delectable snacks and munchies, some swaying in time with the music. Most of the guests held a glass filled with the complimentary champagne. For those who shunned alcohol, there was punch, tea and coffee. Brad noticed a few brave souls brought their own hard liquor. Overall, the scene was one of cheerful, relaxed, holiday chaos.

After locating a convenient spot off to one side, they placed their coats down, and walked to the buffet tables to avail themselves of a couple of glasses of bubbly. Drinks in hand, they mingled.

Sam Stuart, Brad’s chief assistant and right-hand man, was the first face Brad recognized. Sam spotted them too, and walked over. “Brad, hi. Wow. Who is this gorgeous woman you’re with and what have you done with your wife?”

Cindy grinned bashfully. Sam continued. “Cindy, you look fantastic. Brad keeps bragging on the new you and now I see why.” He stepped back and let his gaze linger, drifting from head to toe. Cindy blushed.

Sam lightly teased. “Don’t you you think it’s time you transferred out of accounts receivable and over to the actuarial department? You’d be closer to me.” He grinned. “And to your husband too, of course,” he added, winking. “Care to dance?” He offered his hand. Cindy glanced at her husband. Brad nodded. She fumbled with what to do with her drink. Brad reached out and took it. Then Sam spirited her away to the dance floor where a country western tune was starting.

Brad watched his friend and his wife attempt, poorly, to two step, laughing at each other’s mistakes. While he waited, a drink in each hand, he felt a touch on his shoulder. He turned to see Mason Chambers, the newly appointed CEO of their company, American Reinsurance and Risk Management.

Brad shifted to make room for his six foot two inch boss. He noted Mason was dressed, as usual, in fashionable designer clothes. Standing five foot ten, Brad felt a familiar sense of discomfort, of intimidation brought on not just by Mason’s large frame and manicured appearance, but also by his status as boss and billionaire. As if to emphasize life’s unfairness, Mason was also a fiercely competitive athlete. Mason played golf, not for fun, but to win. He played everything to win. His ego permitted nothing less.

Standing with Mason, Brad felt like a Ford beside a Ferrari, his ego wilting under the stress of comparison.

Despite Mason’s physical prowess, Brad held reservations about Mason’s suitability as CEO. But the Chambers family owned the privately held company. If the elder Mr. Chambers wanted his spoiled, lecherous, thirty-eight year-old grandson to run the company, who could stop him?

Not that Mason Chambers needed to be particularly competent. The company largely ran itself. The sales department, where Mason had worked for two years until his recent promotion, was headed by Larry-the-Asshole Jenkins, a forty-one year-old sales wiz blessed, or cursed, depending on your point of view, with the ultimate salesman personality. He back-slapped friend and foe alike. A wide smile perpetually adorned his handsome face and he addressed everyone as buddy or pal. Despite an attitude that came across to Brad as disingenuous, time and again Larry-the-Asshole brought in the tough contracts. Whatever his faults, he did his job well.

Larry-the-Asshole and Mason Chambers, golfing buddies and like minded in many ways, became fast friends during Mason’s training stint in the sales department. Consequently, Mason, after his promotion to CEO, adopted a hand’s off policy to whatever his good buddy Larry did with his team. Managerial oversight of sales consisted of occasions the grand poobahs marched in to introduce themselves to clients, then marched out to let the sales team, under Larry’s direction, make the pitch and get the clients to sign on the dotted line.

Not that Brad cared. To him, sales was a necessary evil to be tolerated, just as sales had to tolerate his department, actuarial analysis. Brad, at thirty-three, headed the department. Like Larry-the-Asshole, he ran his department with virtually no supervision. But his department ran without supervision for an entirely different reason. Actuarial analysis was a specialty understood by almost no one besides the math nerds who worked there.

Mason Chambers, like the rest of management, understood the basics of what the actuaries did. Actuaries are the heart of every insurance company, calculating the risk and setting the premiums the company charges on every policy. But the actual math and computer programs were beyond his skill set. For all Mason knew, fairies came in at night blessing numbers with magic wands. Not that he cared, as long as the job got done.

These days, most of the computational work, analyzing risk profiles, calculating statistical probability and standard deviations, was done by computer. Brad’s master’s degree in mathematics and doctorate in computer science made him perfectly suited for the work. He understood both the underlying math and the computer algorithms used to calculate projected profit and loss. Brad was the unquestioned risk analysis guru.

Their company, like all reinsurance companies, sold insurance to insurance companies. Much as a bookie might lay off too many bets on a sporting event to another bookie, to be sure he didn’t lose too much on one game, insurance companies lay off risk to re-insurers, who take on any unexpected losses over some maximum level, to be sure the original insurance company isn’t over extended from any one natural disaster.

Since they sold to insurance companies, not the public, ARRM had a small number of large customers. Each contract was huge. As a consequence, the extroverted alpha males over in sales, to their bitter annoyance, had to get actuarial approval for every contract they wrote, even the renewals. They obeyed reluctantly—no one more reluctantly than Larry-the-Asshole. Larry also resented that Brad, nearly ten years his junior, was his equal in the management hierarchy.

Larry had seen more than one good bonus check go poof when Brad decreed a long sweated over deal held too much risk for the firm. At Larry’s instigation, everyone in sales referred to Brad as, “Brad the deal killer”.

Brad first learned of his moniker via company gossip. Hearing it the first time, he grimaced. After all, his job was to protect the company, not fatten Larry-the-Asshole’s wallet. Sales should appreciate his efforts to keep the company solvent. Brad, a gentle soul, never understood the jealousy and greed so common in his fellow man.

Mason Chambers learned to resent Brad while he worked under the tutelage of Larry. When he became CEO, his new perspective forced him to admit, begrudgingly, that the company needed and depended upon Brad and his team. His grandfather had explained it to him. “Son, an insurance company without actuaries is like driving eighty miles an hour down a city street and throwing your steering wheel out the window.” Mason got the message, but his new perspective did not totally alter his opinion. In Mason’s mind, actuaries as a species—good. Brad the Deal Killer—bad.

“Glad to see you here. I didn’t know you had a drinking problem,” Mason teased, nodding at the glass of champagne in each of Brad’s hands. Both smiled and glanced to the dance floor to see Cindy valiantly strive to save her toes from Sam’s lumbering size twelve hooves.

“Where’s your better half?” Brad asked.

Mason snickered. “I think her mother sneezed, so Gail rushed to be by her side. She’ll be home next week after the cold clears up.” Brad noted the tone of disgust Mason used when referring to his wife and mother-in-law. Clearly the honeymoon ended long ago. Sad, Brad thought, relishing his own relationship, especially vibrant these days thanks to Cindy’s recent new confidence.

The song ended. Cindy and Sam sauntered back to join them. Cindy nodded hello to Mason and grabbed her drink, taking a large gulp. “Wow, that dance made me thirsty,” she proclaimed, using a napkin to dab at the corners of her mouth.

Brad felt Mason’s firm hand on his shoulder, gently pushing him aside. Mason slipped past and walk to Cindy. Beaming a billion dollar smile, he put out his hand and said, “There’s plenty more champagne, so how about another dance?”

Cindy giggled. “Looks like I’m popular tonight.” She downed her drink, handed her husband the empty glass, then scampered back to the dance floor with Mason. Brad noticed she did not ask his permission this time.

Cindy’s new found popularity—the inevitable side effect of blossoming from caterpillar to butterfly—was a double-edged sword. For her, increased attention from the male gender was the most rewarding part of her physical transformation, an exciting new experience to be savored. For Brad, the recent uptick in male attention stirred an unfamiliar jealousy. Still, he was sincerely happy for the glow he saw in his wife’s eyes, despite the jealousy. Love is like that.

As soon as the music started, Cindy noticed a sharp contrast in Mason’s fluid movements compared to the plodding efforts of her first dance partner. Born into wealth, Mason Chambers grew up with every advantage. The proverbial silver spoon extended to the finest finishing schools, including dance training, paid for and tax deducted by the company.

Mason’s polished skill brought a wide smile to Cindy’s face as he twirled, dipped and spun her in perfect tempo with the music. They floated, glided and skipped across the dance floor. By the end of the song, she stood breathless, fanning her face. She turned to walk back to her husband. “Hey,” Mason teased with a laugh, touching her arm and motioning her back to him. “I’m not letting the prettiest girl in the company get away that fast.”

She blushed, unaccustomed to flattery, and especially not from the billionaire CEO of their company. What girl wouldn’t be flattered? She had only a second to reflect on her feelings before Mason pulled her near as the next song began. Again, she basked in his practiced dancing, the music, the feel of a powerful, tall, confident man holding her in his arms, a man who unexpectedly leaned close and whispered in her ear, “It’s such a treat to dance with you.”

“Uh, thank you.” she stuttered, surprised.

He smiled, acknowledging her stutter. “You shouldn’t be surprised. Every man here wishes he was me right now.”

“Don’t be silly,” she replied, feeling a crimson warmth spreading through her cheeks and chest.

Popularity seduces, bewitches, tests us. Sudden popularity—the most powerful temptress of all—feeds the ego, humbles humility, sweeps healthy self-esteem into unhealthy conceit. Few can resist the siren’s call.

Mason pulled her against him, pressing her breasts to his chest as they glided above the dance floor. Unsure how to respond to the unexpected closeness, she rationalized that the company CEO should be allowed certain liberties. She forced herself to relax into the tempo of the music, letting his expert movement sooth her inhibitions. Reticence melted to intrigue. His cologne was heavenly. She felt his whiskers graze across her cheek when he whispered in her ear, “You’re so beautiful. Brad is a lucky man.”

She swallowed and tried to reply. Her voice cracked. With words failing her, she quit trying to speak. Instead, she savored the feel of his tall, muscular body, so different from her husband—the new cologne, his broad chest, strong arms and piercing eyes. She basked in the continued warmth spreading through her cheeks and chest. A tingle tickled her spine as he rubbed his hands up and down her back.

They drifted to the center of the dance floor and, hidden in the crowd of dancers, his palm slid tenderly down to her toned rear. She stiffened and took shallow breaths. The room spun around her. Should she move his hand up? Probably, but he was the boss. And besides, moving his hand would lessen the naughty, intoxicating excitement. She loved her husband. Yet, somehow, that love seemed far away, a distant background to her life, nothing immediate or important enough to distract from the thrills she felt from Mason’s touch.

The song ended. They separated and, standing apart, in silence, the crowd thinning around them, clarity returned. She laughed nervously. “You’re dangerous. I better get back to my husband before we get into trouble.”

Offering his arm to escort her back, Mason winked slyly and answered, “I wouldn’t mind getting into trouble, as long as it was with you.”

Cindy’s suppressed a giggle, which made it come out as a snort, the sound of which caused her to laugh aloud at herself. She slipped her arm through his and he escorted her back to her husband waiting patiently at their table. When they arrived, Mason mentioned that he needed to circulate. “Got to schmooze with the troops,” he said to both of them, then excused himself.

Sitting down, Cindy saw her husband had thoughtfully refilled her drink. She fanned her red face and smiled when Brad glanced at her. She didn’t dare explain that her face was red from more than just the dancing.

After the glance, Brad resumed chatting with the couple who sat across the table, listening to the story of how they met. She tried to listen too, but couldn’t focus. Unbidden, her thoughts returned to the dance floor. Should I tell Brad how forward Mason was, that he put his hand on my rear and flirted shamelessly? I should, I suppose. But not now. I’ll tell him on the way home.





Mistletoe

Nervous from her dance with Mason, Cindy downed her drink in a few gulps, waited briefly, then reached for Brad’s drink which she quickly downed as well. One of the caterer’s passed by and Cindy motioned for them to bring more champagne.

The couple across the table stood up to dance and Brad turned his attention to his wife. “You seem to be having a good time,” he observed.

Cindy burped, covered her mouth and giggled. “This party is so fun. Nobody used to want to talk with me at these events, much less dance with me.”

“You’ve changed.” Brad stated. “You’re the bell of the ball now.”

Cindy’s eyes beamed. “It’s strange. I look in the mirror and see the new me, but inside I still feel like the frumpy, shy girl you married.”

“Oh?” Brad teased, “For your information, that frumpy chic abandoned me and the kids six months ago. On the plus side, my new wife is drop-dead gorgeous. No, really,” he teased when she rolled her eyes. “She’s a smokin hot, heart breaker that every guy here wants to get his arms around.”

“Yeah, right,” Cindy smirked, continuing her eye roll. But she knew he wasn’t totally joking. His words echoed what Mason had said. Maybe it’s true.

In a complete surprise to Brad, Larry-the-Asshole slithered over to say hello. After a brief conversation about their latest project, he asked, “Hey, Cindy, may I have this dance?”

Startled at yet another man asking her to dance, she stammered, “Uh, sure,” without so much as a glance at her husband. She bounced up and giggled her way to the dance floor. The alcohol was hitting her hard. At the table, Brad shrugged, resigning himself to the attention his wife was receiving.

Larry’s dancing fell short of Mason’s suave elegance, but he had a few moves and kept up with the crowd. As they snaked through the congested dance floor, he pulled Cindy’s body ever closer to his until, like Mason, he had their bodies pressed together. Holding her tightly, he grinned and gloated, “I like the feel of you new tits against my chest.”

Cindy’s mouth flew open and she pulled away from his body, stopping in the middle of the dance floor. “Does the whole damn company know I got implants?” she asked.

Larry simply laughed, then took advantage of the separation of space to crane his neck and pointedly look down the gap in her blouse to ogle the orbs on display below. He raised his eyes back to her face, and observed, “They look fantastic too.”

Cindy swatted his shoulder and pulled away even more, eyeing him indignantly. “You have a lot of nerve,” she admonished, flustered, not sure if she should slap him again or thank him for the compliment. After all, she wore her blouse loose for a reason.

As though reading her mind, he commented, “You didn’t go through all that pain so men would ignore you, did you? I’m just saying what everyone else is thinking. You look friggin’ fantastic.” He roughly pulled her close again and resumed dancing. “Tell me the truth, doesn’t it feel good to have them tight against a man’s chest?”

It did feel good, really good, but Cindy was not going to give him the satisfaction of a reply. She harrumphed and looked away. Larry laughed. “Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me.” Then he abruptly changed the subject. “Does Brad get upset when you dance with other guys?”

The stiffness in her body softened when she envisioned her loving partner. “Of course not. I like to dance and he likes me to be happy,” she answered, as they nimbly avoided a collision with another couple.

“Must be nice to have a husband who likes it when you’re happy, even if it isn’t him you’re with. Not all women have a husband who feels comfortable letting their wife enjoy herself with other men.”

Larry’s words, or maybe his tone, seemed to have some hidden meaning, but she couldn’t decide what it might be. She simply moved with the music and let her body rest against Larry’s strong chest. It did feel good. She wondered how she could feel repulsed and attracted to Larry at the same time. He was rude and crude, but his strong, take charge attitude held a certain fascination she rarely saw in her gentle husband. She puzzled at her own conflicting emotions.

The song ended. Cindy and Larry walked back. As they approached the table, Larry commented, “Hey buddy, your wife is a wonderful dancer. Thanks for letting her dance with me. She tells me you don’t mind her enjoying herself on the dance floor.”

“Uh, no. Dancing makes her happy, and I like seeing her happy.”

“Cool,” Larry replied. “That’s nice. It’s a special husband that loves his wife enough to let her have fun, even if it’s with another guy.” His words echoed what he had said to Cindy while dancing, reinforcing the thought in her mind.

“Well, I’m not that great a dancer,” Brad replied. “And she loves to dance.”

“I’m glad you’re cool with it. Like I said, you’re a great husband.” Larry-the-Asshole looked across the room at something, glanced back and muttered, “Hey, you guys have a great night,” then left.

The caterer returned with fresh drinks. Cindy downed hers in minutes. Soon after, she looked over and asked, “You gonna drink that?” tilting her head towards Brad’s mostly full glass.

“Cindy,” Brad exclaimed. “Slow down, Babe.” His words had no effect. She snatched his glass, giggled and drained it in one long gulp. Brad tried to remember, was that five or six drinks now?

Brad took a moment to gently chastise his lovely bride. “I don’t mind you getting plastered, if that’s something you want to do. I’ll gladly be the designated driver and pour you into the car later. But don’t do it here, not tonight, not in this place. Please don’t embarrass me in front of the people I work with every day. You know how much I would hate that.” Brad reached over and gently placed his hand on hers.

She did know. Brad had always been self-conscious, uncomfortable with attention, avoiding the limelight. He liked the quiet corners of life, the shadows where he could work unseen and unobserved. He embarrassed easily, a trait she took advantage of from time to time, for simple practical jokes. But concern about what other people would think was, at the moment, the farthest thing from her mind.

She shook her head to clear it. “Sorry, honey. I’m nervous. This is the first time I’ve come to a party where I’ve gotten this kind of attention. It’s weird.”

“You knew it was bound to happen, especially with how you dressed. Get used to it. The way you look these days, this is how every party is going to be. And you can’t depend on alcohol to calm your nerves. You can’t drink your way through every event.”

“I know, I know. I’ll behave.” Her words reassured him more than they did herself. She needed the alcohol to calm the butterflies in her stomach and the giddy beating of her heart. She needed to stop obsessing about the exotic feel of dancing close with other men, her breasts pressed to their chests, each of them complimenting her, one of them teasing her bottom and whispering sweet nothings in her ear.

After Larry left them, he walked across the room to meet with Mason. “You saw me dancing with her, didn’t you?’ he asked.

“Yep,” Mason confirmed. “What do you think?”

“You’re right, fine piece of ass. And she didn’t slap me,” he added, laughing.

“What’d you do this time?”

“Took a peek down her blouse. She fussed a little but kept dancing with me.” Larry glanced back at her as he swallowed a sip of champagne. “I planted a few seeds for you. Gave her some things to think about,” he snickered.

Mason smiled. “Sounds good. I’ll plant a lot more seeds before this night is over. Speaking of which, you ready for later?” Mason asked. Larry nodded.

Brad and Cindy danced a few times, grazed on the snacks and passed the time pleasantly until the lights dimmed at eleven thirty. This was planned and happened every year. The dimming of the lights met with hoots of approval. As intended, the atmosphere in the room changed from holiday cheer into late evening romance. In the low lighting, the dance floor was all but invisible from the tables. The band switched to nothing but slow songs.

Cindy hoped to take advantage of the new atmosphere to dance with her husband, enjoying the romantic mood seldom afforded a busy two income family with young children. They needed some romantic time together. The last year had been tough, with time limitations straining their relationship. She grimaced inwardly, remembering how Brad’s choice to spend vacation time with his hobby instead of family had robbed them of time together. She wanted to understand, but resentment festered in spite of her efforts to avoid it.

“Dance with me, honey,” she coaxed, catching a break in Brad’s conversation with the couple across the table, who seemed intent on sharing every moment of their trip to Europe.

“In a minute,” he answered, turning back to the couple to ask about the weather in Rome during the spring.

Why the hell does he care about the weather in Rome? Taking another swallow of liquid courage, she tugged on Brad’s elbow and interrupted the conversation. “Honey, the mood is so romantic. “Let’s dance.”

Brad turned, annoyed at the interruption. “In a minute. Let me finish this conversation.”

“Shit,” Cindy muttered to herself. Across the room Mason Chambers motioned to the band leader and instructed them what to play for the next two songs.

Mason started across the room as the band began “Drinkin’ Problem”, by Midland. Cindy sat, arms crossed, waiting for her husband to finish his conversation with their neighbors when Mason appeared beside them and joked, “Cindy, they’re playing your song. May I have this dance.” He held out his hand, mischief twinkling from his ice blue eyes.

Happy that someone wanted to dance with her during the romantic part of the evening, even if it wasn’t her husband, she looked smugly at Brad and answered, “If it’s my song, how could I refuse.” She took Mason’s hand, rose and let him lead her to the dance floor, enjoying his billion dollar smile beaming down as they walked. Brad watched her go, shook his head and sighed. This was life with the new Cindy.

At the dance floor, Cindy placed one arm around Mason’s waist, the other in his hand, and the two of them quickly disappeared in the dark throng of amorous couples. Thoughts of her husband melted away like snow on a warm spring day.

As before, Mason pulled Cindy tight against him. Unlike before, she expected the tight embrace and melted into it comfortably. Again her body tingled at his touch. Time slipped by like a gentle stream until the song ended. Just as he had earlier, Mason held onto her after the music stopped. “One more dance,” he asked. She dreamily agreed.

Just as Mason had instructed, the band next played “Kiss Somebody”, by Morgan Evans. Mason took Cindy’s arms and moved them up to wrap around his neck. Cindy hesitated, but realized the darkened room and crowded dance floor made them invisible to anyone but the couples immediately beside them. She relaxed and snuggled her head against his chest, enjoying the sensations. His cologne had a musky floral tone. His warm breath smelled of champagne and tickled her ear when he whispered into it.

The alcohol, the mood and dark intimate environment soothed the fluttering in her stomach. Strange how she could feel relaxed and excited at the same time. Once again, he rubbed his hands up and down her back, and once again his hands settled on her bottom.

In the low light he was even more brazen, bringing a nervous smile to her face. He whispered flattery, blew in her ear and nibbled her earlobe. She giggled and pulled her head away, smiling into his face, their lips inches apart.

Mason gracefully led his dance partner to the end of the darkened room, far from where Brad patiently sat waiting for her return. Standing at the edge of the dance floor, Larry-the-Asshole strained through the dim light, anticipating their approach. Seeing them at the last moment, he stepped onto the dance floor, interrupting their movement. Dangling mistletoe over Cindy’s head, he announced, “Hey guys, look what I got.” Cindy looked up at the sprig, laughed and shook her head no.

“You know the name of this song, don’t you?” Mason asked, grinning. “Besides, it’s tradition,” he suggested, motioning his eyes upward at the parasitic plant. She smiled, and, remembering he was the boss, shrugged acceptance. While gently swaying in place to the sounds of “Kiss Somebody,” Cindy closed her eyes and waited for the expected peck. Instead, she got an open mouth invitation to passion. After the initial surprise, she transitioned to uneasy acceptance. Their bodies stood still but their tongues continued dancing.

Second after second ticked by. Larry stood guard, protecting and blocking the path as other dancers moved past. Mason’s hands aggressively roamed over her back and bottom. Twice she tried to pull away. Each time Mason moved one hand to the back of her head to keep her lips planted to his, forcing the kiss to continue, intense and sensual, until Cindy forgot about her husband and the dancers around them, drowning in the feel of Mason’s body, his hands, and most of all, his kiss. Dancing was not the only thing Mason was good at.

When the amorous couple at last separated, Larry-the-Asshole stepped aside. Mission accomplished. Mason pulled her smoothly back into the flow of the dance. Cindy stumbled with the first few steps. She tried to recover her breath and shook her head to clear her muddled thoughts.

When the song ended, Mason confidently escorted his make out partner back to her husband. As they approached, Cindy sheepishly avoided her husband’s gaze, hiding the twitching corners of her mouth and guilt laden eyes, though, in the low light, no one noticed.

“Merry Christmas, Brad,” Mason cheerfully intoned as he held the chair for Cindy. After she scooted into place, Mason leaned down, his head close between the two of them, and said, “Well, guys, I have to go politic the room some more.” He twisted his head to look into Cindy’s eyes. “Thanks for the, uh, dance, Cindy.” He gave her a conspiratorial wink, rose, patted Brad on the back, and walked away.

Despite her earlier promise to go easy on the alcohol, Cindy used a shaking hand to lift her glass of champagne and take a large gulp. She quickly set the glass down, lest Brad see her tremble. Her whole body quivered. The rush of blood pounded inside her ears so loudly, she wondered if Brad might hear her heart beating.

She adjusted her posture, worried her expression or body language might betray her nervousness. Trying to justify her actions to herself, she thought, maybe what we did wasn’t so bad. Kissing under the Mistletoe is an innocent tradition, right? Then again, she knew perfectly well a deep French kiss with roaming hands, lasting for minutes, blew that tradition way past the innocent stage, especially for a married mother of two with her loving husband sitting nearby.

Cindy half listened to the couple across the table drone on about their damned European vacation. Sitting shoulder to shoulder with her trusting spouse, she swallowed her last sip of champagne. Why did I do that? For God’s sake, I’m a married woman. Then she chastised herself because of her lack of shame. Shouldn’t I feel guilty? She adjusted her hair and fidgeted in her chair. She tried to listen to the couple across the table, but her thoughts kept drifting to that kiss… and surprise at what she really felt… arousal.





Holidays are the Best

The drive home from the party seemed normal enough. Brad’s relaxed demeanor suggested he had no idea his wife brazenly made out with his boss on the dance floor. Cindy, though, was anything but relaxed. The winter chill outside did nothing to dampen her smoldering inner fire lit by the dance floor kiss. She stared out the window at the tiny snowflakes salting the frozen air, lost in thought. Her husband said something that pulled her from her reverie. “Huh?” she asked.

Brad laughed. “Earth to Cindy. I asked what are you thinking so hard about?”

“Oh, nothing really. You know, the party and stuff.”

“Your new popularity?” he probed.

“Yeah, mostly. You’re not upset are you?’ she asked.

“A little jealous. I think you danced with Mason more than you did with me. But I’m glad you had fun. You enjoyed all the attention didn’t you?”

“Oh my god yes,” she gushed, then caught herself, worried she had answered too eagerly.

Brad laughed. “Good. You know what I always say. I’m happy if you’re happy.”

And she was happy, wasn’t she? But this happiness came tempered with confusion, dread. She wanted to scream aloud how, for the first time in her life, men desired her, wanted her, sought after her. For once, she got to play the part of Cinderella, the woman who got swept away on the dance floor by the prince, or, in her case, the billionaire CEO, and kissed with a passion she hadn’t experienced in years.

She wanted to pull on Brad’s shoulder, twist him around to face her, giddily tell him about the mistletoe and the long passionate kiss, the smooth effortless dancing, the excitement of it all. But the one person with whom she wanted most to share the joy, her husband, her best friend, her confidant, was also the one person she knew she must never tell. She silently struggled to keep the whirling hurricane of emotions tucked safely inside, unseen but not unfelt.

Brad concentrated on his driving while Cindy let the meaning of her husband’s words sink in. He’s happy when I’m happy. She remembered what Larry said about Brad being a good husband, generously letting her have fun even if it was with another man. She mused on the thought. The words twisted and turned in her mind, mixing and mingling with feelings of arousal and titillation. She wondered if Brad might actually be happy for her if he knew about the kiss. She had heard some husbands liked that sort of thing, watching their wives. It was a stretch, of course, to think it might be true for Brad. Still, the thought tempered her pangs of guilt.

“I love you,” she said, reaching over to touch her Brad’s arm, thinking how lucky she was to have such an understanding husband.

“Love you too,” he said, glancing at her and smiling.

❖

The Christmas season climaxed in a joyous whirlwind of activity. Last minute shopping for presents the kids couldn’t wait to open. Short trips to the grandparents trying to share the limited time with as many loved ones as possible lest anyone feel left out.

The trip to Cindy’s parents proved humorous. Her father complimented her on her new look without specifically mentioning the larger boobs. Her brother, Lance, was less subtle. “Sis, I understand how losing weight made your ass smaller, but how the hell did it make your boobs bigger?” That started the discussion of her plastic surgery. How much did it cost? How bad was the recovery? Was she happy with the result?

Brad beamed when he told everyone how popular Cindy was at the company Christmas party. “I always told her she was beautiful. I think now she finally believes me.”

“After losing sixty-five pounds and getting boobs, maybe now it’s true,” she answered laughing.

“Hey,” her brother interrupted. “Beauty is only skin deep, Sis. We all know you’re still ugly on the inside.” His insult earned him a series of slaps on the shoulder. He escaped laughing to the kitchen with Cindy chasing behind him, playfully slapping at his back.

Brad smiled. He loved Cindy’s family. Cindy came tripping back into the den. Brad looked at her and said exactly what he was thinking. “Your brother has it backwards. Now the beauty on the outside matches the beauty that was inside you all along.”

Charlie, her father, looked from his recliner at his son-in-law. Staring over his reading glasses, he turned his gaze to his daughter and asked, “Is he always that sappy?”

She sat down beside Brad and patted his leg. “You like it when I’m happy, don’t you, baby,” she cooed into his face, rubbing her nose to his. “Happy wife, happy life, right?”

Brad grinned and laughed. Her father laughed as well and told his daughter, “He’s a keeper. Don’t let him ever get away ‘cause if you two break up, I’m adopting Brad.”

Cindy laughed. She stuck out her tongue at her dad and patted Brad’s leg. “Not a chance. We’re together forever.”





Valentine’s Day

“Oh, Mrs. Taylor, I’ve been expecting you. Mr. Chambers will be right back. He asked me to see you in.” Cindy followed Patty Harrison, executive assistant to the president, through the elegant oak double doorway into the spacious office of the CEO. The ARRM building backed up to a city park, giving the executive offices a serene view. Mason’s huge oak desk sat before a wall of windows overlooking a landscaped yard. The yard sloped gently to the creek trickling down the slope towards the pond and woods in the distance.

In front of his desk sat two formal antique business chairs. Cindy admired the view for a second, then started toward one of the business chairs.

Patty caught her attention. “Have a seat over here, Mrs. Taylor.” Patty motioned to a small leather sofa located in a nook along one side of the room. There was a coffee table in front of the sofa, and two comfy leather chairs sitting by the coffee table. The sofa and leather chairs appeared to be used for less formal meetings.

Cindy walked to the sofa, sat her purse on the coffee table, and lowered herself into the sumptuous leather. “Can I get you a beverage?” Patty asked. “We have water, coffee, perhaps a soft drink.”

“No, thank you. I’m fine,” Cindy answered, adjusting herself. Patty smiled and whisked back through the double doorway, closing the doors behind her. In the silent stillness, Cindy crossed her legs and straightened her skirt. She smoothed back a stray strand of hair and, satisfied with her appearance, took time to look about the elegant room.

The entire wall opposite her was covered end to end, and floor to ceiling, with a carved oak bookcase. Besides books, some of the shelves contained what looked like golf trophies. Other knick knacks took up space, including a picture of Mason standing beside the current governor. Other pictures showed Mason with people she didn’t recognize. A large portrait of Mason’s grandfather, the founder of ARRM, hung in the space between the entry door and the far wall.

To one side of the sofa where she sat, her eyes landed on a cupboard door slightly ajar. She could just make out glasses and a bottle inside the cabinet. Must be a bar in there, she surmised. Further down past the hidden bar, she noticed another single door, closed, that she assumed led to an executive wash room.

Having examined the room, she glanced out the windows again, admiring the view, when the double doors opened, startling her. She uncrossed her legs and stood to meet Mason Chambers as he entered.

Mason closed the door behind him.“Cindy, hi,” he said, sweeping past her to his desk. He offered a friendly wave, motioning her to sit back down. “Be with you in a minute.” He placed a stack of papers and folders down and pushed a button on his office phone. “Patty, hold my calls.” He looked across the room at Cindy, winked and added, “We are not to be interrupted.” With that, he walked near Cindy but stopped at the cupboard, opened it fully, exposing, as Cindy expected, a small bar area.

“Care for something to drink?”

“Uh, no, thank you,” she answered, hesitantly.

“Come on, wine perhaps? I’m having one.”

Cindy cleared her throat, then answered. “Well, I guess, if you’re having one.” Her discomfort was palpable.

Mason smiled. “I have an excellent Chardonnay I think you’ll like.” He picked out two wine glasses, reached inside the shelves and retrieved a bottle. He poured the wine and walked to the couch. Cindy took one glass from him and he sat down on the other end of the cozy sofa. He swiveled his body, pulling one leg up, with his knee sitting on the cushion so he could face her squarely. He lifted his glass of wine toward her. “To new friends,” he said. He waited until she raised her glass to clink against his, then they both took a sip of the wine.

“The wine is delicious. Thank you,” she said, adjusting her dress again and looking at the glass in her hand, trying to avoid the enticing gaze of the man sitting beside her. She thought about the phone call from him after the first of the year, when Mason told her he wanted to thank her again for dancing with him—the call when he also thanked her for the kiss under the mistletoe, telling her it was the highlight of the holidays for him.

More calls followed, at first with flimsy excuses about company business, but later simply to visit and chat. Then came the flowers which her co-workers fussed about. She lied to her co-workers, saying her husband was a romantic. Her husband. She hadn’t told him about any of this. She was naive, but not stupid. She knew where this was going.

“I shouldn’t be here,” she said, setting her glass down on the coffee table. She fidgeted and reached for her purse.

“It’s Valentine’s day, tomorrow,” Mason mentioned. Cindy paused, wondering what he meant. She twisted to look at him, holding her purse in her lap, like a barrier between them, clinging tight to the strap.

“I can’t stop thinking about that kiss we shared at Christmas. Do you ever think about it?” he asked, knowing full well she did.

“Of course,” she replied, blushing.

Mason continued. “I keep thinking, if we were single, tomorrow would be a special day for us, going to a romantic dinner together, sharing another kiss like that, and maybe more.” She looked down at her purse and fidgeted. Mason let his words rest in the air.

“But we’re not single,” she answered, breaking the uncomfortable silence.

“No, we’re not” he replied, “And I’m sure Brad has something special planned for you tomorrow.” He paused. “So maybe we can use today for our Valentine.”

Cindy looked up, wondering what he meant. He put his wine down and slid across the sofa, sitting close beside her, one arm over her shoulders. “I don’t want Valentine’s day to pass without showing you how much I enjoy your company.” he leaned close. The scent of his cologne swirled around her, the same scent he was wearing “that” night. Memories flooded in, the feel of his body, the two of them floating across the crowded dance floor, his charm, his flattery, his smile. That kiss.

She turned her head away. “We shouldn’t,” she whispered.

He reached between them with his free hand and tugged at her purse. Reluctantly, she released it. He placed it on the coffee table. Turning back, he reached up and gently twisted her face up to meet his. “Just one kiss,” he whispered as he slid his hand gently across her cheek. Then he raised his hand above his head and left it dangling there. She looked up at the empty hand and frowned. He smiled and wiggled the dangling hand. “Pretend there is mistletoe.”

The imaginary mistletoe broke the tension. She grinned in spite of herself. He leaned in. This time, she didn’t turn away.





Spring

Springtime with kids brought the same old pattern—work, home for dinner, kids activities—sleep and repeat. Until the weekends. On weekends Brad threw himself into his passion. Where some men played golf, he volunteered at the local service animal training center. Though not a licensed service animal trainer, Brad loved to help, to work with the dogs, clean the crates, wash the animals, and in general, support the professional trainers. Every so often, he got the thrill of participating in a ceremony where a fully trained support animal was turned over to its new owner. Those ceremonies brought tears every time.

Brad’s passion grew out of an experience in high school, when a close friend lost his eye sight in a car accident. Brad watched his friend fall into clinical depression after the accident, only returning to happiness when he finally received a fully trained guide dog.

Service animals were expensive due to the one to two year training process, sometimes costing tens of thousands of dollars. Volunteers, like Brad, helped lower the cost and allow more persons to afford the animal they needed. In a small way, he knew his help at the training center made a difference in people’s lives.

For Brad, the spring pattern was interrupted in April with an association conference. He attended not just for the show, but also because he had been invited to moderate a discussion panel on learning algorithms and the impact of artificial intelligence on future insurance analysis. After his panel session, Brad left for the hotel restaurant with a good friend, Louis Babineaux, head of actuarial analysis for a competitor located in San Diego.

Sitting at a table, drink in hand, Louis commented gloomily, “Computers are going to make us all obsolete.”

“Somebody has to program the computers,” Brad observed with a grin, sipping his ice tea.

“Easy for you to say. You’re not just an actuary, you’re a programmer too. All I do is crunch numbers into a program somebody else writes.”

“Being multi-talented does help with job security,” Brad agreed, still sporting his grin.

Louis looked up. “Hell yeah it does. Having you around saves the company money. You understand the math and the programming too. You do the job of two people for one paycheck.”

“Tell that to Mason Chambers,” Brad joked. “I could use two salaries.”

“Couldn’t we all,” Louis answered. The two friends relaxed and sipped their beverages. After a moment Louis looked over. “You still working with those dogs?”

“Yeah. I get a lot of satisfaction out of it. But I think it’s time for me to cut back.”

“Why?”

“Cindy. She’s resents how much of my free time I spend away from her and the kids. Recently, she glares every time I tell her I’m leaving for the facility. We almost never fight, but she blew up when I suggested taking some vacation time to help get a dog ready for a little girl.” He paused and took a drink of his tea. “She’s right of course. As important as it is, family is important too. I’ve let this hobby get way out of control”

“How much time do you spend on the dogs?”

“Last summer the trainer I was helping was rushing to get a dog for this little boy who had lost his eyes from an acid spill.”

“Ouch,” Louis said, cringing.

“Yeah. I took my summer vacation helping him so we could get him the animal he needed before school started.”

“You spent your whole vacation helping with the dogs?”

“Yep. It seemed like the thing to at the time, but when I suggested using vacation time for dogs again this year, that’s when Cindy blew a gasket. The mood around the house was a bit “snippy” for a while after that.” Brad made air quotes around the word snippy. “I got the message loud and clear. I’ve got to focus more on her and the kids this year, no matter what is happening with the dogs.”

“Sounds as bad as me and my boat.”

“You’ve got a boat?”

“A forty-six foot sailboat. San Diego has lots of ways to have fun. Come out sometime and I’ll show you. Bring Cindy.” He smiled and returned the conversation back to where it started. “California is a great place to live. If you ever get tired of the snow in Ohio and want a taste of the good life, give me a call. My boss would love me if I could snag a two-fer guy like you for our department.”

“Not gonna happen,” Brad answered. “Even if you’re serious, which I doubt, Cindy would never leave Ohio. Her whole family is there. Mine too. Family’s a big deal for us. Plus, there’s my work with service animals. I’m going to slow down on that, but I’m not quitting it entirely. I make a difference in people’s lives doing that.”

Louis nodded. “I respect what you’re saying, but, if the situation ever changes…”

❖

The month of June brought the end of school. Brad found himself sitting in a tiny chair at the back of a first grade classroom. “I can’t believe they have a graduation ceremony for first grade,” he complained.

“I think it’s cute,” Cindy whispered, as the teacher called off names and handed each child a certificate of completion, while parents snapped photos. “Be patient, we have the third grade ceremony in two hours.”

At dinner that evening Cindy beamed about the great summer camp she found for the kids. “They leave for camp near the end of June and come back the second week of July.”

“Do you think Christi will be okay being away from us for two weeks?” Brad asked, worried about his six year old.

“They have one counselor for every four kids and Brent will be there too. She’ll be fine.”

“Having her brother with her is not the same as having mom and dad.”

“If she’s not happy, she can come home. They’ll call us if they need to. But I think she’ll love it. Remember Brent’s first camp?” He did remember. Brent came home asking when he could go again.

“Yeah, you’re right. As usual.” He smiled. “But she’s my little girl. I’ll miss her.”

Cindy winked. “I’ll try and help you get over it.” She picked up her plate from the table and took it to the sink. Returning to grab Brad’s plate, her mood grew serious. “I’ve been full-time mommy for almost nine years. Last year I sat home entertaining our kids while you spent your ‘so-called’ summer vacation with those damn dogs.”

Brad winced. He realized he may have underestimated the depth of her resentment of his hobby. She continued. “For me, it’s always take care of the kids while you run off with your dogs. It’s time for me to have some adult fun for a change, no kids and no damn dogs. Agreed?”

Brad swallowed and somberly nodded, “Agreed.”

❖

The next day at work, Brad was busy re-coding credentialing lines in the main risk analysis program when he heard a noise. He looked up to see his boss, standing in the open doorway knocking on the door frame. “Got a minute?” Mason asked.

“For the boss, always,” Brad quipped.

Mason entered and walked to the chair. He removed a stack of papers from it, set the papers on Brad’s desk and sat himself in the chair. “Sorry about the mess,” Brad apologized. “I’m in the middle of revising the firewalls on our mainframe.”

“Yeah, great,” Mason muttered, uninterested. “Hey, you know about my island don’t you?”

The Chambers family owned their own island, a tree covered, isolated parcel jutting out of the water a few miles north of Sandusky, Ohio, in Lake Erie. The place was legendary for folks in the company. They built a getaway retreat there, or so he had heard. He’d never seen it. Few people ever got invited there and so far, he wasn’t one of them. “Yeah, I’ve heard about it.”

“I’m planning a couples getaway for a few members of management on the weekend of the forth of July. Perfect time of the year for the lake. I’d like you and Cindy to join us. What do you say? Want to celebrate the fourth on an island?”

Brad recalled Cindy’s complaint from yesterday, about needing adult time away, without the kids and especially without any dogs. This trip could be just what the doctor ordered. “Uh, wow, that’s nice of you to invite us. I need to talk with Cindy of course, but I think this is the sort of thing she would love. I’ll confirm tomorrow, but frankly, I’m sure we can make it.”

Brad nervously rearranged some papers on his desk as he contemplated the unexpected invitation. He hoped this would smooth over Cindy’s lingering resentment over the lost vacation from last summer. He frowned as he remembered the scene in the kitchen the night before.

Mason noticed the frown and asked, “Worried about the kids?”

“No. Actually our kids are away for camp that weekend.”

“That’s perfect. Almost as if we planned it.” A smile tickled the corners of Mason’s mouth. He stood. “Let me know after you guys talk.”

“Sure.” Brad scratched his head after Mason left. He didn’t think Mason even liked him. He must be wrong about that. He couldn’t wait to tell Cindy.





Surprise!

Brad rushed all day so he could leave work early for their trip. He worried that with holiday traffic, the normal two-hour drive from Columbus to Sandusky would take longer. Even with rushing, after all the last minute details and the packing, they didn’t leave the house until after five.

In the car, Brad glanced over at his wife. She looked peaceful, resting in her reclined passenger seat, a soft smile on her face, eyes closed. This was a great idea. She had squealed with joy when he told her about the trip, and thanked him for finally going on an adults vacation with her.

His eyes returned to the road. His worries about traffic proved correct, and as Cindy rested, he fought the Friday evening holiday rush northward. They arrived at the boat docks just before eight, the normal two hour trip having slowed with traffic into three tough hours.

Cindy texted Mason to tell him when they were half an hour away. She texted again when they arrived at the docks. The return text said their boat ride to the island was five minutes out. “Would you like anything from the marina store while we wait?” Brad asked. Cindy, wide awake after resting all the way on the trip up, took a deep breath of the crisp night air, and shook her head no. She walked quickly toward the end of the pier where their sea taxi, as Mason called it, would meet them. Someone’s in a hurry to get there, Brad thought.

Tired from a long week of work, ending with a long day of work, followed by a long drive up, Brad took a minute to relax. He walked to the marina to get himself a beer. The sign on the marina door said open seven am until eight pm, seven days a week. They had barely made it there before closing. Putting cash down on the counter for his beer, Brad noticed a small sign near the register reminding members of the yacht club and slip owners that the store would be closed Sunday and Monday. “Taking a break for the holiday?” he casually asked the attendant.

“Yeah. We sent a notice to all the members. Did you not get one?” she asked.

“I’m a guest,” he explained. He walked back to the car as she closed the marina door behind him. After taking a long swig from his beer, he opened the trunk and placed their bags on a courtesy hand cart and pushed the load down to the end of the dock where Cindy was standing. He no sooner put the bags down when a horn sounded from an approaching boat.

A friendly woman’s voice yelled out, “Ahoy, mates.” She idled down the motor and expertly maneuvered to the dock. Waves from her approach rocked the craft and the dock. Water bubbled up around the idling motor. Brad grabbed hold of the craft as soon as he could, to steady the boat. “Hi,” she said, looking at Brad. “I’m Patty, Mason’s executive assistant. Mason and the rest of the guests are already on the island.” She climbed out of the boat and grabbed hold of a line. “I’ll hold her steady while you guys climb aboard.”

“Thanks,” Brad said, heaving the bags from the dock to the center of the boat. With the bags and Cindy aboard, Brad stayed on the dock. “I’ll push off,” he volunteered.

“Thanks,” Patty said. She climbed back in and stepped to the captain’s chair. “Ready when you are,” she yelled. Brad pushed the boat and jumped in at the same time. The two-hundred and fifty horsepower inboard motor roared to life on the Bayliner VR6 ski boat.

For several minutes the boat moved slowly in the speed controlled bay. When they got to open water, she gunned the engine. The cool night air rushed past them. “There’s beer and soft drinks in the cooler,” Patty said loudly to be heard over the motor and the wind. She motioned her head toward an open lid exposing a built-in chiller for drinks. “You’ll have to drink several to catch up with the rest of the gang,” she added, laughing. “We traveled on the company jet this morning and got the party started hours ago. Everyone was sitting by the pool when I left, and nobody was feeling much pain.”

Cindy reached in to retrieve a beer for herself and offered Brad one. He had just finished the one he bought at the marina, but he took another one anyway. Time to relax, right? “So, skipper,” Brad asked his friendly host, “Who will we be meeting tonight?”

Brad thought he saw Patty and Cindy exchange a glance. Patty stuttered a little, then told them, “Mason is there, of course, and Larry Jenkins is there with his date, Brenda Gilchrist. Larry’s assistant Troy came with his date, Zoey. Then there’s you guys and me.”

“That’s it?” Brad asked, surprised. “Not even staff? What about Mason’s wife, Gail?”

Patty paused, glanced at Cindy then back at Brad and answered, “She couldn’t make it. And, yeah, there’s usually a small cleaning and maintenance staff, but not this weekend.” She smiled and again looked at Cindy. “Mason wanted you guys to have complete privacy.”

Brad considered the news. Larry and Troy were single, so they had dates, not wives. Mason’s wife wasn’t there. That left him and Cindy as the only actual husband and wife in the group. But he remembered, Mason didn’t call it a spouses weekend. He said couples weekend. He mused on the arrangement. Larry was with Brenda. Troy was with Zoey. He was with his wife and Mason was with, hmm, Patty he guessed. She was the only other female.

Interrupting Brad’s reverie, Patty casually mentioned, “Nice coincidence your kids are away at camp this weekend.”

Mason’s eyebrows shot up. “How did you know our kids were at camp?”

Patty’s mouth opened and closed like a goldfish. “Uh, I’m sure I heard someone say it.”

Cindy jumped into the conversation. “When I called Mason to ask what to pack, I told him and he probably mentioned it.”

Brad’s head cocked in surprise. Cindy had called Mason directly? Before he could ponder it further, Cindy asked, “So tell, us, Patty. What’s the island like?”

Patty explained that the island itself was less than a hundred acres in size. “The only buildings are the Chambers house and its outbuildings, storage sheds and equipment rooms. The larger islands in the area have several houses, even subdivisions on them. The Chambers family wanted privacy and the only uninhabited island available was the one we’re headed to. It’s a small island, but it does have a great little bay. Plenty of room to dock this ski boat and the Risky Business too.”

“The Risky Business?” Brad asked.

“The yacht. The boat we’re in now is for ferrying a few people at a time or skiing. The yacht is for excursions up the lake, overnight trips or larger groups. It’s eighty-five feet long with four bedrooms, full baths, a huge galley—all the bells and whistles.”

“Wow,” Brad exclaimed. “How much does something like that cost?”

“No idea. I doubt Mason cared. It’s an Explorer 85 Pilot House that Mason bought this spring. It’s pretty swank. I’ll give you the tour in the morning, if you want. Tonight, my job is to get you guys safely settled in your room. We should be there in about five minutes.”

True to her word, five minutes later Patty expertly maneuvered the ski boat into it’s covered slip alongside a humongous white yacht with the words “Risky Business” festooned across the stern. Insurance is the business of risk. Cute, Brad thought and decided he definitely wanted to tour the yacht Saturday morning. For the moment, though, he wanted to put his feet up and rest. The two quick beers plus his fatigue had him fighting to keep his eyes open, despite the excitement of seeing Chambers Island.

After helping Patty secure the mooring lines to the docking cleats, Brad grabbed his bag. Patty insisted she carry Cindy’s gear which left Cindy free to walk ahead of them up the stone trail leading to the sole large building on the island.

Cindy approached the porch several yards ahead of her husband, Brad heard a whoop and holler from a voice he knew. Larry-the-Asshole yelled, “You made it,” as Cindy stepped into the room. She had no luggage which made it easy for Larry to put his arms around her, pick her up and spin her around before setting her down. Troy stood up from the sofa and also approached to give her a warm welcome, though restrained compared to the one she got from Larry. Larry yelled, “Hey, Mason, your… he paused when he saw Brad walking through the door, then continued. “Cindy and Brad are here.” he turned to Cindy. “He’s outside by the pool. Go on out.”

Cindy glanced at Brad. “Mind if I join you in the room in a minute. I’d like to say hello first, okay?”

“Sure,” Brad answered. Larry-the-Asshole quickly offered to escort Cindy to the pool, and the two of them left to join the other party goers. Troy took a moment to shake Brad’s hand. Troy seemed to be enjoying a private joke and gave Brad a sly smirk, chuckled and left the room following his friend Larry. Pondering Troy’s smirk, Brad wondered, What the hell was that about?

Patty focused Brad’s attention back on her. “Follow me. Your room is the first one on the right upstairs.” Brad dutifully followed her up the ornate Italian marble staircase with a carved, dark-stained oak banister. Turning down the hall and into the first door on the right, Brad took a moment to admire the large bedroom. He guessed the ceiling to be about twelve feet high with crown moldings and other decorative trim along the walls. A pale blue fresco mural on the ceiling matched the light gray walls and mottled gray marble floor with a blue, red and gray Persian rug spread across the center area. A smell hinted of floral air freshener. He looked around to see Patty setting Cindy’s luggage by the dresser. “You’ll love the bathroom,” she stated and pointed toward the attached room.

Brad set his bags down and followed Patty into the bath area. She was right. The shower was big enough for a party, with a dizzying array of spray nozzles. A free-standing tub sat below a huge frosted glass window allowing in natural light. There were separate his and hers lavatories with the man’s built higher than the woman’s. There was a bidet beside the toilet. Patty mentioned the water in the bidet was heated. Got to try that, Brad thought.

Patty stayed with him until he wandered back into the bedroom. She pointed out the mini fridge, fully stocked with alcohol and other beverages. “Make yourself at home,” she said. “Do you need anything else? Any questions?”

“I think I can handle it from here,” Brad answered smiling.

She turned to walk out, but stopped at the doorway. Looking back, she offered, “I’m here to help, all weekend. Whatever you need.”

“Thanks,” Brad replied, leaning back on the bed. “At the moment, though, I’m bushed. Long week, long day and long drive. I need a little rest before I get into a party mood.”

“Great. Take all the time you need. Take a nap if you need to. Seriously, you have all weekend. I’m sure no one would mind if you stayed up here a while. Is there anything I can bring you from downstairs?”

“I’m good, thanks.”

“Okay. Listen, In the morning, I’ll give you a tour of the yacht and the island too. I can escort you around the lake in the ski boat, or show you where the fishing is, play tennis with you, did I mention there are two courts? Anything you want. And, if you need someone to talk with this weekend, I’m here. We can take a walk, have a drink, whatever. Anytime. I’m in one of the staff downstairs bedrooms.”

“Okay, sure,” Brad answered. “But I better spend most of my time with Cindy. We haven’t had a lot of time together for a while and she’s made it abundantly clear she wants some adult fun, as she calls it.”

Patty’s forehead creased and she frowned. “Yeah, right,” she muttered. “But I’m here if you need me,” she repeated.

Brad sat up straighter. Her repeated offer to talk piqued his curiosity. “Is there something you’re trying to tell me?” he asked.

“No. Uh, just saying I’m available. It’s my job, it’s why I’m here.”

“Okay. Thanks… I guess,” Brad said. He couldn’t shake the feeling there was something she wasn’t saying. She left the room and Brad yawned, leaned back and closed his eyes.

After what seemed like a few seconds, Brad felt someone tugging at his clothes. He opened his eyes and Cindy was pulling at his trousers. “You need to get undressed and under the covers, baby,” she said, giggling. He smelled alcohol.

“What time is it,” he asked her.

“Two-thirty in the morning. Time to get to sleep.” She giggled again and climbed into the bed beside him. Her body and hair smelled of chlorine, but felt warm and inviting. Brad spooned his wife and wrapped his hand around one of her sumptuous breasts. He had worked so hard to buy her those tatas. She said a weekend for adult fun, right? Maybe this was the time to get that started. He blew in her ear and kissed it. She moved gently, laughed but told him she was too tired from partying all evening while he slept. Moments later, she began to snore. Okay. Postpone the adult fun until tomorrow. He rolled over and fell back asleep.

Go to sleep early, wake up early. Brad raised his head off the pillow and listened. Other than the sound of birds chirping outside, the house was quiet. He remembered that Cindy had crawled into bed with him at two-thirty. She and the rest of the guests wouldn’t be up for hours.

Brad eased out of bed, walked quietly to the bathroom and shut the door so as not to disturb Cindy. He showered, dressed and crept quietly down to the kitchen. He opened the over-size sub-zero refrigerator and looked at what was available. A hand touched his shoulder and he almost jumped out of his skin.

“Holy crap,” Brad said, spinning around with his hand over his heart.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you,” a barefoot Patty said, smiling. “I expected you to be up early since you crashed as soon as you arrived. Want some eggs, an omelet or pancakes? I’ll fix whatever you like.”

“How about some coffee?” Brad asked.

“We have a Keurig and a cappuccino machine.” She slid open a panel in the cabinets to reveal the coffee makers and shelves full of flavors. After both of them had a simmering cup of java, Brad asked about that promised tour of the island and yacht. “Sure. Follow me.”

Patty led Brad back through the dining and living room, then to the game room which included a pool table, Foosball, table tennis, classic pinball machines, a card table and bar. Next was the media room which was basically a small movie theater, complete with a popcorn machine and, again, a beverage bar. Then on to the exercise room which could have served as a commercial gym. “I suppose you want to see the computer room too. I hear you’re a computer nerd.” He nodded shyly, and she led the way.

Looking around the computer room, Brad asked, “High speed satellite for internet?”

“Of course, very high speed. We have to use the internet Wi-Fi for cell phone connections. There’s no cell signal out here otherwise.”

“What if the router or modem goes down?”

“We have backup routers, backup modems, (she opened a cabinet to show him) and satellite reception works except during the worst storms. But just in case the internet goes down, we have two satellite phones for backup communication. Lots of redundancy. We have three generators for power and loads of fuel. Redundancy for everything, like the boats, two of them, the ski boat and the yacht, just in case a motor doesn’t start and we need to leave before the service guy can get here.”

Next they ventured out to the tennis court, then the pool. Brad noticed a pile of clothing near the hot tub. Patty followed his gaze, saw the clothes and walked over to place her hand on Brad’s arm. “Let’s go back inside,” she suggested, tugging him toward the house.

“Just a minute,” Brad replied, pulling his arm away from her. Nearing the small pile of clothing, he reached down and picked up a bikini top. Underneath it were two more bikini tops. He recognized one of them… Cindy’s. “What the hell?” he voiced, softly.

“Uh, it got a little wild last night after you went to sleep,” Patty

stammered. “Everybody was in the hot tub and Zoey, Troy’s date, decided to go topless. She’s kind of an instigator.” Patty smiled, playing the whole thing down. “Then, Brenda, Larry’s date, followed her lead. Everyone kept teasing Cindy until she joined in.”

Brad was quiet, a crease in his forehead as he absorbed the unsettling news. Patty added, “No big deal. Just a little adult fun for the weekend.” Brad recognized those words, ‘some adult fun for the weekend’. They were the exact words Cindy had used. Strange.





Choices

Patty sputtered on. “Come on, let’s go look at the yacht.” She grabbed his arm and pulled, dragging his attention away from his wife’s clothing lying near the hot tub. Wearing a confused frown, he let her lead the way.

The yacht was spectacular. Brad had seen pictures of boats like this, but never been on one. “So this is how the one percent live? Hardly seems fair,” he mused.

Patty echoed his sentiment. “Guys like Mason, the born elite, they get all the breaks and have all the advantages. They get what they want and there’s nothing a person like you or me can ever do about it. Best to understand the way the world works and accept it.”

“You sound resigned to being a second class citizen.”

“I know the golden rule. He who has the gold, makes the rules.”

“Since Mason has the gold, does he makes the rules for all of us this weekend?” Brad joked.

She surprised him by not responding as if it were a joke. With a furrowed brow, she replied, “My rules are to stay sober and handle things.”

Sensing her tone, Brad, only half joking, asked, “What are my rules? Do I have a curfew, is there an etiquette book I need to memorize?” He forced an uncomfortable laugh.

Patty relaxed into the cushioned seat in the dining area of the galley of the yacht. She took the last sip of her coffee and set the cup down before turning to face him and answering. “Try to enjoy yourself and have fun. It’s a holiday. And remember, it’s one weekend, just a couple of days out of your whole life.”

Again he felt she was being cryptic, not telling him everything she knew. He prodded for more explanation. “Still feels like there is something you aren’t telling me.”

Patty scrunched her mouth and tilted her head. Looking down, avoiding his eyes, she answered. “I’m just saying don’t get too upset about things, like seeing your wife topless around other men.” She looked up into his eyes. “If you’d walked outside last night, would you have been angry to see Cindy topless in the hot tub?”

Brad squirmed a bit in his seat across the room from her. “I would have been surprised, but if all the girls were doing it, I guess I could let it slide. When in Rome…”

Patty exhaled. “Keep that attitude and we’ll all have a great weekend.” She shifted her gaze out to the water, thinking. Brad followed her gaze and saw a flock of geese in the distance. Patty didn’t seem to be watching the birds. Instead, she seemed lost in thought. When she turned her attention back to Brad, she asked, “You say you wouldn’t have been angry to see Cindy topless last night, but think it through.”

“What do you mean?”

She helped him picture the scene. “I’m the hired help, I’m not here to party. So, last night, Troy was with his date Zoey and Larry was with Brenda. You were asleep so who does that leave?”

Brad came to the obvious conclusion. “I guess you’re saying Cindy must have paired up with Mason?” Brad stated as much as asked.

Patty shrugged confirmation.

“When did the tops come off?”

“Not long after you guys arrived.”

Wow, Brad thought. He did the math, so to speak. “My wife was topless, sitting with Mason by the pool or scrunched together in a hot tub… for hours.” He paused, visualizing the scene. He looked at Patty. She avoided his gaze. Swallowing, he asked a troubling question. “You said they were all feeling no pain and it got a little wild. Did anyone get, uh, frisky or anything?”

She shrugged her shoulders again and sighed. “Everyone did, off and on all evening. But like you said, if all the girls were doing it, you can let it slide, right?” Brad stood and looked out at the lake. His body tightened. Patty sensed his tension building. This was not going well. She stood and put her hand on his shoulder. She repeated. “It’s only a few days. You guys have been married, what, nine years? If Cindy wants to have some adult fun for a few days out of nine years, what’s the harm?”

“You’re saying my wife made out with Mason?” Brad asked, his jaws clenched.

“The mood got more, uh, amorous, as the night wore on. Uh. So, yeah.” Patty swallowed. The next part was going to be even harder to say. “And, uh, from the conversation, the parts I overheard, I think Cindy enjoyed herself and, well, she plans to spend more time with Mason over the rest of the weekend.”

“What?” Brad exclaimed. “My wife expects to be like, what, his date all weekend?” He felt weak and sat back down. “What the hell is going on?” he whispered.

Patty shrugged. ”It’s just one weekend, a few days. I’ll keep you company and show your the lake, whatever, like I said before.”

Brad squeezed his fists until his knuckles turned white. This is fucking bullshit. He stared into the distance over the shimmering waves of the lake. Coming to grips with why his wife might be turning her attentions away from him, he murmured, “Cindy’s been resenting my time away from her for a while. There’s been … tension.” He turned and looked at Patty. “She’s been wanting some adult fun, as you called it. I just, I thought that fun would be with me.”

He looked back out at the waves. Vaguely he heard Patty talking. Her words continued, distant, unintelligible. After a minute, he took a deep breath, then a second breath, and sat back down. Her words began to make sense. He heard her saying, “That’s right. Relax. Like I said earlier, guys like Mason get what they want and the rest of us have to accept it.”

“I thought we were talking about what my wife wants. What does that have to do with what Mason wants?”

Patty heaved a heavy sigh. “You might as well know. Mason planned this trip hoping he and Cindy would spend time together.”

“What!”

She jumped back when he yelled, bumping her elbow on the cabinet beside her seat. Regaining her composure, she held her arms outstretched as if warding off a possible attack. “Calm down. Let me explain.” Brad felt goosebumps crawling over his skin. He forced himself to look out at the calming waves. He took another deep breath, released it slowly and turned back to face her. She had his full attention. He needed to hear the story. He needed to know what the hell was happening.

Patty asked, “Did you know about Mason and Cindy at the Christmas party?”

“They danced together a lot,” Brad confirmed. “Is that what you mean?”

Damn, Patty thought. Cindy should have told him about that. Oh well. “It was more than dancing. They made out on the dance floor when you couldn’t see them.”

“They made out? Shit,” Brad whispered.

“My desk sits right outside Mason’s office. I heard him and Larry laughing about it the week after the party. Apparently, Larry held mistletoe over them to get it started, but Mason took it up a notch. Lots of tongue, hands wandering, that sort of thing, for like, a couple of minutes.” Patty studied Brad. His face remained stoic so she continued. “After the new year, Mason called her, asking to see her again. He invited her to his office…”

“She’s been meeting him in his office!”

“Not meeting, met, only once, as far as I know, in February. Anyway, in May, Mason met with me and Larry to plan this trip. He mentioned he would like to invite Cindy to uh, get to know her better. Mason also invited you, of course, so Cindy would come and feel comfortable.

“Mason had me call Cindy to ask when would be a convenient time for you guys. That’s when she told me about the kids camp and that’s why the party was planned for this weekend.”

Brad thought about the coincidence of the kids being away at camp. Not so coincidental after all.

“I talked with her quite a while on that phone call. She’s angry about the time you spend away from home volunteering at some service animal place. She’s told me she needed some adult fun for a change and, I have to tell you this, she said she would be an old lady if she waited around for you to show her a good time.”

Brad swallowed and grimaced.

“I’m not sure you realize how upset, how much anger she’s been holding inside. She jumped at the chance to come to this party. She said something about being sure someone would show her a good time even if you didn’t.”

Patty paused, then explained. “She really wanted to be here and maybe get a little wild, especially, well, especially with Mason. We talked and she decided not to tell you until after you got here. She knew you might be upset at first, but she believed you would understand after she talked with you. I’m sure she would have talked with you last night if you hadn’t fallen asleep.”

Minutes passed as Brad digested the news. The boat rocked gently against the moorings as waves splashed against its sides. At last he turned his gaze back upward. “So everybody knew what was going to happen except me? Even Brenda and Zoey? And your job is to handle me, to keep me occupied while Cindy has her fun.”

Patty didn’t answer. “Look, she doesn’t want to hurt your marriage. Do you remember telling her you enjoyed seeing her happy, even if it was with another man, you know, at the Christmas party?”

“We were talking about dancing.”

“Regardless, she mentioned that to me. She’s convinced you’ll be okay with this. She doesn’t want play around with another man behind your back. That would be worse, to her.”

“She’s right about that. But, from what you’re saying, hasn’t she already been playing around behind my back with Mason for the past seven months?”

“I wouldn’t call it that. The kissing at Christmas was a surprise to her. And as far as I know, she visited Mason one time in his office and they’ve talked on the phone a few times. She told me that she didn’t want to do anything else with Mason unless you knew. She may be angry at the moment, but she loves you. This trip is like some payback, or maybe a wake up call or something. Whatever her reasons, she thinks that you being here makes it alright, and that you might even be happy for her to have fun with Mason, like you were happy for her dancing at the party.”

“That’s a hell of a leap.” Mason mumbled, then stood and stared into the horizon. “But,” he sighed, “If she wants to play kissy face with another guy, I can see her trying to rationalize that I’ll be happy about it rather than admit she wants to cheat, or admit to herself that she’s been cheating, in a fashion, for months.”

The wind blew a stray lock of hair into Patty’s face. She deftly slipped the errant strands behind her ear and tried to do her job. “Brad, the bottom line is simple. I know you love her. You want her to be happy. Can’t you give her this one weekend to not be wife and mom? She told me the whole story about her transformation from dweeb to diva—how she used to be a wallflower, quiet and insecure. Finally in her life, she feels pretty. The whole experience has been overwhelming for her.

“She told me how surprised and excited she was at the Christmas party when Mason kissed her. That’s when all this started. She wasn’t sure how she felt about the situation herself, so of course she didn’t know what to say to you or how to tell you about it.”

Brad scoffed. “We’ve been sleeping together every night for half a year since that Christmas party. I guess she hasn’t had a chance to mention it yet.” Every word dripped sarcasm.

Patty ignored his sarcasm and trudged onward. “This weekend is her way to make some fun memories, that’s all. She wants you to be okay with it. Think before you do anything rash. He’s your immediate boss. As CEO, indirectly he’s her boss too. He holds the power.

“Cindy believes your marriage won’t be hurt and may even be better if she has this experience, gets it out of her system, gets over her anger at the past few years, or gets even, something like that. Mason wants it and she wants it. So try and understand, whether or not she’s right about you being happy about it, you’re not going to stop it, not without a hell of a scene that could just make everything worse.”

Brad thought about what she had said, then asked, “What are you suggesting, that I act all happy about her hanging out with Mason instead of me, the two of them kissing and her topless with him?”

Patty nodded. “You know she loves you, your life together. She just wants one weekend out of a lifetime together to have some fun with someone else. That’s all, for once to feel desired by another man. If you can’t be happy for her, at least understand that the best thing you can do is accept it until you guys get home to talk it over.”

Brad walked to the helm and grabbed the wheel.” “I thought we were happy,” he whispered.

Patty heard him. “You’re exaggerating the situation. From what she told me, she is happy, overall, just pissed or resentful about the past couple of years. I’m not sure if this weekend is more about getting even for that or about making up for times she missed when she was young or what. But it’s just this one weekend. Up to now all it’s been is a few phone calls, one meeting in his office and that one make out session at the party. And they were both probably drunk when that happened.”

“Were they drunk when they met behind closed doors in his office?” Brad sneered.

Patty sighed. He was right of course. But her job was to control his reaction. She kept minimizing. “This weekend is like the college spring break she never had. One starry-eyed fling. She wants your approval—nothing behind your back. But it’s limited to this island, this weekend. She’s not making out with him at some night club in Columbus where your friends and family might see. Only the people here know.”


	“Only the people here know, huh, people I work with every day, people who will go back to the office and whisper about what Brad’s wife did last weekend while wimpy Brad stood by and watched. In a few weeks everyone I work with will know about her prancing around and playing kissy face with Mason right in front of me—topless no less.” Brad visualized his wife topless in Mason’s arms, shook his head and spat into the water over the railing. “I’m sure last night he got a handful of her expensive new breasts—playing with them in front of everybody.” He visibly started to shake and walked back to the padded bench to sit. Patty moved to kneel beside him, one hand on his leg.



“I’ll help you through this. She was planning to talk with you before, well, before anything happened. But you fell asleep. That’s the only reason anything happened before you guys talked. I’m sure she’ll talk with you this morning, before anything else happens. After what I saw go on last night and, well, since you found the bikini top and asked some questions, I figured I should give you a head’s up.”

“You’re right about that,” he grumbled.

“That’s why I’m telling you now, here, away from everyone, so you’ll have time to calm down before we get back to the house. No need to get upset or make a scene when she tells you, or, well, if you see something going on when we get there.”

“No need to get upset,” Brad said with an ironic laugh. His heart was pounding so hard he could feel the veins of his forehead pulsing.

Patty saw his body trembling—his rage boiling. She still had more work to do. This was even harder than she expected, and she expected it to be rough. She decided to skip to the bottom line, to tell him the brutal truth.

“Brad, think about it. If you lose your job, there’s no other place in Columbus for a top insurance actuary like you. And imagine yourself interviewing with another insurance CEO anywhere in the Midwest, you know, one of those guys Mason plays golf with all the time, the guys who will call him directly to get a reference.

“Face it, if you go up to the house and make a scene, cause a problem of any kind, you’re talking about uprooting your entire family, moving to another part of the country, and having a bad reference to overcome to get another position even remotely like what you have now. And that’s just the consequences to your career. You’ll also anger Cindy and who knows how badly that will end.”

Brad stood, eyes staring into the shimmering horizon of water. She moved beside him and continued. “I know it’s not fair. This weekend is not what what’s fair, or right, it’s about who has the power. Mason has the power, the money, and the charm. Mason and Cindy want to spend time together and it’s happening. Come to terms with it and remember, this is just a few days intermission in in a lifetime together.” She paused, watching him struggle to control his emotions.

The world around him turned to a gray blur. He felt himself losing control, not just of himself—something he hated to do—but of his entire life. Stoically, he forced his teeth to unclench and willed himself to calm down. “Just a few days?” He raised his eyes to look directly at Patty. “No big deal huh?” He mocked, grinning sardonically. “Thanks for trying to put a good spin on things. Not easy to put a shine on shit, is it?”

Patty laughed out loud. “Welcome to my world. I’m glad you can joke about it. See, you can handle this. You’ll be through it before you know it and your marriage will go back to normal next week.” She gently patted his shoulder.

Brad didn’t laugh with her, grimly stating, “Gallows humor.” He looked into her eyes. “They hold each other, kiss each other. He fondles her tits right in front of me, hell, in front of everybody, whenever he feels like it all weekend long and I’m supposed to act like I’m good with it. That’s the plan? While everyone watches? While everyone laughs at me?”

Patty frowned. “Nobody is laughing. No one here is in any position to judge. Brenda and Zoey are both married. Their husband’s think they’re on a shopping trip in Chicago. Troy, Larry and well, Mason too, all three of them are here with someone else’s wife. Some sort of alpha male ego trip.”

“Except, I’m not one of the alpha males,” Brad sneered. “I guess I misunderstood what Mason meant by a couples retreat. He meant a cheaters retreat.”

“You don’t have to hang around to see it. You can stay here in the yacht if you’d rather not be with the group. There’s a stocked galley, four bedrooms and bathrooms, multiple decks and levels. Hell, you can get lost on this damn thing. Or you can take the ski boat out, see the lake. I can keep you company. But whatever you do for the rest of the weekend, this morning you need to go back up there and talk with Cindy. Get that over with, then decide if you’re going to hide in the boat, or party with them.”

“Party with them? And watch my wife cheat on me.”

Patty cringed. “Your wife isn’t like Zoey and Brenda. She’s not here cheating behind her husband’s back. She believes you love her enough to give her this, this one weekend to feel attractive and desired by another man. She thinks the two of you can share this experience and leave with your marriage stronger than ever. Whether she’s right or wrong, she honestly believes it, and she thinks this will ease the tension she has been holding in, smooth out the resentment she seems to have about not enough attention from you. And everybody knows Mason isn’t taking her home Monday, you are.”

“Of course he isn’t taking her home. Gail would kill him.”

That comment brought a wry smile to Patty’s face. “You’re right about that.”





Storm Clouds

Brad sat in the yacht looking across the azure water of Lake Erie. He felt the gentle swaying of the boat rocked by rhythmic waves dancing with the shore. The island dimmed in shade as a cloud floated overhead, blocking the hot, bright July sun and cooling the soft lake breeze. Minutes passed. Patty sat quietly, letting him think.

The bright sun returned and a wave rocked the boat, pulling him from his reverie. Patty was right about the consequences. His marriage, his job, his career, his whole life could be uprooted if he made a stink. Shit.

He straightened his back, looked at Patty, placed one hand on the seat to steady himself, and rose. “I’m not gonna hide on this boat all day. I may not be an alpha, but I’m no wimp. Let’s go back up there. Does your handling of me include fixing breakfast?”

“Of course,” Patty answered. “Whatever you want. I won’t leave you alone unless you ask me to.”

“Thanks,” he replied. A personal assistant in exchange for my wife. Not exactly an even trade.

There was still no one else up when they got back to the house. But halfway through eating his scrambled eggs, Cindy walked into the kitchen. “Hey, baby, good morning,” she beamed, wrapping her arms around him from behind while he sat, leaning down to kiss his neck. Brad caught the scents of her shower, the refreshing clean smell from her shampoo and body wash, plus a hint of some perfume. “You fell asleep and missed all the fun last night,” she stated, as she let go of him and walked toward the coffee.

“I saw some of the aftermath of last night’s fun when I walked by the hot tub this morning.”

“Oh?” Cindy asked, standing by the Keurig and selecting her coffee of choice. “What was that?”

“Your bikini top,” Brad answered dryly.

“Oh.” Cindy said again, this time louder and not as a question. “Uh, honey, about that. I’d like to talk with you for a minute, about what I, uh, about what I’d like to happen this weekend.”

“What’s to talk about?” Brad asked, his voice dry and emotionless.

Cindy looked over. “Patty, could you give us…”

“Of course,” Patty answered. “I’ll be in the next room if you need me.”

Cindy took her hazelnut coffee with cream and sat down across the table from her husband. She held the cup with both hands and blew on the steamy beverage while Brad calmly finished his eggs. He washed the last bite down with his coffee, turned and asked again. “So, what’s to talk about?”

Cindy swallowed, pinched her lips and looked away. Turning back to her husband, she told him, “Honey, about last night. I wanted to talk with you before the party started but you fell asleep. I wanted to tell you that I hoped you would understand, well, that I want to have some adult fun this weekend, uh, to do things that I normally wouldn’t do, uh….”

“Like go topless in public,” Brad commented.

“Yes,” she replied, smiling wanly. “We’ve talked about doing something like that, you know, on a Caribbean vacation or something.”

“I don’t remember us talking about you going topless around my boss and friends without me there,” Brad added. Not able to stop his stream of thought, he kept talking. “And since Troy and Larry had dates, you naturally ended up with Mason, topless in the hot tub together. Did the two of you make out? Did he play with your naked boobs? I’m being rhetorical. Of course he did.” Brad stood and walked to the sink and dropped his plate in with a bang.

“Honey,” Cindy implored, walking to his back and putting her arm on his shoulder. “Can we talk about it, please? I love you. I want you to understand.”

Brad answered without turning to look at her. “After I found your bikini top, Patty gave me the Cliff Notes version. You want to use this weekend for some adult fun with someone besides me. More specifically with Mason, right? And I’m supposed to go along with it like the good understanding husband that I am.”

“Honey, you are a good husband. And I know you understand. At Christmas, remember, you told me liked seeing me happy, even if it was with another man.”

Brad turned to face her. “We were talking about dancing.”

“Same difference. You were happy watching me do something that I enjoyed. You always say happy wife, happy life, right? After this weekend, when we get home, after you’ve had time to think about it, I know you’ll be happy for me, like always.

“Honey, I need this weekend. I feel like I’ve never been anything in my whole life but a fat, frumpy wife and mom. I was daddy’s little girl, then your wife, then mommy. I’ve never had a chance to live just for me. Ever since I lost the weight and got the breasts, men have been hitting on me. For the first time in my life, I feel pretty, desired.”

“I don’t make you feel desired?”

“Of course.” She rolled her eyes and spoke to him in a patronizing manner, like she would to a naive child. “I want to experience what most people get to experience as a teenager, like the things you did before you met me. You’ve been with other women. I don’t begrudge you those…”

“Before we married.”

“Yes, but I hardly dated. I want a chance to kiss and tease and flirt with other men like you did with other women, to feel like I’m a sexy person, someone other men want to be with.”

“You don’t really mean other men, do you? You mean one particular man, Mason.”

Cindy stood, walked a few steps away, then turned back to look at her husband. A touch of shame rippled across her face. Her face always betrayed her thoughts, like an emotional pond, every feeling flitting across it, making small or large waves depending on the intensity of the emotion. This was a big wave.

“Well, yes, with Mason. But when we go home,” she twisted her wedding ring as she spoke, “I’ll make it up to you, I promise. I’ll be your faithful, loving wife again, like always. Honey, please. We’ll be together the rest of our lives. Someday we’ll be spoiling our grandchildren together. I know you can give me this one weekend out of that life together to have that dating fun I never had. You love me enough to let me be a single woman for a few days, don’t you?”

Brad grew up a well mannered quiet boy—a joy to his parents and always the teacher’s pet. He matured into a well-mannered, quiet man—a joy to his employer and loyal to his family. He never yelled, he never screamed. He avoided confrontation. But at this moment, for once in his life, he wanted to yell, to scream, to throw a plate against the wall and watch it smash. He wanted to lash out violently.

The struggle between violence and self-control caused his body to tremble. But for him, violence was anathema. He could imagine himself screaming, yelling, hitting something. But those actions stayed locked away in his mind, all while he stood passively, his head turned away from his wife, eyes closed.

The warning from Patty floated into his consciousness. There was nowhere to go. Causing a scene might jeopardize his marriage and most certainly could cost him his job and, like Patty said, uproot his whole life. A lack of options crushed him, confused him—indecision leaving him paralyzed.

Cindy heard him take a deep breath, then another, trying to calm himself. “Don’t be upset, baby. This can be fun for you too. If you don’t want to party with the group, if seeing me with Mason makes you uncomfortable, Patty is here so you won’t be alone unless you want to be. And this place has everything, a movie room, games, an exercise room, the boats. We can both have a great time, right? I know we can.”

Brad held his coffee cup with a trembling hand, his fingers turning white from squeezing. Before he could calm himself enough to answer her question, they heard steps. Both of them turned to see Mason walk into the kitchen. “Good morning, Brad,” he said cheerfully. “And there’s my little party girl,” he said, slapping Cindy on the bottom as he passed her. She jumped and giggled as he continued to the coffee maker. He picked out his flavor and inserted it into the pot.

An awkward silence followed his entrance. Brad felt the familiar Ford vs. Ferrari discomfort, the intimidation, worse than ever, knowing what had happened the night before, what was about to happen again between his wife and this tall billionaire who controlled his professional, and now his personal life as well. Mason, ignoring the tension, acting in command of the room like the CEO and boss he was, set his cup in place for the coffee to pour, turned and asked, “Have you guys had the talk?”

Brad glared. Cindy answered. “Yes. I told Brad about, uh, this weekend and, uh…well, he understands now, don’t you, honey?”

Brad looked at his wife with a raised eyebrow. He opened his mouth to protest, but Mason loudly interjected, “Great. I’m glad we got that handled.” He turned to pick up his full cup. Turning back to the two of them, he noticed Brad’s hostile glare, ignored it, and said, “Brad, you’re a trooper.” He smiled and stared into Cindy’s eyes. “How do you do it? It’s early in the morning and you look as beautiful as you did last night.” Cindy melted.

Still Ignoring Brad, Mason walked past him. “Ready to get your tan on, sweetie? Better get some sun screen on those perfect new boobies. Wouldn’t want them to get burned, now, would we?” He laughed and put his arm around her waist. “Let’s get to the pool. Do you have your bikini bottoms on under those shorts? I thought we might play some tennis this afternoon.”

As Mason scooted her out of the room, Cindy glanced over her shoulder at her stunned husband and mouthed, “Thank you.”

A moment later, Patty walked back in. “I never you heard you answer her. Everything okay?” she asked.

“I never did. I don’t think either of them even noticed, or really much cared. So, yeah, things have never been better.” His tone dripped the same sarcasm it held earlier. Shaking his head from side to side, he frowned and snarled, “I’ve heard that marriage is like a deck of cards. In the beginning all you need is two hearts and a diamond. By the end, you want a club and a spade.” He glanced over at Patty. “I’m starting to understand that joke a lot better.”

Patty chuckled, glad he could joke, even if it was still gallows humor.

They heard voices and other people coming. “I’ll be in the yacht for a while. I’d like to be alone,” Brad said.

“Of course,” she replied. “I understand.”

“That makes one of us,” Brad mumbled as he walked away.

❖

Two hours later, Patty walked down to the boats. At the side of the yacht, she yelled. “Permission to come aboard?” Her voice met only silence. She climbed up the ladder and stepped onto the deck. Brad was in the galley, engrossed in the owner’s manual. She strolled closer and asked delicately, “Ready for some company?”

“I’m trying to distract myself,” Brad answered. “Studying this gigantic boat.”

Patty breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. I’m glad you’re not obsessing on, well, uh, I guess you decided to go along…” She shut up and started over. “Can I explain anything to you?”

“Do you skipper this monster too?” he asked.

“Yep. Mason usually mingles with his guests.”

“So tell me, how do you even start the thing. Looks like a proximity key, like the one in my car,” Brad said, pushing the start button. Nothing happened.

“It is. The keys are in the basket near the front door of the house. You have to get them a lot closer to the boat for the engine to start.”

“That’s what I figured,” Brad said, nodding. He looked back at the charts. “Where the hell are we, anyway?”

“Patty moved beside him and pointed out a speck on the navigation charts. “That’s us, Chambers Island. We’re a few miles northeast of Kelley’s Island and way east of Pelee Island. You can see both of them from the second floor of the house if you know which way to look. You can’t see them from here though. Well, you can at night. The lights from the islands are visible on the horizon over there,” she said pointing west.

“By the way,” she added. “If you look on Google Earth you won’t see this island. Mason paid Google to take the island out of the images.”

“What?” Brad asked. “You can do that?”

“Yep. A lot of rich guys do it for privacy. It’s for safety too. Former Vice-President Dick Chaney’s house is not on the map, due to political wackos threatening him. Stuff like that.”

After letting Brad absorb that odd trivia, she used her finger to mark a course on the chart. “To get back to the mainland, we can either enter a course into the GPS navigation system, or leave here aiming west for Kelley’s island, then, when we get close to Kelley’s Island, go south until we pass Marblehead and then sail into the Sandusky port.”

“You must have a special slip for a boat this size?”

“Of course. There aren’t many slips for yachts like this. The name of our boat is painted on the slip where we dock her. The ski boat has a smaller slip right beside it.” She looked at Brad and had an idea. “Hey, Mason doesn’t usually let anyone handle this boat but me or him. It’s his new toy. But under the circumstances, I’m sure I could talk him into letting you pilot us back home Monday morning. How would you like that?”

“Throwing me a bone?” Brad asked, giving her a knowing smile.

“It’s something,” she answered. “Here, let me show you the controls.” She took time to tell him all about the controls, even showed him how to check the fluids in the motor. She showed him how to read the charts, pointed out where the lighthouses were and what to watch for, weather wise. She told him about the coast guard reg’s for a boat this size and everything else she could think of. She wanted to keep his mind occupied. If he was interested in the yacht, she would spend time telling him all she knew about it. After all, that’s the job Mason assigned her this weekend. Handle Brad.

“That’s everything I know,” she said, over an hour later.

“I may need a refresher tomorrow,” he told her, smiling. That’s a lot to take in all at once.”

“You’ll have it down by Monday. I had to take a course and pass a written test,” Patty told him. “I have a coast guard certification to prove it.”

“Cool,” Brad said.

They stood awkwardly for a minute or so. Uncomfortable with the silence, Patty asked, “Ready to go back to the house? It’s time for lunch.”

Brad sighed. “I guess I can man up enough for lunch.” The two of them walked quietly back up the short trail. They could hear music playing and heard laughter and splashing at the pool, but couldn’t see anything beyond the front of the house. Brad chose to go straight inside, across the entry and living room, into the kitchen, avoiding the view out to the pool. Zoey was in the kitchen when he and Patty walked in.

“Oh, hey Brad, Patty,” she acknowledged when they got close. She stood there topless, making a sandwich. Brad noticed that her bikini bottom was a thong. Wet from the pool, the transparent material hid nothing.

“You know, Zoey,” Brad offered, “you’d probably be more comfortable without that thong creeping up your ass and frankly, you aren’t hiding anything, at least when it’s wet.”

Zoey giggled and answered, “I know, right? But it looks more sexy to have something on that’s see through than to be naked. Kind of lets the guys think they’re getting a peek at something they’re not supposed to see. But I figure we’ll all be naked by tonight.” She giggled again.

“By the way,” Zoey continued, determined to prove there was no filter between her brain and mouth. “I’m glad this is working out okay, I mean, you know, your wife hanging with Mason. Before we came, Brenda and I worried you might make a scene and we thought about not coming. The guys told us not to worry, that you wouldn’t make trouble. I’m glad they were right and you’re so cool.”

She finished making her sandwich and sprinkled some chips on the plate. “I wouldn’t dream of telling my husband about my boyfriends. He thinks I’m in Chicago right now.” She giggled again, and walked toward the door with her sandwich, chips and a drink. As she got to the doorway she turned and added, “I guess with Mason being your boss, you can’t complain too much, can you, right?” She giggled again, turned and left, unaware of the pain her innocent comment inflicted.

Brad’s gaze followed her out the door. Patty snickered. “Things could be worse. You could be married to her.”

“I could never be married to her,” Brad said, shaking his head.





In Your Face

Brad spent the afternoon distracting himself, avoiding his wife and Mason at all costs. He played the vintage pinball machines, watched a Captain Marvel in the theater room and went to his bedroom to surf the web on his laptop. By dinner, he decided he might as well make another token appearance. Walking down the marble stair case, he saw the three couples had moved the party inside to avoid the changing weather. A storm cloud threatened to open the skies any moment.

The girls had changed to t-shirts and shorts. Zoey was standing in one corner, looking at the sound system. Troy and Larry-the-Asshole were talking, glancing out the front windows at the weather. Brenda looked bored and stared out the side glass doors at the pool, the waters rippling from the swirling winds. Mason was sitting on the sofa still wearing his swimsuit. Cindy sat in his lap, facing him, straddling him, her knees on either side of his legs. They were kissing, her chest pressed to his, her face hidden.

Mason heard Brad enter, looked over Cindy’s shoulder and winked at him, then resumed kissing his wife. Brad’s knees wobbled. For a moment the room spun around him. He gripped a chair back to steady himself, swallowed and forced his rubbery legs to carry him to the kitchen. He distracted himself checking to see what was available to eat. Smelled like grilled steaks.

Patty was busy at the long granite counter. She smiled when he entered. “We have grilled steak, grilled vegetables, grilled salmon and also some smoked tenderloin if you want. I did the grilling this afternoon but the chef prepared the side dishes before he left so I can promise they’re all good. All I did was heat them up. Plates are down there,” she said, motioning with her chin. There is a pitcher of frozen margaritas too. “I was just about to come get you.” She walked to the doorway. “Come and get it,” she yelled to the others.

Brad was halfway through the buffet line when the rest of the gang straggled in. Cindy led the group, with Mason right behind her. She picked up a plate, held it with one hand and picked up a serving spoon with her other hand to spoon in some salad. With both her arms up and hands occupied, Mason moved close behind her, reached around with both his arms and grabbed one breast in each hand over her halter top blouse with Brad but a few feet ahead of them. “Yum,” Mason cooed. Brad turned to see what dish he was cooing about and saw he wasn’t cooing about food but about Cindy’s breasts. He immediately knew Mason chose this moment to rub it in his face.

Mason looked at Brad and continued. “These titties feel so perfect. I can’t even tell they’re not real.” He smirked, taunting Brad with disrespect, arrogance.

Brad chose not to give Mason the pleasure of a reaction. He turned back to the food. Larry-the-Asshole couldn’t resist piling on. Wearing a conspiratorial grin, he said, “Hey buddy, you’ve been talking about how good her tits feel since yesterday. I’m not sure I believe you.”

Mason sneaked another peek at Brad and replied. “Here, feel ‘em yourself and tell me if I’m right.”

Cindy fussed, “Mason, stop that.”

“Come on, sweety, don’t be rude, let Larry feel them.”

Larry slithered into place behind Cindy and sneaked his arms around her body until his hands held her breasts. He pulled her body into him and firmly massaged her boobs and squeezing her nipples between his thumbs and fingers. “You’re right, they’re fantastic. Hey buddy, thanks for letting me feel ‘em.”

Brad swiveled, prepared to say he hadn’t offered Larry his wife’s tits, but saw that Larry was speaking to Mason, not him. Brad glared. Cindy reached her hand out and touched his arm. She rolled her eyes, like it was all just fun and games, and mouthed, “I love you,” with Larry’s hands still fondling her from behind.

Mason tapped Larry’s back. “Time’s up. Those puppies aren’t yours to play with.” He looked Brad straight in the eyes and said, “They’re mine.” He moved back behind Cindy, reached over her shoulder and pulled on her chin. Cindy giggled, allowed him to twist her head up and around and kissed Mason over her shoulder, moaning softly as she did so.

Brad vomited in his mouth, swallowed it back down, took his plate and stoically trudged back up to his room. Patty followed soon after. Brad sat in a chair near the bed and didn’t acknowledge her entrance. She stood nervously for several seconds before she cleared her voice. “I saw what happened. He slapped you in the face with it.” Brad used his fork to idly move food around on his plate.

He remembered the words of Euripides, “Those whom the gods would destroy, they first make mad.” But he wasn’t crazy, this was real, this was happening.

He spoke without looking up. “I’m not sure Cindy realized what Mason was doing, offering her boobs for Larry to feel, then saying her boobs belonged to him while he looked me in the face.”

Patty sighed heavily. “I think she’s too lost in the experience to sense the nuances. Mason wants everyone to know he’s the alpha male.”

“And I thought Larry was the asshole,” Brad answered, poking at his food. Then he looked up. “I don’t want to go back down there. I can’t face them again, not after that. But I need to talk to Cindy. Could you do me a favor and tell her I’d like to talk with her?”

“Of course,” Patty answered. She swirled around and stepped quickly down the hall to the stairs. A few minutes later Brad heard Cindy approaching. She walked in and sat on the bed near her husband. “I’m here, sweetheart. What do you need?”

“What I need is for you to be with me for a while,” he answered. “I’m not happy about today and last night, but I put up with it. And I suppose you’ll want time with Mason tomorrow, too. So can you say goodnight and come here to be with me? I know it’s early, but I really need you to spend time with me now. I’m having trouble dealing with everything and, well, I need you beside me.”

She scooted up further and snuggled beside her husband. “I’m here, sweetheart. I can stay with you a while. But I want to go back down there soon. I’m having a lot of fun and, well, you and I will be together forever and since we agreed I have this one weekend, I’d like to make the most of it.”

Brad gritted his teeth. “When, exactly did I agree?”

She pulled away and looked at him like he was speaking in tongues. “This morning, when we talked.”

“Did you hear me say I agreed?”

“You acted like you agreed. You’ve been here all day and you haven’t said anything. That’s the same as agreeing.”

“I’ve put up with it. I never agreed to it.”

“That’s the same thing. What are you doing, trying to make me feel guilty? All day long you acted like you agreed, let me have fun, and now you’re trying to make me feel bad about it? That’s really low. What do they call that? Oh yeah, passive aggressive. That’s real passive aggressive of you.”

“What the hell? You’re angry at me for not being happy that you spent last night and today running around topless, making out with another guy and letting him and his friends play with your boobs. I’m the bad guy for not liking it?”

“I’m angry that you’re acting like I’m doing something we didn’t agree to. I’m not. We talked. I even said thank you, I remember. And now you’re guilting me about it. That’s bullshit. I’m not going to take the blame after you agreed by actions, whether you said so out loud or not.”

Brad clenched his jaw. He wanted to argue, but she had a point. He took a breath. “You’re right. I kept quiet and let it happen. I understand what you mean, what that implied to you. I’m sorry. I’m not trying to twist things around. I’m just, well, I’m still in shock about what has been going on.”

She nodded understanding and relaxed back into his side. “Apology accepted. And I’m sorry if today was difficult for you. I thought it might be fun for you too, that you wouldn’t be jealous. Mason and Larry said that some guys even get off seeing their wives with other men.”

“I’m not one of those guys,” Brad stated.

“I see that. But you know I love you and only you. This stuff is just for a little excitement. You understand that don’t you?”

“Understand, yes. Like it, not so much.”

“But you’re happy that I’m having fun, aren’t you?”

“Of course I’m happy you’re having fun. But I’m not having fun. My stomach is in knots and I feel humiliated by Mason and Larry, like they’re laughing at me. That part sucks and makes any fun your having hard to appreciate.”

“They’re just being assholes, like you’ve always said. But assholes or not, it’s fun for me to play around with them. Honey, can you handle it a little while longer, until we leave Monday?”

He remembered what Patty said about uprooting his whole life. There were no good options. Taking another deep breath, he sighed and consented. “I guess, if this is really what you want.”

“Thank you. I love you so much.” She rose and moved to sit on the side of the bed. “I’m going back to the party now.”

“Already. What time will you be coming to bed?”

She looked away for a minute, then twisted back around towards him. Her eyes didn’t meet his gaze, lingering instead at her own hands clasped in front of her. “Uh, about that. Uh, I know this is more than we expected, but, uh, Mason invited me to stay in his room tonight.”

“What!”

“Yeah. And, uh, since I’ve never been with another man besides you, since I missed out on that experience, well, I told him I would talk with you about it, you know, and, uh, ask if it was okay with you.”

“Hell no it’s not okay. I’ve put up with a lot already. I forbid you to do that, period.”

Her eyes flashed as she lifted her face to stare at him. “You forbid me. Why don’t you just say, heel or stay, like I’m one of your dogs that you train to follow your commands. I married you because I love you, but not to be a slave that you can order around. We can talk about things, of course, but you don’t forbid me to do anything.” She turned back and rose from the bed, then stood looking at him.

“I’m going back to the party now, and I’ll be the one who decides where I sleep tonight, not you and not Mason. Me, I’m nobody’s puppet.”

Brad rose and sat on the edge of the bed looking at her with his mouth open. His jaw hung loose like it was too heavy for his face. Cindy continued. “For your information, he asked me to stay with him last night too, but you fell asleep before we could talk. I didn’t want you to wake up alone and worry where I was or, well, find us in bed together and get upset.”

She reached over to gently push up Brad’s open jaw. “Don’t look so shocked. Like I told you, when we get home, you and I will have the rest of our lives to be with each other, like always. I’ll be happy and you’ll be happy too, after you get over the jealousy. I know you will.”

“Not if you sleep with Mason,” Brad stammered. “I’ve put up with this shit so far, but you aren’t sleeping with anyone but me.”

She steadied herself, took his hand in hers and continued. “Honey, you’ve been great today. You really have. I know you can be patient a little longer. It’s only tonight, tomorrow and tomorrow night. We’ll leave for home Monday and everything will be just like it was before we came here.”

“Just tonight, tomorrow and…?” He jerked his head up. “You’re planning on sleeping with him again tomorrow night? If you think I’m gonna sit here and watch you go to Mason’s bedroom night after night…” He stammered. “You’re dangling our marriage out the window of a ten story building. Is two nights of sex worth that risk? Why would you throw away nine years together, our marriage, our home and kids?”

She stroked his hair. “You don’t mean that. You’ll get over it. Just give me this one weekend for a little fun. When we get home, you’ll see how happy I am and that will make you happy too, even if you don’t feel it right now. Please, honey, don’t spoil it for me. When we get home, things will be just like they were before.”

Just like before, huh? For the last seven months she had made out with Mason without telling him, snuck around behind his back to meet Mason behind closed doors in his office. She and Mason had called each other to flirt and conspired to plan a getaway fuck-fest. “Things will be just like before, huh. And that’s supposed to make me feel better?” he whispered.

“What?” she asked.

Brad spoke louder. “I thought frolicking around half naked, making out with Mason and letting him and Larry fondle your naked breasts—I thought that was what you meant by adult fun. I never imagined you… that you would sleep with Mason. No matter what you think, I’m not okay with that.” He stood, walked a few steps, turned and told her. “ You’re right, you’re a grown woman. I’m not going to lock you in the closet or tie you to the bed. So you do what you feel you have to do. I think I can put up with more of the kissing and fondling shit for another couple of days, but you’re delusional if you think I’ll be okay with you sleeping with him.”

He softened his voice. “Honey, if you feel like you’ve missed out, sexually, we can find some other way for you to handle those feelings.” He wiped a tear and struggled to ignore the cold knot in his core. Again, he wanted to scream, to yell, to hit something. But again those actions stayed tucked away in his mind, his strength slipping away in the fog of confusion clouding his thoughts.

Cindy stood and stroked his cheek. “I know this is hard for you, honey. But I also know you want me to be happy, that seeing me happy makes you happy too, even if it’s another man making me happy. At the Christmas party…”

“That was about dancing and…”

“I know this is a bigger deal than dancing, but it’s the same idea. Listen, in a few days, this will be just a blip in our marriage. You’ll see how happy I am and you’ll be happy too, I know you will.” She pulled his head down and kissed his forehead like a mother kissing a petulant child. “You’ll be fine after we’re home. Happy wife, happy life, Right?”

He shook his head. “What about forsaking all others?”

She rolled her eyes. “No one believes that stuff anymore. I mean, of course I would never go hopping around from guy to guy. But this isn’t like that. This is just one weekend.”

Brad stared at the far wall, blinking his eyes and shaking his head from side to side, his mouth partly open. His tongue felt thick, his mouth dry. His stomach churned against an overwhelming sense of emptiness.

As he paused, struggling for words to adequately convey his pain, her expression hardened. She admonished him. “Besides, you owe me this. Last summer you spent all our vacation with those damn dogs. We planned our vacation time together so we could take a trip with the kids. Instead, I spent two weeks cleaning house and taking care of our kids while you played with your damn dogs. What kind of a vacation is that? If you paid enough attention to me, I might not need to get attention from someone else.”

Brad tore himself from his reverie and glared. “So this is my fault?”

“You know you haven’t been paying attention to me. For the last two years, you’ve been using our home as a halfway house, a convenient place to sleep between your time at work and your time with those damn dogs. Don’t you think your wife and family deserve some attention?”

Brad dropped his head. “I know I’ve been neglectful. I’m sorry.” He raised his eyes back to meet hers. “But this, this is too much. I’ve already told you I’ll spend less time away in the future.”

She shook her head. “I’ve been lonely. I’m married and I’m lonely. Whose fault is that? Mason offered to fill that void. So I’m paying him back for the kindness he showed when you were too busy to care. Even more than that, I owe myself a chance to do the things I missed when I was younger, things I keep missing because you’re too damn busy to spend time with me.”

Brad sighed as he thought about his wife and his boss, making out at the Christmas party, her sneaking around, seeing Mason alone at Mason’s office behind closed doors doing who knows what. Then watching his wife make out with her would-be lover in front of his worst enemy and other work associates. He plopped onto the soft mattress on the edge of the bed, raised his eyes and looked at her. “Okay, I get it. I finally understand what’s happening, what all this means.”

Cindy shook her head, shocked but happy that the argument seemed over. She smiled and moved to softly place her hand on shoulder. “Thank you, honey.” Her gentle smiled grew into a wide grin. “I’m so glad you understand. I’m having a blast.” She gave him a peck on his cheek and repeated like a mantra she had been practicing to herself, “You’ll be fine when we get home,” then she moved quickly to return to the party downstairs.

Before she got to the door he tried one last time. “Cindy, I understand what you’re doing. I even understand why. But you’re wrong about me getting over this. Please…” He choked up and couldn’t continue. She turned to look at her husband, blew him a kiss and mouthed, ‘I love you,’ then walked out.

Brad reached up to rub his cheek where she kissed it. He felt dizzy. He struggled to find clarity through a haze of soul-crushing sadness. He dragged his body erect, staggered into the bathroom and knelt to worship the porcelain god. He sank his arms onto the padded and heated seat, then placed his head into the crook of his arm. His eyes were closed as he smelled the water and antiseptic in the bowl.

He felt the muscles in his mid-section contract and he opened his mouth. The heaving began. The few bites of dinner flushed out in the first wave of acidic fluid. His body continued dry heaving, desperately trying to get rid of whatever poison was flowing through him. His lizard brain instincts were not evolved enough to understand that the poison was not something he ate.

His adrenaline, endorphins and other hormones went wild, creating a cocktail of chemicals flooding unchecked, racking his body with anger, disgust, sorrow and humiliation, all competing for attention. When the heaving stopped, the uncontrollable shaking started. Chills ran up and down up his back. He slumped, mentally and physically drained.

Then he heard a soft voice. “Can I get you anything?”

Brad raised to look at Patty, shook his head no, reconsidered, then rasped, “Some coffee, please.”

She turned to leave, but stopped herself. “I, uh, I heard what she said. I’m sorry. I know how Mason is, so I thought this might happen.”

He looked at her, unsure how to respond. She stood a minute, seemingly commiserating with the gelded man before her, until she remembered. “Oh, you said coffee. Are you sure you don’t want something stronger? Seems more like bourbon kind of news.”

“My stomach couldn’t take liquor right now. Just coffee, please. Black.”

She stepped forward and put her hand on his shoulder. “I’ll be right back.”

Returning with a cup of the strongest Colombian blend, Patty found Brad back on the bed, sitting, his head propped up with the pillows and legs stretched out in front of him. She handed him the coffee and asked if he needed anything else. He shook his head. She asked, “Wanna talk about it?”

Brad turned to look at her. “Why? What’s the use? Nothing will change.”

She noticed his skin looked pale and she could still smell the vomit on his breath. “How do you feel?”

He grimaced. “How do you think? Like I had open heart surgery without anesthesia. My soul is bleeding out through the crack in my heart. I feel like my hopes and dreams all flew away like the air from a punctured balloon. I feel like the trust I had in my wife, in my marriage, is destroyed, torn to shreds. I feel like my dignity is lying somewhere on the kitchen floor, right beside my balls where Larry and Mason stomped on them.”

Patty sat on the bed beside him. Pointing her finger in his face, she admonished, “Don’t you dare question your dignity. You have more dignity in your little finger than everyone else on this island combined.”

Brad was taken aback by the tone and force of her voice. “Are you speaking ill of your boss, the guy with all the money and power—the guy who makes the rules?”

“My boss is an asshole, and his friend Larry is too. But they pay me two hundred thousand a year to be available 24/7 and be discreet. I signed an NDA, with teeth, in case I ever try to tell what happens on trips like this. I do my job and stay quiet. But I’m not gonna let them make you question your dignity. You’re a great guy. You deserve better.”

Surprised at her outburst, he replied, “Thanks.” He grew pensive and mused, “You know, you spend years with someone, make a life together and you think you know them, that your life is secure, that you have a future to look forward to. Then everything gets ripped out from under you.”

Patty remained silent. He continued. “What else can I do? I asked her not to go to him. I told her I needed her, that I didn’t want this to happen, over and over. I pleaded. I did everything but get on my knees and beg. You heard her. ‘Don’t spoil it,’ she told me. She honestly thinks I’ll get over this.”

Patty considered his words. “I don’t see any point in making any more of a scene than you already have. In the long run you’ll lose. We had this talk, remember. Mason and guys like him, they fucking run the world. They have all the power. People like you and me, we smile, say yes and let it happen. This situation, it’s only until Monday morning. Hell, you can stay drunk that long. You can handle another day and then you and Cindy will be home with your kids the same as it was.”

Brad groaned. “You think so, do you?” Brad swiveled on the bed, dropping his legs over the side and sitting on the edge of the bed beside Patty. He twisted to look at her. “If I put up with this weekend tryst, if I accept them being together this time, maybe she’s right, maybe I could get over it. But what about when billionaire Mason offers to take her to Wimbledon or the running of the bulls in Pamplona or something else she’s always wanted to do? You know, just for a weekend. Won’t she expect me to love her enough to understand again, especially since she wouldn’t be doing with Mason she hadn’t done before?”

Patty looked uneasy. She knew her boss, his sense of entitlement, his competitive spirit. She had witnessed him seduce other wives before this. Mason might well expect to have Cindy again when the notion struck. He never tired of the game, the thrill of stealing another man’s wife, the ultimate ego boost a competitive alpha male derives from winning the ultimate atavistic game, sexual dominance.

Why wouldn’t Cindy accept the next time Mason asked her for a weekend away, if her indiscretions proved free of serious consequences? Sure her husband might feel slighted, upset and mope around for a while. But if she knew he would accept the situation, why not enjoy a billionaire boyfriend for play dates from time to time?

Patty looked at Brad. “What can I do? Is there anything I can do to make you feel better, to help you get through this?”

Brad grunted. She waited, got no further response, so she suggested, “I can stay here in the room if you want. We can talk or just lie here together.”

Brad shook off his ruminations and looked at the concern on her face. He reached over and touched her hand. “Thank you, Patty. But I have an idea. I don’t think I’ll need you any more tonight. I know what I need to do.”





The Game’s Afoot

Lightning flashed, thunder boomed and the house shook from the storm outside. Patty studied the unassuming man sitting in front of her. She watched him gaze unseeing at the floor in front of him. She stayed quiet, allowing him time alone with his thoughts. After several minutes, he took a deep breath, sighed and mumbled, “Nemo me impune lacessit.”

“What did you say?” she asked.

“It’s Latin, the motto of Scotland. I first saw it in a story called The Cask of Amontillado.”

Patty scrunched her face and asked, “Sorry, you lost me. What does that even mean? What are you talking about?”

He looked up, but his eyes didn’t seem to focus. Slowly he turned to look at Patty and his eyes did focus, sharply, as though piercing into her. In a steady monotone he stated, “What I’m talking about or thinking doesn’t matter. Do you know that all the good intentions in the world aren’t worth as much as one good deed?”

Feeling uncomfortable with the seemingly disjointed conversation she answered quizzically, “Sorry, still lost. I don’t know what you mean by that.”

“What that means is,” he answered, rising from the bed, “I can’t just sit here. I have to take action, do something. The world rewards actions, not thoughts.”

Patty’s face continued to appear puzzled, concerned. Brad’s strange philosophical musings worried her. “Don’t do anything crazy. Remember, doing the wrong thing could literally ruin your life,” she admonished.

“You mean more than it already is,” he replied, lips tight. “Not to worry, I won’t cause a scene. Nope. That wouldn’t be the right approach at all. Sun Tzu said, keep your friends close and your enemies closer. I have a plan. I’m, gonna put a smile on my face, go downstairs and join the party.”

Her shock showed. Standing up quickly, she blurted, “You sure you want to do that?”

He quietly answered. “I’m not a guy who screams or throws things when I don’t win a game. I don’t punch someone out to prove a point. Maybe that means I’m not an alpha male. I’m okay with that. Still, I can’t just slink away like a cowed dog while he steals my wife.” He walked steadily toward the door. Patty followed close behind him out and down the stairs.

At the bottom of the stairs, she offered to accompany him further, but he waved her off. “I’ll be fine. You’ve done your job.” She raised an eyebrow, but dutifully walked away, retreating to the kitchen.

He followed the sounds of laughter and conversation until he located the three happy couples in the game room. Larry-the-Asshole and Brenda were playing ping pong. Troy and Zoey were playing billiards as a team against Mason and Cindy. They all looked up as he entered. Conversation stopped for a moment. Brad nodded silently, and took a seat on a stool by the bar.

Cindy scrunched her face. She glanced at Mason, shrugged and turned back to look at her husband. She gave him a tentative smile and cautiously approached him. “Hey, babe. I’m glad you’re decided to join us. Want to shoot some pool? You could be Zoey’s teammate. Troy wouldn’t mind, would you?” She turned and looked at Troy, her face pleading for support. He nodded his agreement.

“I’ll just watch,” Brad answered, smiling back. He wondered how they interpreted his smile. Probably not the way he meant it, he surmised.

“Are you okay?” she asked, reaching over to put her hand on his arm.

Brad’s heart beat like he had just run a five K race. By shear force of will, he steadied his voice and calmly answered, “Yeah. Like I said upstairs, I understand everything now. I’m okay.” Cindy moved closer, rubbed her hand up his arm, squeezed his shoulder and leaned over to kiss him on the cheek. She pulled back, smiled, waited a second, staring into his face, and seeing no flashes of anger, turned, shrugged her shoulders and returned to the pool table.

Brad heard Mason mumble to her, “Told you he’d be fine.” Cindy glanced again at her husband, turned back to Mason and said something Brad couldn’t hear. They shared a smile, nodded to Trey and Zoey, and the friendly foursome resumed the game.

Brad took out his phone and pretended to be looking something up. What he actually did, was turn on video mode and point it at the table, with an occasional change of position that allowed the camera to focus around the room to record Larry and Brenda’s activities as well.

Between turns, Mason and Cindy stood together, Mason’s arm around her waist. After a good shot, they often celebrated with a kiss. A few times, with her bent over the pool table, Mason played with her butt or leaned over behind her to fondle her tits, to her giggles and playful protest. Once, Brad got a good closeup of Mason slipping his hand under her shirt, eliciting a squeal when he pinched her nipple. After that moment, she looked over and grinned at Brad, perhaps to include him, perhaps to indicate her appreciation that she could enjoy the fun with him watching, perhaps because his apparent acceptance assuaged her conscience.

Brad stopped recording, not wanting to use up the memory. The group alternated games and teams over the next hour while rain pelted the roof and windows. After losing a game of ping pong, a bored Zoey looked out at the summer storm and loudly proclaimed to no one in particular, “I’m horny.”

Nervous laughter echoed through the room. Mason announced, “Sounds like time to take this party upstairs.” Brad quickly turned his phone on to record again. Troy and Zoey left first. Larry and Brenda followed close behind them, with Larry giving Brad a snide grin as he passed. Mason and Cindy trailed behind, to complete the exodus.

Cindy stopped as she passed her husband. He looked at her expectantly. She still could change her mind. Brad stared into her eyes, silently pleading. All hope was dashed when he heard her say, “I’ve made my decision about tonight.” She looked down to avoid his gaze and added softly, “I’ll see you in the morning,” then walked into the hallway.

Mason, standing to Brad’s side, loudly called after her, “Go on up, fourth room on the right. I’ll meet you in a minute.” Mason turned his attention to Brad. “She said she would see you in the morning.” He snickered and added, “Not if I can help it.” He reached in his pocket and pulled out four blue pills, shoving his hand forward in front of Brad. Grinning like a Cheshire cat, he bragged, “I’m good for a couple of rounds without these. With them, I’m superman. I’m gonna rock you wife’s world tonight and start again as soon as we wake up. She’ll be too sore to walk. Don’t plan on seeing her again before tomorrow afternoon, maybe not then.” He slipped a pill into his mouth, swallowed, gave a wicked laugh and sauntered down the hall.

Brad felt the wooden stake lodged in his heart twist and plunge deeper. A volcano of pain and anger erupted inside. Dizziness returned. His stomach churned. He rushed to the nearest restroom and knelt by the toilet. Earlier he had vomited out everything solid. This time, foul smelling caustic fluid trickled out of his mouth, accompanying the dry heaves, In time, by some grace of God, the feeling passed.

Gathering strength, he rose, rinsed his mouth and stood, holding on to the sink. Time passed unnoticed, his mind in a stupor, a storm of emotions and thoughts flashing inside him, every bit as violent as the summer storm wailing away outside. Eventually, without remembering doing it, he found his way back to his bedroom upstairs.

He didn’t know why he left his bedroom door open. Maybe, subconsciously, he believed she would come walking back through the open door to profess her love and lie beside him. As if to ridicule any such hope, he heard distant squeals, moans, and other sounds of sex play floating down the hall. The sounds were too indistinct for him to discern which woman was enjoying orgasmic bliss with which man. But the sounds went on long enough to insure all the ladies, including his wife, had more than one ride on their partners that night.

After a couple of hours, Brad couldn’t stop himself from rising, walking across the room and venturing into the hall. He could still hear moans, but now they came from only one room. He walked further down the hall, past the second room, past the third room. Outside the fourth door, he recognized all too familiar sounds he had grown to love during a decade of marriage. Staring at the door without seeing, a tear rolled down his face. He returned like a zombie to his room, fumbled open his suitcase, and packed.

When he finished packing, Brad went to the closet and got Cindy’s empty suitcase. He carried her empty bag in one hand and his packed one in the other. He didn’t let them roll. Rolling makes noise. Wearing a shirt, slacks and only socks to keep his steps silent, he moved to the door. He could still faintly hear the all too familiar moaning from the room down the hall. They weren’t yet asleep. He went back to the bed, placed the bags beside him and sat, gazing at the modern wall clock, watching the second hand click, click, click away at eternity.

Thoughts floated into his head of his kids’ grade school graduation ceremonies he attended so few days ago. He recalled sitting with his wife, the two of them proudly clapping as their children reached another milestone. We’ll never do that together again, at least, not as a family.

He idly remembered planning to change the oil in Cindy’s car next week. She’ll be getting the oil changed herself from now on. The thought saddened him, for himself, and for her. He loved her. He always would. But he knew now she was capable of ignoring his feelings, of thinking he would be okay with this despite his pleading to her. These thoughts destroyed the trust he had easily and unconditionally given her in the past. So complete had been his love, that the thought she might cheat had never before entered his mind. Now, the thought might never again leave his mind. He couldn’t forgive her this pain. Not right now. Maybe not ever.

Disconnected musings continued. Thoughts edged themselves in with no rhyme or reason. Memories skipped about his mind like stones across a pond. He remembered their wedding, family events and birthday parties. The image of his father-in-law’s smiling face came to him. Memory after memory floated by. Time seemed irrelevant, this night lasting forever, yet, suddenly gone in an instant. He shook his head to clear it and focused again on the clock. Somehow, another hour had passed.

He walked to the hallway again. At last, all sounds from his wife and her lover had stopped. The storm outside had passed as well. The house was dark, still and quiet. Deciding the time was right, he tiptoed to the stairway and crept downstairs.

At the bottom of the stairway, he turned down the hall and continued to the computer room. Back in his true domain, Brad opened Cindy’s empty suitcase. He sat it on the counter and disconnected the satellite modem and the router, placing them both in the empty suitcase. He opened the cabinet where Patty had shown him the backup equipment. He pulled out all the modems and routers and packed them into the suitcase as well, then snapped it shut. No more internet, meaning no more cell phones or emails. One job down, two more to go.

Brad crept back through the living room to the front entrance. Beside the door was the basket containing the keys to the boats. He slipped them into his pockets. Then he took the two satellite phones, opened Cindy’s suitcase and stuffed the sat’ phones in with the modems and routers. Now there was no way to contact the outside world from Chambers Island. So much for backup plans and redundancy. Two jobs down.

Once outside, he worried less about stealth. Near the bottom of the path, he moved quickly, invigorated. Usually a quiet man, taking action felt good. At last at the lake, he heaved the two suitcases into the yacht, then approached the ski boat. Stepping in, he located the ski rope, removed it and walked to the front of the ski boat. He tied the ski rope to the bow cleat. Then he untied the mooring ropes and pushed the boat out of the dock, using the ski rope to maneuver it around and behind the yacht. He climbed onto the yacht and tied the other end of the ski rope to the yacht’s stern. Next, he clambered back down, untied all the mooring ropes securing the yacht and climbed back aboard. A favorable breeze gently rocked the yacht away from the dock.

The next step would be noisy, which is why he waited until everyone was asleep. Too bad the storm was over. He checked the time, four AM. Taking a deep breath, he pushed the start button. The two thousand horsepower motor roared to life and rumbled beneath him. Foaming water bubbled up at the stern. During the day, this engine on this luxury yacht seemed quiet, especially for such a large craft. At night, the sounds screamed for all to hear, “Help, I’m being stolen.” Brad cursed the noise, put the craft in gear and idled out into open water, the ski boat trailing behind the yacht like a duckling paddling behind its mother.

Patty had been correct about the lights at night. Brad clearly saw a glow on the horizon from the lights of Kelley Island, and headed for them, gradually gaining speed as he got farther from the ninth level of hell, as he now thought of Chambers Island.

With the storm gone, the waves were modest. The black velvet sky above glittered from cosmic diamonds sprinkled into the infinite void. The sky at night on the water is not like anything you can see from land. Away from the light pollution of civilization, the Milky Way is laid out like a shining pathway across the sky. Each star glitters with its own special color. The world around you is silent. You are enfolded in a celestial eternity, making it easy to understand why humans have always believed in powers greater than themselves.

He gazed at thousands of shimmering jewels in the night sky, each one twinkling down judgment of his plan—a plan formed in desperation. Had he made the right choice? Was he over-reacting? Could he have handled it better? Was he doing the right thing for himself, for his kids, his career, his family’s future? Roiling in self-doubt and mental turmoil, he wondered if he might regret his actions later. Maybe, but there was no turning back now.

Once set in motion, the huge boat almost piloted itself, giving him time to consider what he was going to write on the note he would leave at the boathouse. As he pondered his dilemma, a crisp night breeze sent a chill down his back. He pulled the neck of his jacket together but the icy feeling did not completely fade.

The wind was not the only thing sending chills down his spine. He didn’t want to spend an extended vacation in the Gray-bar Hotel for stealing Mason’s boats. He needed a plan, something to make his actions appear innocent, or at least not felonious.

He neared the marina and the shore lights embraced the black water like a sparkling pearl necklace. By the time he arrived at the docks, he knew what he would do to avoid criminal charges.

Docking the huge craft was a lot harder than driving it in open water. First was the problem of finding the slip. Fortunately, as Patty had said, the slip had the name, ‘Risky Business’ festooned across it and, being extra large, it was near the end of the dock for easier access. The night time lights illuminated the reflective lettering, making it easy to identify.

After finding the slip, he bumped the dock time after time before he got the boat properly centered, each time wondering if someone was watching and calling the police at that very moment. And then there was the matter of pulling the ski rope to guide the smaller boat into its slot. After a surprising amount of effort, both boats were securely tied off in their proper places. Brad dripped with sweat.

He climbed back aboard and lugged Cindy’s suitcase full of electronic gear and satellite phones down to the master bedroom of the yacht. Returning topside, he found some stationary in a cupboard on the yacht, humorously labeled as, ‘Risky Business, 101 Chambers Blvd, Chambers Island. He took out a pen and wrote the note he would later fold and tape on the door at the marina.


Dear Sir:

I pulled a little prank on my friends at Chambers Island. Both their boats and all their communication gear is here at the marina. They have no communication and no transportation. Ha, ha. They’ll probably get frantic by Sunday afternoon. But I don’t want to inconvenience anyone, just tease them a little.

I am writing this at five-thirty Sunday morning. I see from your sign that you will be open in a couple of hours. Please return the boats this afternoon. I’m enclosing three hundred dollars for your trouble. Give my regards to Mr. Chambers and all the gang.

Make sure you get the boats and communications gear back to the island no later than this afternoon, so they can leave as scheduled Monday morning. Mr. Chambers has an important meeting with the board of directors Tues day.

The keys and communication gear are in a suitcase in the master bedroom of the Risky Business. My cell number is below. Call me if you have questions.

Brad Taylor

Prankster—ha ha



Mason might still try get him charged with criminal theft. But that note should make any prosecutor think twice, especially with the boats left securely docked right where they were supposed to be.

Brad, of course, remembered that the boathouse was not going to open at seven. In fact, it wasn’t going to open Sunday at all, or even Monday. They were closed for the holiday. The harbor master wouldn’t get the message until he re-opened on Tuesday morning. Mason and everyone else on the island wouldn’t make it back to Columbus until late Tuesday evening and they would be without any means of communication the whole time.

Mason would miss his board of directors meeting without so much as a phone call to explain why. Brad chuckled at that, deciding he would help explain Mason’s absence to the board. He would email Mason’s secretary to tell her Mason was taking time to relax on Chambers Island with a female friend but expected to return in time for the board meeting. He thought of the words he would put at the end of the email. “Please, don’t tell Gail.” Brad laughed when he thought of that. Gail was on the board of directors.

Like the late Jessica Mitford said, “If you can’t change the world, at least embarrass the guilty.”





One Decimal Point

The drive back before dawn on a Sunday morning proved a double edged sword. On the one hand, there was no traffic. On the other hand, lack of traffic made the miles drone on endlessly. His mind wandered as he traveled farther and farther from past disappointment and ever closer to his uncertain future. He hadn’t slept for twenty-four hours. His head nodded forward and he caught himself jerking back awake after he swerved onto the shoulder of the road. Realizing the combination of no sleep and emotional distraction were a prescription for an accident, he pulled over at a rest stop and slept a couple of hours.

Invigorated from his long nap, or was it a short night’s sleep, he returned to his solitary journey, arriving home at nine AM. He doubted Mason and Cindy were awake yet, or at least not out of their bedroom, he brooded, remembering Mason’s last words to him.

Once home, the first order of business was a long hot shower to wash the stench of the last few days from his skin, if not from his soul. Not until the water turned cold did Brad exit the shower. Feeling slightly better, he dressed, made coffee and got out a pad and pen. He sat with his coffee at the kitchen table, dutifully making a to-do list for the next couple of days. He wanted to have all the errands and preparations finished by Tuesday evening when he expected Cindy to get home. Best to get started.

After making his list, he checked it over to be sure nothing was forgotten. Nodding to himself, he looked at item number one, his resignation letter. He needed to do that in his office. He put on his jacket and made what he hoped was his final drive to ARRM.

Entering the lobby, the security guard greeted him by name. “Mr. Taylor, what are you doing here on a Sunday? And a holiday weekend too?”

“Got to get some presentations ready for Mr. Chambers for the board meeting on Tuesday,” he answered cheerfully. “No rest for the weary.” Riding the elevator up to the fifth floor, he exited and walked down the familiar hall to his office. Walking around his desk and sitting down in his comfortable executive chair, he turned on his computer and began.

He debated whether to write a simple declaration that he was leaving, or to be more explicit. Deciding to be bold, to flesh out his explanation, he stated, “For my future mental health, I have to leave due to extreme emotional distress from painful conditions present in my work environment that I do not want to put in writing at this time.” After several revisions, he was satisfied and printed it out. That should set the stage for the lawsuit, he thought, as he looked at the words on the single piece of paper.

He chose not to email copies, instead taking the freshly printed declaration to the desk of his department secretary, with a note to make copies and send them to Mr. Mason Chambers, and to HR and to each member of the board of directors, to be distributed at their meeting Tuesday. His secretary would read it, of course, and tongues would wag.

While a letter of resignation is not normally a board matter, he wanted everyone on the board to wonder why their senior actuary, who was also their chief technology officer, would suddenly, unexpectedly resign, and also list extreme emotional stress from his work environment. Questions would no doubt fly around the room, amplified when the immediate superior for the resigning executive, their CEO, did not show for the meeting to offer an explanation.

As he had planned earlier, he took a moment to email Mason’s secretary to tell her Mason was taking time to relax on Chambers Island with a female friend but expected to return in time for the board meeting. He chuckled as he appended the email with the words, “Please, don’t tell Gail.” With those words, and his passing familiarity with basic human nature, he assumed Gail would be the first to know. And she would fume even more when her husband did not appear at the meeting as scheduled, removing all doubt. Brad assumed that, even if Gail and Mason had some kind of understanding about marital indiscretions, she would not like the spotlight and public humiliation this would surely bring.

Next Brad logged on to the main computer system. He printed out reports for the board meeting, which only took a few minutes. Then, while he was in the system, he located a critical sub-routine within a sub-routine. He looked at the array of numbers and symbols. He knew what each meant and more importantly, he knew how massively he could affect the program by introducing one tiny change.

He hesitated, wondering if he should do what he planned. He needed to move a decimal place over one digit. Just that, nothing more. If the right conditions came to pass, this tiny change could wipe out the firm—billions of dollars could be lost. Contemplating the magnitude of what he was doing, he looked up from his computer. On the wall across the hall, the company logo stared back at him. There was history here.

Over the past three generations, memories had accumulated here. Thousands of people, the employees and their families plus their suppliers, all depended on this company for their livelihood. This company comprised the bulk of the Chambers family wealth. That last fact bothered him not the slightest. He hesitated, not out of concern for the consequences to the Chambers family, or in particular, for the consequences to one billionaire named Mason Chambers. Those consequences he intended—those consequences he wanted, relished.

No, he hesitated because of the thousands of innocent employees, family members and surrounding community members that could lose their livelihoods in the worst case scenario. After reflecting on the possible consequences to all concerned, he mumbled “nemo me impune lacessit,” and punched in the change.

Then he logged out. The whole process took minutes which, on the computer time logs and credentials file, would correspond to the time he printed out the latest reports for management. Nothing odd or unusual about that. Nothing to see here, Brad chuckled.

As a result of his little trick in the algorithm, the risk being assumed by the company on all future policies, both new and renewals, would be multiplied by a factor of ten. When the company expected to have millions of dollars exposure to a particular disaster, now they would have tens of millions of dollars in exposure. The change would impact each and every policy. If the new IT person who replaced him knew the math and the programming as well as he did, the problem would be discovered and fixed quickly with no damage to the firm.

However, if the company went cheap and hired a programmer who didn’t know shit about the underlying math, the error might not be discovered until the first big disaster, and then it would be too late.

Satisfied that his parting present for Mason Chambers was properly planted deep inside the millions of lines of code, he looked at the time. Noon—nine AM in San Diego. He looked up the contact information for Louis Babineaux and punched in the number for his cell phone.

“Brad,” the friendly voice answered, “nice to hear from you, buddy.” Brad couldn’t help sensing a different tone when Louis said the word “buddy” than the tone he sensed when Larry-the-Asshole used the word. With Louis, it seemed genuine.

“Good to hear your voice, too.” Brad answered. “Sorry to bother you. Is this a good time to talk?”

“Hell no. It’s Sunday morning and a holiday. My wife is sitting across the table glaring at me.” He laughed to let Brad know he was being facetious, then added, “But since you’ve already rudely interrupted our breakfast, what’s on your mind?”

“Uh, that job you offered me back at the spring conference, were you serious?”

“As a heart attack. When I got back to San Diego I discussed it with Tom Martin, our CEO, to be sure I wasn’t making promises I couldn’t keep. Long story short, I have carte blanche to staff my department as I see fit. But, why are you asking? I remember you saying it would never happen.”

“Circumstances have changed,” Brad said. There was silence over the line. Brad worried they might have lost the connection. “Louis, you still there?”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m here,” Louis answered. “Sorry. I was trying to decide whether I should act all happy because I might get you to come work here, or offer condolences because something bad must be happening at your end. Mind if I ask what’s going on?”

“My boss is fucking my wife.”

Brad heard a soft intake of breath and then, “Holy shit. You mean Mason Chambers, right?” The words and tone caught the attention of Louis’s wife, who looked over at her husband and frowned. He raised his hand and waved one finger to let her know to wait until the call was over.

“Yep,” was Brad’s one word reply.

“Damn. Sorry to hear that.”

“You’d find out eventually. Might as well lay it out there.” Brad took a breath. “So, is the offer still on the table?”

“Of course. Sure. Perfect timing, in fact. One of my team gave notice last week. I’m short-handed.”

“When could I start?”

“When do you want to start?”

“How about this Thursday?” Brad asked.

“Wow, you really do want to get the hell out of Dodge. But yeah, no problem. I’ll start getting you an office ready. Uh, I’ll have to run it through HR. You’ll be getting a call and some emails from them. You know, the typical red tape. You can finish any of that when you get here, employment contract and stuff.” Louis paused, “We never talked about salary.”

“At the moment, that’s the least of my concerns. I’ll send you the details of the contract I have here but, I’m in a situation where I’m going to leave, no matter what you offer. I’ll trust you to be fair. That’s all I ask.”

“Sure, buddy. I’ll talk it over with Tom and HR. We’ll do the best we can but I’m not sure we can match what you’re getting now. You’re the department head there, and over here, that’s my job. I’m not giving that up,” he added with a laugh.

“I understand. Frankly though, I’ll be happier there, even with a cut in pay, hell, even if I had to work for free.”

Louis laughed. “Good thing you’re an actuary and not in sales, ‘cause you’re a lousy negotiator. I’ll be emailing you more information and details. Do I need to send everything to your personal email instead of work?”

“Yeah. I’ll send you all my personal contact info after we hang up.”

“Great. And, uh, I’m sorry to hear about your problems, truly. I wish you were coming here under better circumstances.”

“Me, too, Louis, me too.” After the call, Brad took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, as he always did when stressed. Another big step handled. He pulled out his to do list and checked what was next—note for Sam.

He took out a pen and wrote a personal note to Sam Stuart, his chief assistant, explaining that he was leaving and thanking him for his fine work. He alluded to a few funny anecdotes and recalled other times, both good and bad, they had shared. When he was done, three pages of handwritten history sat in front of him. All this time here, all these memories. Saying goodbye wasn’t easy. He walked down the hall to Sam’s office and laid the letter on his desk. The people in his department had never let him down. A deep sense of sadness pervaded his thoughts.

Returning to his office, he accessed the online version of the company employee handbook. He downloaded a copy to his personal gmail account for future use. He took a minute to search through it for the exact language prohibiting fraternization between employees. He smiled when he saw the words he was looking for. Such liaisons were expressly prohibited. The lettering was in bold type. The language was in legalize, and was there to protect the company. If an employee were charged with sexual harassment, the company could point to the wording showing they strictly prohibited it in all circumstances, so the company was not to blame. There were even special, specific prohibitions against fraternization between an employee and his or her superior. Brad smiled. The CEO was everyone’s superior.

Brad wanted a copy of today’s language, just in case somebody in management decided to change the words later, if, for example, a lawsuit happened to be filed against the CEO for having sex with an employee. Clearly the circumstances would be prima facie proof, as the lawyers liked to say, that the company did not enforce their “written in bold type” rule. Their own CEO was guilty of violating the policy, and he wanted the handbook with today’s wording for proof later.

While in the company records, he searched the employee directory for Brenda Gilchrist, Larry-the-Asshole’s girlfriend. He located her home address and wrote it down. Her husband would be getting a package of photos soon. Brad held no animus towards Brenda, and certainly not for her husband. Brad didn’t condone her actions, but he also felt that her lying to her husband for some extracurricular fun was none of his business. Unfortunately for Brenda and her husband, the guy she had extracurricular fun with, Larry-the-Asshole, did matter to Brad. Shame she had to choose him for her fling.

Brad remembered the slimy look Larry gave him while he fondled Cindy’s breasts in the buffet line. And Larry held the mistletoe over Cindy at the Christmas party so she would make out with Mason. Yep, Larry-the-Asshole helped start this disaster and pushed it along every step of the way. He deserved consequences. Brenda and her marriage, unfortunately, would be collateral damage.

Brad consoled himself with the thought that he had nothing to do with Brenda’s decision to cheat. Don’t shoot the messenger, he mused. Brenda’s husband soon would know exactly how Brenda spent her weekend, and who she spent it with, and he would see the candid photos to prove it. Maybe Brenda’s husband was not the forgiving type. One could hope.

Being at an insurance company reminded him of his own life insurance. He looked up his policy online. He checked the edit box and proceeded to remove his wife’s name as beneficiary, leaving everything to his children instead. He changed the next of kin box to his own father, and removed Cindy as the emergency contact.

Finally, Brad packed up his belongings. There wasn’t much. He had some files he wanted and a couple of knick knacks. He didn’t even need a box. He left behind several framed photos, one on his desk and three larger ones adorning the walls. All of them featured his family. All of them included Cindy. In case someone might try to forward them to him later, he jotted out a note and prominently taped it to the largest photo hanging on the wall. “I left the photos intentionally. They all show my cheating wife, and I want nothing to remind me of her.” That should get the gossip started. His planned lawsuit would fill in any doubts about who she cheated with.

Brad glanced around, heaved a deep sigh, and left for the last time.

Back at home, he continued down his list. Banks and law offices were closed, but credit cards were up and running. He went online, entered funds transfers from his bank accounts to his credit cards that would occur first thing Tuesday morning. The transfers would zero the outstanding balances. He would cancel all their joint credit cards once the balances were clear.

After studying the procedures for transferring his 401K and all their cash, he knew he would need to go to the bank Tuesday morning. Some things with the bank had to be done in person and he needed to take care of all that before Cindy got home. He didn’t expect her to try to gouge him, but until this weekend he would never have expected her to be unfaithful either. He was leaving nothing to chance from now on.

Which led to his next chore. He got out the yellow pages and looked up every attorney advertising family law or divorce services. He searched online and added additional names to the long list. Then he typed an email indicating his need of counsel to file for divorce, and sent it, one at a time, to each one of them, requesting a personal consultation later this week. He also left phone messages of the same request with the answering service at every one of them.

Brad knew that the bar association maintains a strict professional ethic rules prohibiting attorneys from offering their services to anyone suing one of their existing clients, to avoid a conflict of interest. His emails and phone calls would cause them all to set up a file in his name. As far as the computer would know, he was a client of record, whether he used them for his divorce or not. Later, if and when Cindy called any of them, they would check the computer, see his name in their client list and turn her away.

She would, of course, eventually find a divorce attorney, but not one of the good ones. Once burned, twice shy. Better safe than sorry when the fireworks started. He would hire a shark, she would have to make do with a minnow.

Finishing the last of his chores, he checked the time, seven PM. The lack of sleep and stress came home to roost. He yawned, closed his eyes a moment and saw images of the past weekend. With no more chores to attend to today, his mind wandered, painfully. Part of his mind yearned for the sweet release of sleep. Part insisted on reliving the painful scenes over and over, each time asking himself if he should have done something different, if somehow it could all have been avoided, and finally, over and over, why?

Exhaustion competed with adrenaline. He lay down, tossed and turned, got back up, turned on the TV. He watched without comprehension. Thirty minutes later he turned it off and lay down again. In the end, exhaustion won, as eventually it must. Mercifully, he slept.

Monday, he tackled the task of transferring the files from his phone to thumb drives. He made several copies of the photos and the movie files he had taken Saturday night on the island, in particular the one of Mason bragging about how he was going to use Viagra to rock Cindy’s world Saturday night and keep at it all the next day. Thanks, Mason, for being such an ass. My lawyer will love hearing you say all that.

The process of transferring and editing proved tedious and emotional. But he had to do it. He made copies for his attorney, a backup for himself and one for Cindy and her attorney. He made two copies for Gail Chambers, and two copies for Mr. Gilchrist, which he packaged up to be dropped off Tuesday morning at the nearest UPS store, marked for next day delivery.

Early Monday afternoon, he sent a text to Cindy asking what time she would be home. He also texted Mason Chambers to let him know the latest reports were done and ready for the board meeting. He waited a while and sent another text to Cindy asking her to please let him know where she was and what time she would be home.

Of course, he knew she wasn’t receiving the messages. He knew perfectly well that she was still stuck on the island with no communication. But these emails would be “proof” to third parties that he fully expected everyone to come home as scheduled, that he thought the harbor master would return the boats and communication gear Sunday as he had asked in the note he left on the marina door, and that he never intended to impede anyone’s return. It might even convince Mason and Cindy. Yeah, right.

He sent several more texts through the afternoon ending with angry ones asking why she wouldn’t respond and asking her to please tell him what time she was coming home. “Are you and Mason spending another night together? I’m your husband, at least let me know when you’re coming home.” That sounded convincing. To a judge, he would look for all the world the innocent victim in every way.





Family

Monday evening was the time he set aside to call family. First he spoke with his parents. He let them know that he was divorcing Cindy and leaving town, for a new job in California. They were astonished at the news, but understood when he explained both of his sudden life changes in one eight word sentence. “Cindy is away having sex with my boss.” They refused to believe him until he resorted to telling them about the photos and videos and his first hand knowledge.

After the general astonishment died down, he asked them, “Please help with the kids. They won’t have me around and they will need support from their grandparents, both you guys and Cindy’s parents. The kids are my greatest concern, and my deepest regret. But I can’t stay with her after this and I can’t stay at this job. I just can’t.”

Next he called Cindy’s parents. Her brother, Lance, answered, which did not surprise Brad. Lance, a single man, spent most holidays with his folks. “Hey, Lance,” Brad began, “I’ve got some bad news and I wanted to call and explain personally to you and your folks. Is this a good time to talk?”

“Of course. We already had dinner. Now, we’re just hanging out. What’s going on? Are the kids okay?”

“Everyone is fine. Well, everyone but me. Is there an extension, another phone there so I can talk with you and Charlie at the same time?”

“Yeah. Just a minute.” Brad heard a muffled sound of Lance yelling for his father to get on the phone. After a few seconds Charlie Montrose, Cindy’s father, picked up the extension and gave a gruff and quizzical, “Hello?”

“Charlie, it’s Brad.”

“Oh, hey Brad. How’s everything going?” Charlie asked cheerfully.

“Lance, you still on the line?”

“Yep.”

“Guys, I’ve got some bad news. I’m calling to explain what’s going on and to ask for your help over the next few months.” Brad gave them a moment to absorb his words.

“You know we’re here for you, whatever you need,” Charlie said, interrupting the silence.

“You may not be so quick to support me after you hear the news. But I’m not asking for help for myself, I’m asking you to help Cindy and the kids. I want you guys to make an effort to help them adjust to what’s coming. They’ll need you.”

“What the hell is going on?” Lance asked. “You don’t have cancer or something? Are you dying?”

“Cancer would be better,” Brad answered, bitterly. “I feel like my heart is going to stop, or break, or that I will collapse any minute. I wish I was dying, it would be easier on everybody.” Brad waited but heard nothing from the two men so he continued. “I found out this weekend that during the last Christmas party, Cindy had a make out session with my boss, Mason Chambers. She saw him in his office in February and has been calling him from time to time. This past weekend, she slept with him.”

Both Montrose men erupted in denial. Their words and voices mixed, as both tried to say it must be a mistake. Brad waited for the uproar to subside then explained. “She’s on Chambers Island with Mason right now. She spent the weekend with him, partying nearly nude like she was at some college frat party and having sex with him later. And before you tell me again that I must be wrong, I have video and photos. I was there part of the weekend and that’s when I found out they have been working up to this since last December.

“Saturday, while I was still on the island, Cindy confessed the whole thing to me and later told me straight out that she was going to sleep with Mason no matter what I said. She told me she needed this, since she didn’t date much as a teenager. And she said that after losing weight, she feels attractive and it excites her to think other men might want her and she said I haven’t been attentive as a husband and maybe other things. I can’t be sure that I remember all the reasons she gave. I kind of went numb listening to her.”

Lance yelled into the phone. “Those aren’t reasons to cheat. Hell, there is no excuse to cheat. That’s bullshit.” Lance fumbled for words before he continued. “She said that stuff right to your face? You’re telling the truth? You have pictures?”

“And video with sound. I wasn’t in the room with them when they had sex, but I heard it plain enough. I do have video and audio of them kissing and fondling each other before that, him playing with her boobs, and more video of them heading for the bedroom and Mason showing me Viagra pills, bragging to me, telling me not to expect to see her again until afternoon the next day because he planned to rock her world all night long and the next morning too. Then they went into his bedroom and the moaning started. It kept up for hours.”

Brad heard the line click. “Hello, you there?”

“I’m here,” Lance answered. “Dad hung up. I guess he heard enough.”

“Well, I want you to know I’m seeing an attorney tomorrow to file for divorce. I was offered a job in San Diego months ago but turned it down. I called yesterday and they said the offer was still good, so I’ll be moving out there as soon as possible, hopefully later this week. I can’t stay here, in this job, with my boss fucking my wife. I can’t live like that.”

“Of course not,” Lance agreed. “I’m shocked, stunned. I can’t believe Sis would do this shit. It’s those damn boobs and losing all that weight, isn’t it?”

“That started it,” Brad agreed. “She told me that men began to hit on her and then she started to think about what she had missed by getting married so young. She decided she wanted the excitement and pleasure of experiencing other men, now that she’s pretty and desirable.” Brad paused and the silence grew. It ended when Brad added, “I guess now she can be with all the men she wants.”

“Are you sure you can’t work this out. I mean, it sounds bad, but what about the kids?” Lance muttered, thinking out loud.

“That’s the tough part. That’s mainly why I’m calling. I’m trusting you guys will help take care of them while everyone adjusts to the changes?”

“You don’t even have to ask. Are they still away at camp?”

“Thank God,” Brad sighed.

“Does someone need to pick them up? I’m sure I or mom or dad can pick them up, whatever they need.”

“Thanks, Lance. They’ll be there at least another week. You can work that out with Cindy.” He paused before adding, “Please tell your folks I’m sorry. I hate this.”

“I hate it too, for everybody. Listen, I know it’s painful and you’re hurting. But I’m still gonna ask again. Can’t you consider counseling first, before you up and leave for California? I mean, you guys have been so happy up ‘till now. Filing for divorces and moving—that’s kind of final. Are you sure you have to do that?”

“Lance, you have no idea how painful this is. I’m dying inside. I could never go back inside the ARRM building again, never. And I couldn’t get another job like mine in this whole state, not with that asshole Mason Chambers ragging on me to the competitors. No, I have to leave. I can’t stay here and do counseling. Not an option.”

Lance remained silent as he considered Brad’s words, then said, “Listen, Bro. Blood is thicker than water. Cindy will always be family, but you know we love you too. She’s not going to get away with bad mouthing you. You’re always welcome in my house and I can speak for mom and dad to say you’re always welcome here too.”

“I appreciate that. I really do. Hey, I don’t know when you’ll be able to talk with her about all this. There isn’t any cell reception on the island so you can’t call her right now. But when she gets back to town, I’m sure she’ll be calling you. If she denies any of what I told you, let me know and I can send you the photos and video. I don’t want to do that, but I don’t want my in-laws or my kids growing up thinking their dad moved away from them for no reason. She needs to own up to her responsibility and not make me out as a bad guy.”

“I can’t imagine she would try to alienate you from the kids. But I couldn’t imagine her cheating until you just told me. So, yeah, I’ll keep her honest.”

“Thanks. Give my best to your mom, too. I don’t think I can talk with her about this right now. It’s too hard.”

“I understand. Hey, let us know your forwarding address.”

“Will do. I plan to keep the same cell phone, so call anytime.”

They hung up and Brad stared out the window at the front lawn. He had worked so hard through the years to make it look good, to make a nice home for his wife and kids. All gone, all down the drain.

Tuesday morning, Brad’s phone rang at eight-thirty. Lawyer number one, or rather, para-legal number one. Most lawyers didn’t respond personally to random phone inquiries. Their assistants handled that chore. By ten, he had talked briefly with six para-legals and one actual attorney and decided on the firm he would use. His phone continued to ring, but he stopped answering. Time to go to the bank.

At the bank, he paid the penalties and closed out all their CD’s and savings. He raided the joint checking account and put almost all their combined money into an account in his name. He left a small amount in the joint checking for Cindy to have for emergencies until the lawyers worked out some plan. He wanted all the money in his possession, not half, because of the adage, possession is nine tenths of the law.

Cindy would need a court order to get her share of the money, or maybe the lawyers could work something out before it came to that. But he wouldn’t have to call and beg her for his share of anything. He even called the loan company and checked into the rules for removing his name from the house mortgage. Turned out, that wasn’t happening. Married or not, his name would stay on the mortgage until it was paid off, so he would have to be patient on that.

Just before lunch, he visited the attorney he selected, Marco Manucci. Brad entered his office to meet a heavy set man in his mid forties, slightly balding, with streaks of gray coloring his temples. Marco’s demeanor was serious and all business at first, but after only a few minutes, his natural effervescence poked though, belying his serious countenance. Inside this rotund body lived a free spirit straining to have fun in a non-fun job.

Manucci explained he usually represented the wife in a divorce, but he had a soft spot for victims of cheaters. Brad told him the story, gave him the thumb drive and told him to list adultery as the reason for filing. Ohio was one of the last states that allowed use of adultery as fault for divorce. If a spouse can prove adultery, the wronged spouse has a leg up in court. After viewing some of the evidence on the thumb drive, Marco told Brad he had a slam dunk case. “Her lawyer will know she has no case. I might even get you custody of the kids.”

“No, no need for that. She’s a good mother. The kids have grown up here. All their friends and relatives are here. I’m not trying to take them away from her, and away from the rest of their family. That would be spiteful and hurt the kids. Just don’t let me be one of those husbands who get taken to the cleaners.”

Marco laughed. “You came to the right place. I’ll take care of you.” Brad believed him. Marco advertised his services holding a baseball bat in his hand with the tagline, “Let Big Marco go to bat for you.” Plus there was the comment his secretary made when Brad arrived. “Don’t worry. When Marco swims in the ocean, the sharks get out of the way.”

Brad shifted the discussion. “Should I get a different attorney to sue the company for failing to enforce their fraternization policy, or can you handle that too?”

Marco smiled again. “I’m your guy. I love suing the big dogs. I assume you don’t want me to pull any punches with that one. You want me to take them down as hard as the law allows, right?”

“Nail the bastards,” Brad replied.





Honey, I’m Home

Tuesday afternoon, while he was having a tasteless lunch at a fast food place, Brad’s phone rang. The caller ID said Cindy. He let it go to voicemail. His phone rang again and it was Mason. Voicemail. Then the texts started to roll in. Mason threatened to fire him if he didn’t write a letter accepting full responsibility for causing Mason to miss the board meeting. Like that’s gonna happen, Brad sniffed. Cindy’s texts alternated from angry to consoling, but mostly angry. She said they would have to get some things straight when she got home. He was particularly amused by the one where she said his behavior had embarrassed her in front of her friends.

While he waited for his spouse to return, Brad had one more task, find a way to get revenge on Troy. He considered sending the photos from the island to Zoey’s husband, like he had to Brenda’s. Fortunately for Zoey, she chose to cheat with a guy Brad hardly knew and cared little about. Undermining her marriage to get revenge on Troy seemed needlessly mean. Still, Troy had knowingly gone along with everything. Larry probably invited him to have another friend to watch the humiliation of “Brad the Deal Killer.” Brad remembered the smirk and chuckle of disdain Troy gave him when he first arrived at the front door to the house on the island. What to do?

Deciding on his plan, Brad looked up Troy’s email, home address and phone number in the company directory, then spent a few hours finding online applications to any and everything he could think of, in particular to any sweepstakes, drawing and contest he could find. He didn’t stop until he had enrolled Troy in thirty-two different contests. He knew most of those were thinly disguised ways to get people’s email and phone numbers for scammers to relentlessly hound them with invitations for everything under the sun. Brad smiled when he thought of how many robo-calls and spam emails Troy would start getting. Brad expected Troy would have to change his phone number and email address by the end of the month. It wasn’t a huge revenge, but it would have to do.

Tuesday evening, Brad heard a noise outside the house. Looking out the bedroom window, he saw Cindy get out of a car driven by Patty. He sighed and walked to the living room. The front door opened, then closed. The television was on so he switched it off, knowing she would hear and expecting her to come to living room to talk. He sat in his comfortable leather recliner, listened for her footsteps and waited.

She marched into the living room, threw her bag on the couch and almost screamed. “What the hell were you thinking, running off like that—taking the boats and all our communication? Do you have any idea how angry everyone was? Nobody knew how long we would be stranded out there. It’ll be a miracle if Mason doesn’t fire you after the stunt you pulled. He missed the board meeting.”

She paused to catch her breath then continued her rant. “Zoey and Brenda panicked. They were late getting home and now both their husbands know they weren’t in Chicago. Are you proud of yourself, fucking up everybody’s lives because you wanted to throw a temper tantrum? What you did is unforgivable.”

“What I did?” Brad said, eyes and mouth open wide.

“Yes, what you did. If you were that upset, you could have said something instead of sneaking away in the night and leaving everyone stranded.”

“I could have said something? What the hell did I do Saturday night? I said I needed you to come to bed with me. I said I would never accept you sleeping with Mason, that I wouldn’t get over it like you seemed to believe. Don’t you dare claim I didn’t say anything.” Brad looked away in exasperation, then stood up from his chair to face her.

“Do you remember how you answered me when I pleaded with you? Your exact words were, ‘Don’t spoil it for me’. I did everything but get on my knees and beg you not to sleep with him.”

Brad moved closer. He pointed his finger. “I did say something. You weren’t listening. You were too self-absorbed and excited about your pending sexcapades to care what I had to say. No, I didn’t yell or hit anybody. You know that’s not me. But I did everything else. Did you listen? No. You convinced yourself Good Old Brad would come around, that my anger and humiliation would melt away after we got home. Don’t you dare say I didn’t say something.”

Surprised at his intensity, so out of character for her gentle husband, Cindy’s words became muddled. “Yeah, but, but… you said you understood, that you finally understood everything.”

“What I finally understood was that my feelings were less important to you than sex with your lover. Hell, the guy practically spit in my face at dinner, offering your boobs to Larry, like they were his to give. He looked me straight in the eye when he fondled you and said, ‘they’re not yours, Larry, they’re mine.’ He wanted me to know he owned you, to rub my face in it, to humiliate me. Do you remember what you did when he said that? You laughed. You heard your lover humiliate and disrespect me and you laughed. You even turned to kiss him. Do you remember that?”

A worried look crept into her eyes. Nonetheless, she defended her actions. “He was just playing around. It didn’t mean anything.”

“Oh, it meant something. Mason knew exactly what he was doing, taunting me. And you went along with, smiling and kissing the man insulting your husband. Mason demeaned and belittled me that entire day.

“Do you know what he did after you left the game room to scamper away to his bedroom? He showed me his Viagra and boasted about how sex with him would rock your world. Was staying behind to gloat about what he intended to do with my wife just playing around?”

She turned away from him. “You’re making everything sound worse than it was. I wanted one weekend. One lousy weekend. And you couldn’t give me that. I needed some attention. You and your damn dogs. That’s right, those damn dogs are your passion, not me, not your family.” Tears flowed down her face.

Brad stuttered. “I was away too much the past few years. I get it. I’m sorry. But I could have changed that, hell, I was trying to change that, to be with you with this trip. You didn’t let me, you wanted to be with Mason instead. And you keep saying it was one weekend. No, it wasn’t. Tell me, when was the first time the two of you kissed?”

Cindy stiffened, sensing what he was getting at. But still, she told the truth, mostly. “We kissed at the Christmas party, but that was only under the mistletoe. It doesn’t count as like, a real kiss, kiss.”

Brad glared at her omission. “You say it doesn’t count as a real kiss when he had his hands on your ass and his tongue down your throat far enough to taste your lunch?”

She snorted and frowned dismissively. “You’re blowing that out of proportion too,” though she knew perfectly well that kiss would never pass the husband test, even if she didn’t want to admit it out loud.

“Oh really, then why didn’t you mention it to me? And tell me this, when did you next talk with Mason?”

“You seem to have all the answers, you tell me,” she huffed, reluctant to confess the whole story and hoping he didn’t know everything.

“Okay, I will. Your affair started with the Christmas kiss. It continued after the first of the year, when you and Mason started calling and texting each other. You had at least one meeting with him in his office with the door closed. I suppose you made out with him then too. Maybe the two of you even fucked on his big leather couch.”

Cindy snapped back, “Stop calling it an affair. We met in his office, and, yeah, we made out. But we never had sex until this weekend.”

“You made out behind my back at the Christmas party, then again in his office. You called and texted each other for months. He planned this getaway around your schedule, so he could spend the weekend with you, all without telling me.”

Brad stood still, closed his eyes and took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and continued in a calm, controlled voice. “With every stolen kiss, every shared secret, every whispered conspiracy, you cheated. With every act you hid from your spouse and your family, you cheated. You may have waited until this weekend to have sex, but you’ve been having an affair for the last seven months. Own it.”

Rage rising again, he pointed an accusing finger. “And for that matter, you have fucked him now, over and over, so don’t you dare say it wasn’t an affair.”

He stood, letting his words soak in, then added what he had been thinking about. “And if I had gone along with everything this weekend, not made a fuss about it, you and Mason would still be having an affair, wouldn’t you?”

“What?” Cindy replied haltingly. Her forehead scrunched up, puzzled.

“Until I left the island, you were enjoying the ‘adult fun’. You said as much. If I had gone along with it this time, let you have your weekend of fun and sex with Mason, why not say yes when he invites you to Paris with him on his private jet, you know, just for a weekend. Surely I would understand again, love you enough not to deny you a ‘once in a lifetime’ experience like that, especially since you wouldn’t be doing anything with him you hadn’t done before. Happy wife, happy life, right,” he snarked, throwing her words to him back in her face.

“Did Mason tell you this would be the end of it? Did he even hint that this would be the only time?”

Tears still streaming, she answered. “We never talked about more times. All we talked about was this weekend.” She wiped her tears and tried again to explain. “I was only… I missed out when I was younger. Can’t you understand me wanting to experience another man, at least once?”

Brad stopped strutting around the room. He calmed down. Pensively, he answered. “As a matter of fact, yes. I don’t like it but I can understand it. Patty told me about the talk the two of you had, about your inner turmoil, how feeling sexy stirred up desires. I’ve thought a lot about that the last couple of days.

“If you had come to me and told me what you were feeling, especially after the kiss on the dance floor at Christmas, we could have discussed it like the life partners we’re supposed to be. Maybe you could have gone to counseling to help manage the new feelings that came with your new look. Or we could have gone to counseling together. I would have done almost anything to make you happy.

“Mutual respect and trust, partnership, working together to solve problems, that’s what a marriage is about. Betraying my trust and subjecting me to blatant humiliation—those are deal breakers. The sex is not even the main issue. I could even have accepted a situation where you had sex with another man if I was a part of the decision—if there was no humiliation, no embarrassment.

“I can envision helping arrange for you to have time in Vegas with some guy we both agreed upon, to get it out of your system, quietly and privately, with no one we know finding out. A private adventure for the two of us, to share and experience together.”

“You would have done that?”

“We’ll never know now, will we? Because you never gave me… gave us the chance. Instead of trying to work out your feelings together with me, you, you… Don’t you see that Mason plotted to get me to a place where I had no escape, where I would be humiliated, taunted and disrespected in front of people I have to work with every damn day. How convenient that everything was orchestrated to force me into acceptance of an unacceptable situation. Pretty clever plan,” Brad spat.

“It wasn’t like that. That’s not… I wasn’t trying to force you into anything…” She raised her arms and pleaded. “The attention from Mason was fun, but hiding it from you wasn’t. I thought I could get your understanding, that doing it in the open would show you I respect you too much to cheat behind your back. I thought you might even be happy for me or at least accept it. And I wasn’t totally wrong, was I?”

He looked at her, eyebrows raised in question. She continued. You admitted you could have accepted the making out and fondling that went on last weekend, that you could have gotten over that, gotten past it. You told me that, you said that, didn’t you.” He shrugged and nodded agreement.

She paused and looked into his eyes. “So I wasn’t crazy to think you could get past it. But, things got wilder, went further than I expected. It started Friday night while you slept. Mason asked me to come to his room. It was only like, an hour after we got there. He laughed when he asked, but I knew he wasn’t joking. He teased that you were asleep and would never be the wiser. I barely resisted him that night.

“Then all day Saturday, well, you stayed gone so he and I were together all day, playing, making out, sometimes fondling each other, until it felt almost normal. Saturday at dinner, he fondled my breasts right in front of you. You didn’t make a scene or even act angry.”

“I was furious when he did that,” Brad interrupted.

“So now you tell me. Was I supposed to read your mind? You seemed to accept what was happening, and then, well, the idea of taking it farther didn’t seem so crazy. The way Mason explained it…” She paused, scrambling to better explain herself.

Brad took advantage of her hesitation. “Did you ever wonder why Mason didn’t plan a discreet private getaway with just the two of you. No. It had to be in front of a bunch of damn co-workers. Hell, of the eight people on that island, I was the only one who didn’t know what was going to happen until we got there. Even the damn bimbos knew. I was the stupid rube who thought he was going on a couples’ vacation with his wife.

“How manipulated and disrespected do you think that made me feel? Do you doubt for one minute that’s what Mason intended? Of course he liked being with you. I’m not saying he didn’t. But he chose you for a reason. He used you to humiliate me in the worst possible way.”

Cindy sat crying. “I’m… I’m so sorry. I didn’t know you were this upset.” Looking at the floor, she continued. “But Saturday night, I thought you understood, that I had your approval.”

“WHAT THE HELL did I ever say that night that gave you the slightest hint that I approved?”

“I know what you said in the room, but then you came down to join the party. You said you were okay and you understood. I had already decided not to stay with Mason, to go back up to be with you. I didn’t want to leave you alone after what you told me, about how you would feel if I slept with Mason. But you came down to join us. You watched me and Mason get frisky right in front of you, without saying anything or letting on that you were upset. That’s when I decided you were okay with it, with me sleeping with Mason, and so I did, because you acted like it was okay.”

If I had just stayed in the bedroom…? Shit. He sat down on the bed. If I had just stayed in the bedroom. Shit, shit, shit. We must be the worst communicators of all time. What a colossal misunderstanding. Still, we can’t unring that bell.

Misunderstandings aside, his anger resurfaced. “You said Mason might fire me. Like that matters. I will never darken that doorway again. How could I stomach the smirks and jokes behind my back, the sideways glances as Larry and Troy shared the story with everyone in sales, people who would then share it with other employees over drinks or at parties?

“The first thing I did when I got back Sunday was write my letter of resignation.” He spun to face her. “Let’s face it, Mason won. He got you and he got me too. Brad the Deal Killer is out the door.”

Cindy raised her head. Through sobs she stammered, “You resigned? What are we going to do?”

“We? I don’t know about you, but I had a job offer from a competitor in California a few months ago. I called him Sunday. He told me the offer was still good, so I’m leaving tomorrow. I’ll start my new job in San Diego on Thursday.”

Shock showed on Cindy’s face. “We can’t leave Columbus. All our family is here, our friends. All our kid’s friends. We can’t move just like that.”

Brad shook his head. “Did anyone ask you to move? I said I’m moving. You’re not invited. The divorce papers will be filed by the end of the week.”

Brad stormed from the living room to their bedroom. A stunned Cindy rushed after him in time to see him zip up the pockets on his travel bag. With eyes opened wide, droplets of shame flowed down her cheeks. “Divorce, no. This can’t be happening. I love you.”

Brad halted. Looking into her eyes, he sobbed, “I love you too, with all my heart. I always will. That’s why it hurts so damn much.” Tears flowed freely down his cheeks too. “But I can’t ignore what you did behind my back, for months. I can’t ignore how you slept with the same man you watched humiliate me—how you laughed when he threw it in my face.

“I can’t ignore how you helped him manipulate me.” He shook his head from side to side. “I can’t be married to someone I can’t trust, who considers a little fun more important than our marriage vows. I can’t let you rip my insides apart like this, not ever again.” He slipped the leather strap of his travel bag over his shoulder and picked up his suitcase.

As he walked toward the door, Cindy pleaded. “You said you understood.”

Brad stopped in the doorway, turned and snarked, “Do you understand that I’m filing for divorce and moving to San Diego?”

“I understand what you’re saying but…”

“That means you’re okay with it, right?’

“No. I hate it. It’s not what I want.”

“Think about what you just said,” Brad told her, then walked out of the room, and their marriage.





Life Goes On

Saturday evening, three weeks after Brad moved to California, he sat in his small apartment, nibbling on a ham sandwich and wondering whether to turn on the TV or sit in silence. His cell phone rang. Pulling it out of his pocket, he looked at the caller ID and answered, “Hey Sam, how’s things back in Columbus?”

Brad heard Sam chuckling. “You know damn well how things are, after all the photos, notes and messages you left for everybody to find. Mason is in deep shit with Gail. A couple of girls here have really angry husbands and divorces are possible. And then there’s the main reason I called.” Sam waited to allow the suspense to build.

Brad took the bait. “Okay, I’m listening. What’s the main reason for your call?”

“Our good friend Larry-the-Asshole got the shit beat out of him two nights ago.”

“What?”

“Yep. Seems somebody was waiting for him inside his house when he got home. The guy took a baseball bat to his sorry ass. He’s in the hospital. One of the guys from sales went to the hospital to see him yesterday and told me about it. He said Larry’s face looks like a monster out of some horror movie, all swollen up and purple and black. One of Larry’s legs is broken. He lost three teeth, has a concussion and lots of internal injuries. He’ll live and everything should heal, but he won’t be back to work for at least a month.”

“Any idea who did it?”

“The guy wore a ski mask and black clothing. That’s all Larry can remember. But I bet dollars to donuts it was Brenda Gilchrist’s husband. They got no proof, though.”

“Do the police suspect him?”

“Of course. The police found out about the whole brouhaha of his wife spending the weekend with Larry at Chambers Island, so he was suspect number one. Probably still is. But Gilchrist gave them a list of four people, his two brothers, his sister and his best friend, who all claimed he played cards with them at home that night. And with no evidence…”

“I’ll be damned. I guess the Gilchrist family isn’t the forgiving type.”

If they had been Skyping, Brad would have seen the eyebrow raise on Sam’s face. “Brad, you’re the one who told Gilchrist about his wife’s affair, aren’t you. You sent him pictures, right?”

Brad smiled and replied, “Sam, I am not going to speculate on who may, or may not have sent pictures to Brenda Gilchrist’s husband of her cavorting with Larry-the-Asshole.”

“Yeah, right. What did you expect him to do when he saw them?”

“I had my hopes. I’m sorry for the trouble between him and his wife, but I have to say, this news about Larry makes my heart go pitter patter.”

Sam snickered. “You got your revenge, even if you didn’t do it personally. Clever. I’m sure Larry knows you’re the one who told.”

“I hope he’s thinking about that right now, as he recuperates. Maybe he’ll think twice the next time he thinks about helping someone cheat. And maybe he won’t remember me as some wimp he can screw over.”

Sam continued. “I’m pretty sure he got the message. I hear Mason and Gail are separated too.”

“All is right with the world,” Mason quipped.

“It’s not all bad news…”

“Are you trying to say any of what you just told me is bad news?” Brad asked. Sam could hear a deep belly laugh coming through the phone.

“Well,” Sam replied, “bad news for Larry and Mason, and Gail. And bad for Brenda Gilchrist and her husband. You heard Zoey got fired, so bad news for her too. Probably bad news for her husband. I don’t know whether they’re still together. Your actions turned the world upside down on a lot of people.” Sam paused to let that sink in. “But the good news is that I’m the new head actuary.”

“Hey, congrats. I’m glad to hear it.”

“I’m happy about the raise and the promotion, but I’m not happy about why I got the job.” He paused. “How are you doing?”

“I don’t know. I keep thinking this is all a nightmare, that it’s not real, that I’m living somebody else’s life. But every day, I wake up and I’m still in California.” The phone went silent on both ends.

After an uncomfortable minute, Sam said, “Well, I guess I should let you go.”

“Yeah. Hey, thanks for calling Sam.” The two melancholy men hung up.

❖

Two months later, Brad received a check for one and a half million dollars, his share after the lawyer’s cut of the settlement from his lawsuit against American Reinsurance and Risk Management. They didn’t fight hard over his claim that the company caused him financial and emotional harm by failing to enforce its policy against fraternization. The settlement offer came quickly. Marco Manucci was persuasive, helped immensely by video of their CEO bragging about ‘rocking Cindy’s world’ using Viagra. The company never wanted that video shown in public to a jury.

A month later, the divorce was final. The judge decreed that the one point five million dollar settlement from his former employer was not part of the community estate, ruling that divorce proceedings had begun prior to the windfall. The judge additionally ruled that allowing Cindy to profit from her adultery would be a perversion of the law. So Brad kept all of his settlement from ARRM. And he got sixty percent of their joint assets. Again his video evidence of adultery, together with Ohio law, persuaded the court to give him more than the typical half.

The adultery evidence did not negate the alimony or child support, but it helped none-the-less. The judge limited the alimony to just one year. Financially at least, Brad came out roses and rainbows compared to lots of men going through divorce.

The money was nice, but it didn’t stop the gloom. To fight the sorrow, he threw himself into work. But, sadly, no one can work twenty-four hours a day. When he wasn’t busy, he hated his new life, the loneliness every evening, the silence of his small apartment, no one there to talk to, no kids to help with their homework. Louis and the new friends he made in California tried to cheer him up. But his grief over the loss of his marriage was something only time would heal.

Sixteen months after the events on the island, Brad was again staring at water. This time, instead of a great lake, he was sitting on the beach as the sun set over the Pacific Ocean, watching the waves lap against the sandy shores of La Jolla Park. He had tried to move on. He had been on a few dates, but no sparks flew. They say the good ones are always taken. He agreed with that, since the women that interested him always seemed to be doing something to discourage him, like holding their husband’s hand and walking with their children.

His phone rang. It was his boss. “Hey buddy,” came the familiar voice.

“Hi Louis. What’s up?”

“You remember I’m at the association meeting in Denver, right?”

“Yeah,” Brad answered.

“Well, I’ve been talking with an old friend of yours, Sam Stuart.”

Brad perked up. “How is Sam?”

“Not so good. He’s here job hunting. Did you hear what happened at ARRM?”

Brad knew instantly that his parting gift to the Chambers family must have come home to roost. “Uh, no. What happened?”

“Seems after you left, they started to take on a lot more risk. At first, Sam was a hero with the sales department. Management loved him too, lots more business. Sam told me he couldn’t understand it. He wondered if something was wrong with the software. He says he even talked about it with the new IT guy. But before they could figure it out, hurricane Florence hit. Aetna, State Farm and Allstate all filed reinsurance claims with your company to cover their excess losses.”

“I only worked there, it was never my company.”

“Anyway, instead of a billion or so in claims, which they could have handled, they were on the hook for over ten billion. It wiped them out. They ended up paying State Farm and Allstate, but they couldn’t pay Aetna.”

“So what happened?” Brad cringed at the thought of so many employees out of work, all due to him.

“Instead of forcing a bankruptcy and liquidation, Aetna assumed the assets. Now the whole place is an Aetna subsidiary. Nearly everyone kept their job.”

Thank God, Mason thought.

“They kept the name, but they fired Mason Chambers. Can’t keep around the guy who bankrupted the company. Didn’t just lose his job. With his company stock worth zero, he lost everything, wiped out. Poof. His entire fortune and his job both gone with one bad hurricane.”

“So, you’re saying there’s a silver lining to every storm cloud,” Brad quipped. Inwardly, he gloated. Were a few nights with my wife worth a billion dollars to you, Asshole?

Louis continued. “You probably know that he and his wife, Gail, had been separated. The bankruptcy was the last straw. She divorced him. In the divorce, she used video evidence of adultery someone conveniently sent to her after Mason’s weekend at Chambers Island,” Louis snickered and Brad smiled to himself, “She got sixty percent of what he had left. Sam heard that Mason now works as the sales manager with some small regional company. The word is, no one in his family will speak to him.”

“Still more good news,” Mason sneered. “Couldn’t happen to a nicer guy.” Then he asked, “What about their island? Did they lose that too?”

Brad heard laughter. “Sam thought you might ask. The Chambers family, always on the lookout for any deduction to cheat the government, owned the island as a company asset so they could deduct all the upkeep and the yachts as a business expense. So, yeah, that island belongs to Aetna too. Word is, they’re planning to rename it. Soon, there won’t be any such place as Chambers Island.”

“Admit it, you’re just trying to sweet talk me now.” Brad smiled so wide his cheeks hurt.

Louis continued. “Your buddy Sam got the boot for being a lousy actuary.”

Brad’s smile disappeared. “Hey, Sam’s a good guy. I promise you, if there were issues, they weren’t his fault.”

“I hear what you’re saying, but when an insurance company takes on too much risk, it’s usually the actuaries.”

“I guarantee you, Sam’s a good mathematician. Something had to be wrong with the modeling software, and that would have been the responsibility of whoever they brought in to replace me in IT.” Brad desperately wanted to gloat, to tell his friend that he left them a Trojan horse to gum up the works, but he knew he could never tell that to anybody. He would take that secret to his grave.

“So you vouch for him, completely?” Louis asked.

“Absolutely. Why?”

“Because I told him, if you vouched for him, he has a job with us. He’ll be coming back to San Diego with me after the conference. But you’ll be responsible. If he fucks up, it’s on you.”

Brad laughed. “Not a problem. Can’t wait to see him.”





Holidays are the Worst

Christmas was always the hardest. Brad was in Columbus visiting his family and the kids. This year, the kids were spending Christmas with their mother, but Brad always came to town to see them and would spend one evening with them and his parents. That evening had gone well. The kids seemed to have adjusted and everyone appeared happy, as best they could be under the circumstances.

Brad had been surprised to get an invitation to visit with Charlie, Evelyn and Lance Montrose. He wondered if it was sent as a courtesy, so before he went over, he called to be sure the invitation was sincere. Lance almost jumped through the phone to tell him yes, they really, sincerely, truly, wanted him to come by.

So here he sat, in the living room of his former in-laws. Christmas music played in the background. The room was tastefully decorated in holiday colors. The smell of pine needles from the still fresh tree mingled with the smells of cinnamon and spices wafting from the kitchen. He squirmed in his comfy chair, warming his hands with a cup of the hot apple cider Evelyn always made for Christmas dinners. Yum. The taste and smells reminded him of better days. A flood of memories caused his stomach to twist and knot up. He swallowed and smiled. “Thank you, Evelyn. Your cider is delicious as always.”

“We’re so happy you came by,” Charlie Montrose said, head tilted down to look at Brad over his reading glasses. “I mean that. We love you. You’re the father of my grandchildren and you were a good husband to my daughter. You’ll always be welcome here.” With that, he reached under the tree and picked out a small package that he handed to Brad. “Merry Christmas, son.”

“You didn’t have to do this,” Brad exclaimed. “I’m embarrassed. I didn’t bring you guys anything.” Everyone stopped to stare as Brad opened the package and found a watch. He never wore a watch. His phone kept the time. A watch was only jewelry these days, and he didn’t wear jewelry. But he looked up, smiled and thanked them. He meant it. Any gift from them was a kind gesture and he appreciated it.

Lance spoke. “I know you don’t wear a watch. But look at the inscription.” Brad turned the dial over and read the words. ‘There were good times too.’ Lance continued. “Watches are about time. This is a symbol of the good times we all had. If you decide to wear it, that’s what we want you to remember and focus on. That’s our family message to you this Christmas.”

Unexpectedly, Brad felt tears welling up. He slipped on the watch. Evelyn watched closely. She smiled, pulled a tissue out of her purse and handed it to him. The watch had been her idea. Brad wiped his eyes and thanked them. “Yeah,” he choked. “There were good times, too. Thank you for reminding me of that.” He looked up and let his eyes drift from one to the other of his hosts. “I think I just started wearing a watch.” Everyone laughed.

“Cindy’s been seeing a therapist ever since, well, since… you know.” Lance commented, addressing the elephant in the room.

“I heard. To tell the truth, I spent a lot of hours with a therapist of my own in San Diego. It was a tough time for a while.”

“We didn’t go easy on her,” Evelyn added. “I told her she was not to set foot in this house until she agreed to see someone to figure out why she could be so damn stupid.” Brad laughed. He had never heard Evelyn curse. Evelyn continued. “We all told her she messed up the best thing that ever happened to her. She knows that now, of course.”

“And we never let her forget it,” Charlie commented with a gruff smirk.

“I appreciate your support. But it’s been over a year since the divorce was final. I think enough water is under the bridge to let her move on. Help her be happy. If she’s happy, she’ll be a better mother for our kids. And the kids’ happiness is my number one goal these days. It’s not easy being a parent from two thousand miles away. I need Cindy to carry the load and I’m glad you guys are here to help her.”

“I told you,” Lance said, looking at his parents. He turned to Brad. “I told them you would say something like that.” He gloated a moment at his own insight. Then his smile faded back to a serious look. “Hey, Brad. We love having you here and appreciate you coming, but I need to tell you, Cindy is dropping the kids off at your folks and then coming over here to visit. She’ll be here in about thirty minutes. We scheduled it that way so we could have time to visit with you before she got here. We’d like you to stay, but if you want to leave before she arrives, we understand.”

Brad felt the knots churning in his stomach. His first thought was to tell them he needed to leave. He reached for his cup of cider as he formulated his excuse, then noticed the watch on his outstretched arm. There were good times too. He reconsidered. He took a sip of his cider and replied, “I guess I can stay awhile. I think I’m safe. You said you’re on my side, so it’s four against one, right?” Everyone laughed.

Right on time, Cindy arrived and Brad’s first impression was shock. She looked terrible. Her hair and makeup were done, but she had regained all the weight. She had bags under her eyes. He wasn’t sure he hid his surprise. The whole scene was uncomfortable. She hugged all her family and looked at Brad. He wondered if he should hug her. She must have been wondering the same thing. After a moment, she stuck out her hand awkwardly, and they shook.

“Thank you for staying,” she told him. “I’m glad you’re here. I’m sure they’ve told you that you’re always welcome. I think you’re more welcome here than I am,” she added with a nervous laugh.

Evelyn refilled everyone’s cups with hot cider, then grabbed a present and handed it to Lance. “Let’s open some presents,” she said, trying to lighten the mood. It worked. Lance was agog at the pricey computer tablet they bought him. Charlie pretended to like his sweater. Evelyn loved her necklace and perfume. Cindy got the same necklace and perfume as her mom and thanked everyone. Brad got into the spirit and showed Cindy the watch her family had bought for him. Just like Brad, she got teary eyed when she read the inscription.

After the presents and laughter, the conversation slowed. There were furtive looks cast from person to person. Brad sensed another surprise coming. Charlie harrumphed and cleared his throat. “Cindy, isn’t there something you want to tell Brad?”

Cindy looked stricken. But she sat straighter in her chair and looked at her ex-husband. “There are some things I would like to say to you. I understand if you don’t want to listen.”

“We would all understand,” Lance interjected.

Cindy resumed. “But if you can take a few minutes, could I speak with you, alone?”

Shit. And everything was going so well. “Of course. I can take a few minutes,” he answered, graciously.

Evelyn spoke up. “The rest of us will go to the kitchen to clean up. You guys sit right where you are,” she told them, grabbing Charlie’s arm to pull him out of his comfortable leather recliner. He glared at her but dutifully left the room. Lance followed.

Bing Crosby sang White Christmas on the radio. Wrapping paper lay scattered about the floor. Brad reached for his cider. It was cold now. He took a sip anyway. “So, what did you want to say?” he asked, trying to make his voice sound friendly.

Cindy’s whole body shook. She held her hands together to try and hide the tremors but she couldn’t hide the shaking in her legs. She took a deep breath and launched into a rehearsed speech, but her voice kept cracking. Twice she started over. Finally, Brad couldn’t help himself. He reached over and put his hand over hers. “It’s okay,” he said, looking into her eyes.

The tears started to flow. “I had this all planned out,” she mumbled between sobs.

“Just tell me what you’re feeling,” Brad whispered. His time in therapy had taught him what we feel is our truth, not what we want to think about ourselves or how we pretend to be. Feelings are reality.

She sniffled, took another deep breath and started again. “I feel scared. I’m scared that I can never make up for all the pain I caused you and the kids. I’m scared that I can never be the mother I should be. I’m scared that I’ve ruined your life and mine too, that I will never learn and never be a good person; that I’m a stupid self-absorbed bitch who deserves all the pain I caused myself. I’m scared that I’ll never stop hating myself and crying myself to sleep every night.” She paused, looked at him and added. “I’m scared that I’ll go through with it next time and kill myself.”

“What!” Brad exclaimed.

She blew her nose and half mumbled, “Last year at Christmas, right after the divorce was final. I was so sad. I had the pills in my hand. I made sure the kids were away. I wrote a long letter to tell you how sorry I was. I put some of the pills in my mouth, took a drink of water and swallowed. I shook the rest of the pills into my hand and was about to swallow them too, when my phone rang. It was mom. She told me I needed to come over right away. The kids were upset about something and they needed their mother. They needed me.

“I hung up the phone and went to the bathroom. I threw the pills I had in my hand into the toilet and I stuck my finger down my throat and vomited out the ones I had already swallowed. Then I left to take care of the kids. They do need me. I can be a good mother even if I can’t seem to be a good wife.” She looked up into Brad’s eyes. “Everything that happened is my fault. I know that. You once told me to own it. I do now, and it breaks my heart every day.” She burst into tears again, sobbing, her body heaving up and down.

Brad held her hand. He was speechless. He knew she’d changed jobs. The kids told him she never dated, as far as they knew. And he knew she was sad. The weight gain made that obvious. But suicidal? “I wasn’t going to tell you that,” she said, sniffling. “Nobody else knows, not even my therapist. I don’t want you to feel sorry for me. That’s not why I wanted to talk. It just came out.”

Brad told her to wait there. He rose to walk into the kitchen. “Could I get a glass of wine for Cindy?” he asked. Evelyn jumped up and found a bottle of Chablis. She poured some in a glass. “More. Fill it up,” he told her. She shrugged and did as he asked. She passed it to him and he returned to the living room with the wine. “Here,” he offered, holding out the glass.

“Thank you,” she mumbled and took a big gulp. They sat in silence while they both waited for her nerves to calm. A few minutes later, she tried again. Again, her words surprised him. “Are you happy? Does it make you happy to live two thousand miles away from me and the kids?”

He didn’t answer immediately. When he did, he felt a wave of emotion. “I hate being so far away. Columbus is my home. Honestly, I feel out of place. I’m lonely. The thought of dating or trying to replace you and the kids with a new life just makes it worse. No, I’m not happy.”

“Wouldn’t it be better for us all to be together like we used to be, even if we weren’t man and wife, if at least we were in the same town?” She spoke quickly. “Can’t you see? You’re being punished too. I deserve to be punished but you and the kids don’t. You should be near your kids and see them whenever you want and be at their ball games and recitals. And they should get to see their dad. You shouldn’t have to be two thousand miles from your children because of what I did.”

He sighed. He reached over and gently laid his hand on her knee. “You know I couldn’t stay here, in that job. I had to leave.”

“I know. I knew it that night I got home when you made me realize how selfish and foolish I had been. Later, after I talked with the therapist, I realized you were right about Mason and Larry. They teamed up to push me into Mason’s arms. I know I’m the one who fell for it, I’m not saying I’m not responsible, but after I understood how little they cared about me or you, how part of Mason’s attraction to me was being able to humiliate Brad the Deal Killer, that made me even more angry at myself. I let them humiliate you. I let them manipulate me and use me. Both of them. They’re both scumbags. You always called Larry an asshole and you were right.”

“No argument there,” Brad said with a nod.

“I understand why you had to leave back then. But what I’m trying to say is, you shouldn’t have to keep being punished for my mistake. It’s wrong and time for that to change.”

Brad thought he knew what she was getting at. He shook his head and told her, “I’m never going back to my old company, even if Mason is gone and Aetna owns it. I can’t go back there. I’m sorry. I’m not moving back to Columbus.”

“But I could move to California,” she blurted. “I can get a job in accounts receivable anywhere. We could move next summer and the kids could get a fresh start in a new place.” Brad’s face must have betrayed his doubts. Cindy quickly explained, “I’ll get my own place. I’m not saying we have to get back together. I’m saying I don’t want to keep punishing you and the kids for my crimes. I want to bring the kids close to you. I should do that. I owe you and the kids that.”

“But your family…”

“The most important member of my family lives in California now,” she said, looking at him longingly.

Brad was at a loss what to say. He thought a minute, then told her. “Wait here.” He went into the kitchen. The conversation in the kitchen stopped when he entered. Brad looked at their faces and mumbled, “Could I get a glass of wine for me too?” Charlie and Lance exchanged looks. Evelyn got out the Chablis and poured Brad a glass. “Thank you,” he said, and returned to the living room.

Brad took a swig of his wine. “I don’t know what to say,” he admitted.

“You don’t have to say anything. Just listen. That’s what I wanted to tell you, that I want to move to California if it’s alright with you, if having me close wouldn’t upset you. And I want to tell you a story my therapist used as a metaphor for broken marriages. She said losing trust, losing that bond between two people, is like breaking a vase. You can decide it’s ruined forever and throw it away. Or you can pick up the pieces and take the time and effort to glue it together again. Of course, it’s never the same. The cracks will always be there. It will never be perfect again.

“For some people, a damaged vase is better than no vase at all. The same with marriages. Some people decide they will pick up the pieces of a broken marriage and try to fix it, even if they understand it will never be perfect. The question we have to ask ourselves, is whether an imperfect marriage is better than no marriage.”

She looked Brad in the eyes. “Are you happier alone than you would be with me and the kids? Could we ever glue the pieces together? I know you could never trust me like you did before. And I would have to live knowing that, knowing it was my fault and that the suspicion I would sometimes see in your eyes or hear flare up in your voice was my fault. I know that’s how it would be. But for me, that would be better than my life now.” She cried again. Her eyes were red and puffy. “Do you still hate me so much that we could never try?”

Brad took another drink of his wine. “I did hate you. For a while my hatred was all I thought about. I hated what you did to me, to our marriage, to our kids. I went to a therapist. At first, I thought the therapist would help me get over the hate. Instead, what the therapist helped me understand is that I will never, for the rest of my life, ever stop hating what you did.”

Cindy’s shoulders slumped and her face contorted in physical pain. Brad continued. “But I learned that my hate was for what you did, not for the woman I loved.” She looked up and he continued. “My therapist reminded me that hate is not the opposite of love. The opposite of love is indifference. And I was a long way from indifferent. I hated what you did because you humiliated and disrespected me. Your actions took the woman I loved, the family I loved, my job and my happy life away from me. I will never stop hating what you did. But, at the same time, I will never stop wanting to get back what we had before that happened.”

He reached out to hold her hand and continued. “I’m not promising that we will ever be together or that we can rebuild the love and trust. Like you said, there are a lot of pieces that would have to be put back together and I’m not sure we can do that. But I’m willing to talk about it. And I would love to have you and the kids close to me in San Diego.”

Cindy burst out crying again. Through her tears and sniffles she kept saying, “Thank you, thank you.”

Brad stood and reached for her hand. He lifted her up and walked her down the hall to the bathroom. “Why don’t you wash your face and take a few minutes to get yourself together.” He left her there and walked back to the kitchen. He was met with stares all around. “Mind if I sit down?” he asked.

Lance pulled out the chair beside him and pointed. Brad took his seat. The mood conveyed an air of expectancy. All eyes were on him. He wasn’t sure how much they knew about what she told him or even if it was his place to tell them. He did know they were aware she wasn’t happy so he commented on that. “I didn’t know she was so unhappy.”

“She’s been a wreck,” Charlie confirmed, nodding vigorously.

“She weighs more now than she ever has,” Lance said, confirming the conclusion.

“I can’t believe she let herself go that way,” Brad admitted. “She worked so hard to get in shape, to feel beautiful.”

Lance twisted in his chair to stare straight at Brad. “She didn’t let herself go, she gained the weight back on purpose. She told me being beautiful ruined her life. She’s talking about having her breast implants removed too,” he added with disgust.

“Being beautiful didn’t ruin her life,” Evelyn snarked. “Being stupid did.”

“She was always beautiful to me,” Brad mumbled. Everyone paused. “I think,” Brad continued. He looked around and saw they were hanging on every word he said. “I think she may start to feel better soon.” His comment met more stares. Obviously, they weren’t sure what he meant.

Finally, Charlie asked, “Did she mention California?” That let Brad know she had told them she was thinking of moving.

“Yes.”

“And?” Charlie asked.

“I guess she and the kids will be moving to San Diego next summer.”

Everyone smiled. The tension lifted. Lance perked up. “That’s great. Now I’ll have an excuse to travel there, and a place to stay too.”

“You already have a place to stay,” Brad told him. Evelyn jumped up to refill everyone’s glasses and took a moment to straighten her hair and grin at Brad.

Charlie stood, walked around the table and placed his hand on his former son-in-law’s shoulder. He looked down into Brad’s eyes like he was staring into his soul. His head nodded imperceptibly as he spoke. “It’s a start, son. It’s a start.”





The Nuclear Option

Couples counseling sucked. Exposing his deepest feelings to a female counselor, Danielle Brooks, while his ex listened—well, sometimes Brad wished they would just waterboard him for fifty minutes and let him go home. But he accepted Cindy’s request to go, not expecting results, but to satisfy himself that he had done everything he possibly could to repair his broken marriage, at least for his kids.

Thankfully, the counseling came over a year after the divorce. During that time, tempers had cooled. But more importantly, the personal one-on-one counseling each of them had done during the interim better prepared them for what each needed to say and do.

Cindy had better insight into her own frailty, the personal demons she needed to slay. And Brad’s personal therapy had made him aware he held a black and white view of a world filled with gray.

The first time they sat down together in the therapist’s office, Cindy confessed that her actions precipitated the divorce, and that repairing it was primarily her responsibility. Brad found her admission reassuring. Damn right it was your fault, he thought smugly.

Her therapist in Ohio had helped her understand that her insecurities and naivety made her an easy target. She ran headlong into the perfect storm of new body image, sudden popularity and the cunning guile of a handsome billionaire who approached her at the most vulnerable time of her life, at a moment when she could willingly, eagerly swallow his bullshit and follow him into infidelity.

Their third session together, Danielle suggested that Brad accept that Cindy was as much a victim as he was. When she said those words, Brad scowled, rose and stormed out. Danielle called the next day, apologized for her phrasing and convinced him to come back the next week.

The next session, Danielle admitted that Brad had every right to see himself as the primary victim, but that Cindy, despite her culpability, was also a victim. The events, no matter whose fault, cost her, her marriage and filled her with grief to the point she almost committed suicide. Was she then, not also a victim of both Mason’s deceit as well as her own mistakes? This more nuanced tone from the therapist, kept the sessions, and revelations, moving forward.

Brad tried to think of Cindy as a victim. Intellectually he could see it was true, though to him, not the same level of victim as he was. She was the one who cheated, and, at the time at least, she enjoyed the attention, the excitement, the exhilaration of the affair. The memories of the sounds from that night, standing in the hallway outside the fourth room on the right, still stabbed into his heart and turned his stomach when they floated into his thoughts unbidden.

Intellectually, if not emotionally, he understood her life-long self-image issues made her easy prey for a male predator like Mason. In the therapist’s office, he listened to Cindy cry when she talked about how easily she had fallen for the temptation, for the smooth assurances from Larry and Mason that her husband would come to accept and maybe even be happy about the time she spent with Mason. She stressed that, after the fact, she could see how stupid and foolish she had been.

When Brad questioned why he wasn’t a good enough husband for her, she looked at Brad with tears in her eyes. “I didn’t do it because you weren’t enough. I did it because I wasn’t enough. I didn’t like the frumpy shy woman I had always been. The woman I saw in the mirror was shy, dull and ordinary. I wouldn’t want to be with someone like that. If I didn’t want to be with me, why would you? I didn’t feel worthy as a wife. So I worked on my body. That helped. But I still felt like I needed more, well, call it experience, to feel sexy, to feel like I was the kind of woman you would be excited to be with. It was never you. It was always me.”

And then came the pain, the self exploration and growth that opened his eyes to his own misconceptions, mistakes and faults. “Brad,” Danielle asked, “have you ever considered you answered her betrayal with a nuclear bomb when a hand grenade would have done the job?”

“What do you mean?”

“Your first reaction wasn’t talking it out, counseling, time apart, or any other incremental step. You went straight to divorce and moving across the country. Bam. Nuclear bomb. Marriage over.”

“That was my only option at the time.”

“Really. Why couldn’t you have moved across town, gotten another job and worked on your marriage before ending a decade long relationship without so much as one counseling session?”

“I couldn’t have gotten another high level job in Ohio. Mason would have given me a bad recommendation and so I had to move. Once I moved, counseling wasn’t possible.”

“Didn’t you sue Mason and ARRM for damages?”

“Yep. Kicked their ass in fact.”

“Why couldn’t one of the conditions of the settlement be that ARRM give you a strong letter of recommendation?” Brad’s mouth opened in surprise. He shook his head slowly back and forth, eyes looking upward, then closed his mouth and grimaced. “That would have been easy wouldn’t it?” Danielle asked. “Especially since you had, as you said, a slam dunk case.”

“I didn’t think of that,” Brad confessed, feeling a bit stupid.

She continued. “Brad, you see the world as black and white, right and wrong, good and bad. And so you see one solution as the only solution. Sometimes that’s the way things are, but most of the time life is gray. There is almost always more than one answer, more than one approach, more than one way to solve a problem. Try to consider that next time you face a problem, and consider that using a nuclear bomb may not be the only option.”

She saw Brad stiffen. She knew why. No one ever likes to think they did something wrong. She continued. “I’m not saying your reaction was wrong. I’m not judging you, Brad. That’s not my job or my intent. I’m giving you things to think about, to help you grow as a person, to help you deal with the inevitable troubles you will face in the future. Think about it. Maybe try a hand grenade first, the next time you face something that seems insurmountable.”

And so the sessions continued. Brad had gone into the counseling expecting to help the counselor show Cindy what a callous wife she had been, how foolish and stupid her actions were and what a mess she had made of their marriage and his love. And to some extent, that was what they did. But he did not expect to learn about himself. Growth, he found, was painful.

The fifth session brought another revelation. “Brad,” Danielle began in a gentle tone. “Besides infidelity, are there other ways a person can betray their spouse?”

“What do you mean?”

“Suppose your father and mother died suddenly in a horrible car accident. You would be terribly upset, wouldn’t you?”

“Of course.”

“You would expect your spouse to be there to support you, to help you with funeral arrangements and be there for moral support. But suppose your spouse chose to take a vacation in Cancun instead, relaxing on the beach with a margarita while you dealt with the one of most traumatic and difficult moments in your life. Would that be a form of betrayal?”

“Duh. Unforgivable.”

“That’s an extreme case, but what about a less extreme case. What if a spouse used his summer vacation for his hobby, and wasn’t there for his wife, to help her with the kids and share their vacation time together. Isn’t that a betrayal too, if less extreme?”

Brad frowned, not liking the direction this was going. “You see, Brad,” she continued, “Some betrayal, like infidelity, can leave the partner feeling broken, shattered. Others may not be gut wrenching, but never-the-less can leave a spouse feeling ignored, unimportant, taken for granted. Do you doubt that?’

“Her actions were worse.”

“That’s not the point. What I’m saying is, rightly or wrongly, you felt justified spending your vacation on something other than your family and then did it despite knowing it might upset your partner. To you, it didn’t seem that serious and you assumed she would get over it and you would make up for it later. Does that sum it up?”

“I guess.” He answered, still uneasy with the conversation.

Danielle looked at Cindy, who sat with her shoulders slumped, looking at her hands, fidgeting. Then she looked back at Brad. “Let’s focus on something lawyers call mens rea, intent to cause a certain outcome. Do you think Cindy intended her actions to cause a divorce?”

Brad’s face showed his frustration. “She should have known it would.”

“Maybe. But the question is, did she? Do you believe she intended to cause a divorce?”

“Well, no. She should have known, but I guess it’s obvious she didn’t.”

“Okay, getting back to what happened that weekend. She did something that rightly or wrongly, she felt justified in doing and then did it despite knowing it might upset you. To her it didn’t seem that serious and she assumed you would get over it and she would make up for it later. Does that sum it up?”

Brad recognized she used the exact same words to describe his actions as she used for Cindy’s. “Are you trying to say what I did was as bad as what she did, ‘cause it sure as hell wasn’t.”

“I’m comparing what was in your mind and what was in her mind at the times you each did something that could be, in some way, considered a betrayal of your partner. Maybe her betrayal was worse, but parts of what you did were worse than what she did.”

Brad raised up in his chair, eyes ablaze. “What do you mean by that?”

“Remember, Brad, she honestly thought there was a chance you might be happy for her. Secondly, she seriously wondered if you might like to watch, given your earlier admonitions about enjoying seeing your wife enjoy herself, even with another man.”

Brad almost came out of his chair. Danielle raised her hands to ward off an attack and continued. “Before you object, that assumption is not so unreasonable. There is a significant minority of men who fantasize about seeing their wife with another man.”

Brad swallowed, clenched his jaw but nodded. “I’m aware, but I’m sure as hell not one of them.”

“We all know that now, but with your earlier comments about enjoying seeing her happy, even with another man, not to mention the misguided advice she was receiving from Mason and Larry, she thought there was a real possibility that she would be fulfilling a fantasy for both of you, not just for herself.”

Brad looked around the room. An uncomfortable silence enveloped them. After letting them digest her words, Danielle continued. “So let’s compare intent. In your case, you knew your wife would be upset with you spending your vacation away from her, and you did it anyway. In her case, she wasn’t sure, and did it anyway. So which is worse, as far as intent is concerned? Before you answer, consider that the time you took away from home could have been spent with your kids. In Cindy’s case, the kids were at camp. If the weekend had gone as she expected, they would not have been affected. So in some ways, her actions were less selfish than yours, at least in her mind when she was doing them.”

“There are lots of other things she did wrong that you aren’t mentioning,” Brad objected, mouth drawn tight.

“Agreed. I’m not justifying anything, I’m helping you to see her point of view. She made a lot of mistakes, she used poor judgment. We all agree she hurt you deeply, far more deeply than she ever imagined. But the point I want you to focus on, is that she never intended her actions to hurt you like they did.

“However foolish, however she misjudged the situation, can you see that her actions were, in her heart, not so unlike yours. Each of you hurt your partner, but rightly or wrongly, each of you felt justified at the time and neither of you expected your actions would seriously harm your marriage.”

He understood the reasoning, but in his mind it still wasn’t apples to apples and the pain still clawed away deep inside.

“Brad, under the law, without mens rea, without intent, people charged with crimes, even with murder, are found innocent. Why do you think that is? Why does our legal system decree that a person cannot be charged and punished for murder if they did not intend to harm the victim?”

Brad squirmed, thought about it and answered. “I guess if they didn’t mean to do it, then we’re talking about an accident, and accidents aren’t crimes. We don’t put people in prison for accidents.”

Danielle smiled and leaned back in her chair. “Think on that.”

As they stood to leave, Cindy looked at him and asked point blank, “Is all of this too little, too late. Is it even possible for me to re-earn your trust? All he could answer was that he didn’t know. He had a lot to consider. Danielle heard the exchange and suggested Cindy think about what she could do to re-earn Brad’s trust.

Two days later, Cindy started emailing Brad her schedule every morning. She texted him when she went to lunch, telling him where she was having lunch and who she was with. He asked her to stop, reminding her that they were divorced and it was none of his business, but she kept at it, explaining in a text, “We may not be married, but I’m still the mother of your children. If we ever want to have a trusting relationship again, married or not, I want to prove to you that I will never again keep secrets from you, that you will never again have to wonder where I am, who I’m with or what I’m doing.” And so, the emails and texts continued.

They say time heals all wounds. That’s a platitude, not a truth. Time doesn’t heal, it dims the memory. The sharp emotional cuts scab over, hidden behind the more immediate concerns of today. The wounds heal. And, though scars remain, the more distant in time the memories, the more the present overwhelms the past. With conscious effort, in time, the past drifts into shadows, trespasses ignored, and the present accepted as the new reality. This was what Brad felt happening.

Forgive and forget? No. Brad and Cindy both learned to forgive, but never forget. They both carried wounds they would take to their graves. But with counseling, both grew in maturity. The Cindy who sat beside him today was not the same Cindy who did those stupid things. And this Brad didn’t take her for granted, didn’t ignore her needs or put any other priority above their marriage. He came to terms with his own culpability, and accepted that her actions were never made out of spite or intended to demean. Each forgave the other, and each vowed never to make the same mistakes again.

The new Brad and Cindy didn’t say they loved each other, they showed each other. They learned how to communicate clearly and how to listen with understanding. They each took pain with every action they took, every moment of every day, to prove to their partner that they wanted to be with each other for the rest of their life. Neither spouse had ever stopped loving the other. But now, with both of them determined never to take the marriage, or their partner for granted, each saw a chance to re-build the trust that had been lost.

❖

“I don’t want to go to the stupid game,” Christi whined.

“Sweety,” he explained softly as he gently escorted her to the car, “Sometimes we do things for others that we may not enjoy. Your brother needs to see his whole family there cheering him on. This is the playoffs and for him, it’s important. We didn’t make you go to all his games, did we? You’ll be glad you did this later.”

“Yeah, right?” Christi grumbled, drawing an irritated stare from her father. He sighed. At ten years old, she already acted like a teenager. Christi puffed around a bit more, but followed him and her mother to the car.

Brad smiled when he thought about what he just said. Yes, Brent would be supported by his whole family. The road back hadn’t been easy. The first few dates had been difficult. Moment by uneasy moment, familiarity returned. First, laughter and conversation grew natural. They discovered they could touch and sit close without feeling scared of each other’s thoughts. Then came the sex, halting and awkward at first, bitter memories rising up in spite of their efforts, but finally, relaxed and normal. The old bonds grew.

In June, they held a quiet sunset ceremony at a beautiful hillside winery in Temecula, just north of San Diego, with Brent as the best man and Christi as the maid of honor. Once again, they were a family. There might still be moments when painful memories reared their ugly heads, but Brad knew they were on the right path. And they were on it together.





Afterward

I hope you enjoyed reading Chambers Island. Please take a moment to leave a review on Amazon. Reviews are the lifeblood of sales for an independent author like myself.

This story was inspired by a work titled The Bridge, written by an author using the pen name Richard Gerald. I liked Richard’s story, but had reservations about his plot. In his story, a bridge was burned by a jealous husband to trap guests in a mountain cabin. The trapped guests all had their cell phones. A helicopter was summoned to rescue them but, according to the story, had room for only one passenger. Why could the helicopter not make more trips?

However, my greatest concern with Richard’s story had nothing to do with the plot. I disagreed with his attitude. Richard explained he wrote the story with a sense of sympathy for the wife. He gave an example from a female friend who confessed she once met her Congressman in a hotel and would gladly have slept with him had he asked. She told Richard she would have expected her husband to understand and forgive her. Richard agreed, and said his purpose writing The Bridge was to expose irrational responses by husbands to such “minor” indiscretions by a wife.

Richard ends The Bridge with a husband who is uncertain if he did the right thing, if he should have forgiven his wife and her lover, despite not just her cheating, but the blatant humiliation of him in the process. He ends his story portraying the wife as the more sensible, mature partner, despite her cheating and willful disrespect.

In Chambers Island, I hope I made clear my opinion that the husband’s anger is not misplaced, that his refusal to accept the cheating and humiliation is not wrong and that acceptance of one tryst could set the stage for more of the same. I hope I showed that revenge against the men who humiliated him was sweet, even if it did not repair the injuries.

I refused to let Brad go softly into that goodnight. This gentle, quiet man, in his own way, raged against the dying of the light, got his revenge against those who would denigrate, degrade or humiliate him, and by so doing, retained his dignity. For those who intentionally disrespected this man, there could be no forgiveness, no reconciliation.

In my world, there are consequences for those who taunt and tease and take what is not theirs for their own perverted pleasure.

Like the broken vase, any relationship, once deeply damaged, is never the same. Some can be repaired, the pieces glued back in place. In Chambers Island, I showed that Cindy and Brad could someday reconcile, not because the mistakes each made were not serious, but because of the love in their hearts. Importantly, the injuries were never intentional, and they both retained a willingness to grow, not blindly to cling to the belief that all their problems were the other person’s fault..

I hope I conveyed that the extramarital sex was not the central problem for Cindy and Brad. Happy marriages are not limited to those who are monogamous. There are happy swingers, polygamists, polyamorous, etc. A third of the world (Muslims) have a religion that permits four wives. But, no matter what the sexual paradigm in a relationship, without mutual respect, trust and loyalty, love dies. In the final analysis, if you can’t trust your partner, you don’t have a partner.

I encourage you to leave a review and comments on Amazon.


Thank you for reading Chambers Island.
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