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Chapter 1


“You’re sure?” I asked.


The room was starting to spin for me as she confirmed the test results. Dr. Phyllis Sebastian had been my doctor since I was ten.


“Quite sure, Rand,” she said sternly.


She’d earned the right to that tone. She’d been like family. She’d been to my wedding. It seemed fitting that she was present for the end of my marriage.


“You’ll have to alert your sexual partners. Have them come in and we’ll have them tested and start treatment.”


“Phyllis, my wife is the only sexual partner I’ve had since before the day I married her, if I have an STD, then...”


I told her, my eyes tearing up. I trailed off, unable to say the words.


“Oh!” she said, realization dawning on her that she’d just told me that Beth had a lover.


“Rand, I’m so sorry! You’ll have to bring her in to start treatment.”


I nodded at her statement and took the prescription from her. She gave me a pamphlet and drilled me on the importance of following the instructions to the letter. She stressed that I should avoid alcohol while taking the medication.


“Then, if it’s all the same to you, Phyllis, I think I’ll wait until tomorrow to start taking them. I think, right now, I need to be drunk.”


I buried my face in my hands, my life crumbling to dust in the last few minutes. She looked at me with sympathy.


“Talk to her, Randy,” she told me gently. She was practically the only person allowed to call me Randy. “It might not be as bad as you’ve built it up to be in your head.”


I laughed shakily at that, the sound tinged with an edge of madness that made her wince.


“It can be worse than sitting in my doctor’s office finding out my wife brought home an STD from her lover?” I asked, my teeth starting to chatter as shock set in. “I suppose she could be pregnant, right? That’d be just perfect, wouldn’t it?”


She stayed with me for a few minutes, looking at me with the powerless look of a bystander seeing the train-wreck, but being unable to stop it.


“It could have been a one-time mistake,” she suggested. “Too much to drink and a moment of weakness have led to situations like this before. Marriages have survived this kind of crisis. As your friend, I’m telling you that you should talk to her and get her side of the story.”


I shrugged. The room was still spinning, and I was starting to tremble. It’s amazing how detailed your awareness is in moments like that. I could hear her pen scribble on the scrip pad as she wrote out another prescription. She pressed it into my hand with the first one.


“That’s for Valium,” she said. “It’ll help keep you calm through the next few days. If you’re still overwhelmed when that runs out, we’ll talk some more.”


I nodded and got to my feet. I had to go home. I had to do something about this. I didn’t know what yet, but something. I got in my car and drove to the pharmacy to get my medication. I silently thanked my wife for the necessity of having to listen to the pharmacist drill me about the medication to clear up the case of the Clap she’d brought home to me.


I zoned out and thought about loading our shotgun when I got home. We’d gotten it for home defense. I silently thought a chastity belt would have protected us a whole lot better. I finally took the bag with my new pills and got out of there. I was late getting home, but I still beat her home by a country mile. She was probably in some motel with her feet pointed at the ceiling.


I hated those thoughts. And I hated the darker ones, where I used that shotgun on her and then on her lover. I got out of the car, after realizing that I’d been sitting behind the wheel for some time, and went inside with my medication. I looked at the bottles and put them in my desk drawer for now. I sat in my study off the living room, staring at nothing in particular until I heard the front door open. It was after 9PM. There was no reason for her to be this late.


“Rand?” she called out curiously from the doorway.


I reluctantly got to my feet and went to meet her, starting the recording app on my phone before putting it in my shirt pocket. She looked tired. She’d looked like that a lot lately. Now I looked at her in a new light. She looked like someone had worn her out.


“Where have you been?” I asked her tonelessly.


She groaned and launched into a story about how there’d been an emergency at work, and she had to stay late to try to fix a problem with a report that she’d been working on for weeks. She rambled on and on as she kicked off her shoes and hung up her coat, her voice becoming more and more enthusiastic about the lie she was telling me. I thought I could smell the stench of sex on her.


“It seems to be printing for us now, but it still looks very irregular. Not at all the way it’s supposed to look.”


I let her talk herself out as I nodded slowly. When she started to go upstairs, I blinked.


“Where are you going?” I asked.


“I just want a shower and bed,” she said with a tired smile. “We ordered in for dinner since we were working so late.”


I nodded.


“I think we need to talk first,” I said.


“Can it wait until I’m out of the shower?” she asked, her eyes pleading.


“I don’t think it should,” I said.


I turned on the light in the living room, moving into the room and waiting for her to join me. She looked irritated, but came, and sat in one of the chairs when I took the sofa. I found that telling.


“I went to see Dr. Sebastian today,” I told her. “I haven’t been feeling right lately. She ran some tests and told me that I’m sick.”


That was precisely true. It was also exactly how people broke it to their loved ones that they had cancer or something equally fatal. It was a little cruel, but then again, getting the Clap from your wife’s lover, second-hand, wasn’t particularly kind. I could see the blood drain out of her face.


“Oh my God!” she whispered, staring at me in shock.


“She suggested I come home and talk to you about it before I made any decisions,” I said. “I didn’t think there’d be much to discuss after she gave me the diagnosis, but she insisted that it was survivable.”


Part of me was actually enjoying this, making her think I was dying of something awful while she undoubtedly had more diseased cum staining her panties as she sat there, staring at me.


“Oh my God!” she repeated. “Why didn’t you call me to go with you?!!?”


She was starting to tremble, like I had earlier.


“Until I got the tests back, it was just a feeling. Until I knew something, I didn’t suspect it would be ... this.”


“Oh God! She said it’s survivable though, right? What do we have to do?”


“I’m not sure she was as hopeful as she was telling me,” I said. “It’s all a matter of how far it’s gone. If it only just started, then maybe. If it’s been growing for a while though, I can’t see it turning out well.”


She bit her lip and trembled but stayed where she was. I’d guessed that she’d been with her lover less than an hour ago. She hadn’t had a chance to shower, so that meant her lover was a co-worker, or her boss, otherwise she’d have had access to a motel shower at least. He seemed like the type. Stan Weaver was in his fifties with a trophy wife who was only a year out of high school and looked like a high-end prostitute. He smiled too much and let his eyes linger where they shouldn’t. I’d noticed that he’d had an eye for Beth at the last Christmas party.


“Well, whatever we need to do, that’s not even a question. I wish you’d called me when you got the news. I’d have come home, and the report be damned.”


“Beth,” I said. “It’s not that simple.”


“Is it the expense? We’ll sell the house. I don’t care. We can live in an apartment! We’ll fight this. You’re going to be okay.”


“I don’t think I am.”


I told her softly, looking at her seriously.


“Beth, I’m not dying. What I have is treatable, but the implications are too devastating for me to contemplate.”


“I don’t understand,” she said, searching my face. “What’s going on?”


“Dr. Sebastian told me that I have the Clap. The only person who could have given me the Clap is you, since I’ve never cheated on you. The only way you could have given me the Clap is if you’d had it when we met, and I miraculously avoided getting it until now, or if you contracted it more recently. I think we both know there was no report at work and the reason you want a shower is because you’re leaking.”


She stared at me for the longest time, her face as white as a ghost.


“I don’t know what you mean,” she said faintly.


Another lie.


“Take off your clothes, Beth,” I told her evenly.


“No!” she said, regaining some of her composure. “This is ridiculous. There has to be another explanation. Someone ... People sometimes have sex in the bathroom. They must not have cleaned up,” she said lamely.


She got to her feet.


“I’m not going to sit here and listen to this!” she told me.


I got to my feet too.


“You’ll do as you’re told, or the next conversation we have will be very unpleasant for all involved.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” she wanted to know.


“That means that if I have to load the shotgun and go have a talk with Stan, I won’t come home with any shells left,” I told her.


There it was. She wilted. The admission was on her face.


“Strip. Now.”


She hung her head and disrobed there in the living room. I could see the bite marks around her breasts that I hadn’t put there. The hickey on her left breast enraged me. Off came her skirt and she was standing there in just her panties and stockings. Her panties were soaked through.


“I’ll take those,” I said as she stepped out of them.


She looked to the floor in shame but passed them to me. There was a lot of cum in them. I took them out to the kitchen and sealed them in a plastic bag before I came back.


“Is Stan the only donor in this sample?” I asked.


She nodded, getting more miserable.


“I can’t hear you,” I barked.


“Yes!” she spat. “It’s just Stan! You think I’m some sort of slut?!!?”


“You came home with your panties full of diseased sperm and gave me an STD and you think I’m out of line to wonder if he’s the only guy you’re fucking? You’re clearly not the only woman he’s fucking. How long has this been going on? Choose very carefully whether you should lie to me about this. You don’t know how long I’ve suspected or how long I’ve been feeling the effects of the STD,” I reminded her.


“Just before the Christmas party,” she admitted. “I was working late, and he was paying a lot of attention to me. You and I weren’t getting along all that well, so I found myself enjoying it. I’m ... I’m sorry, Rand! It’s just that, lately we’ve been drifting. You’ve felt it too. Sex with Stan was exciting where sex between us had become routine.”


I stood there and stared at her, stunned. She was trying to turn this around so that it was my fault. I took my phone out of my pocket and switched to the camera and took several pictures of the bites on her breasts and the hickey without stopping the recording. On a whim, I snapped one of her vagina, which was still leaking. They must have fucked all afternoon.


“What are you doing?” she asked, shocked that I’d taken photos of her naked like that.


“The bite marks aren’t going to match my dental impressions, but they’re a perfect match to Stan.”


The implication of that hit her like a brick.


“What are you going to do?!!?” she wanted to know.


“Well, with DNA evidence,” I held up the bag with her panties, “and photographic evidence, I figure that I can persuade a judge to rule against him for the damage to my health and my marriage. His business is fucked too. There are strict laws about employers having sex with employees.”


“Rand, stop!” she urged me. “He’s not the bad guy in all of this! Punish me if you have to, but other people work there. They’ll lose their jobs over this if the company shuts down.”


“You have sex with the boss,” I told her. “You do it in the office. They help keep it quiet. You’ll understand if I don’t feel a great deal of pity for them.”


“I didn’t know you were this petty, Rand,” she said, sounding disappointed with me.


“If our roles were reversed and I’d cheated on you and brought home a disease from my lover and given it to you, you’d be out for blood. You’d carve me up with a knife to find out who the whore was and then you’d have gone and cut her up too,” I told her in an angry growl.


“You can get down off your soap-box.” She returned a growl of her own.


“You can hardly claim the moral high-ground while you have another man’s cum running down your legs.” I replied.


She colored furiously about that.


“I’ve been trying to spare you the gory details!” she pointed out hotly.


“No, you’ve been trying to cover it up, so you could keep doing it,” I argued. “How were you going to explain the hickey and the bite marks? Were you going to start another fight and then put on your heaviest nightgown and pretend you were angry for three days until they went away? How many gory little details did you spare me by treating me like shit the past six months? You remember Christmas? I remember being yelled at for two days straight about how the decorations weren’t the way you wanted them and then treated to the cold shoulder until after New Year’s. What did he do that you had to cover up that time?!!? Huh?”


She hung her head and nodded. “He ... he likes to bite. It’s his fetish.”


“So, to indulge him, you’ve frozen me out of your heart, so I wouldn’t find out you’d do anything he asked. Do you even know what it’s been like to live with you the past six months?” I sneered. “You’ve been a rotten, rancid bitch to me just about every day and now I find out the worst thing you did to me was to relent and act like my wife on my birthday. That was the only time we’ve had sex this year. You’ve been his whore 100% of the time and the one time you let me back into your cunt, you laid there like it was terrible and for a birthday present you gave me the Clap in the bargain!”


“You don’t do any of the cooking around here anymore. You do your own laundry, so I won’t see your panties before they’re washed. I clean up around here more than you do. You know the funny thing? This is really going to make you laugh. When Phyllis told me I had the Clap, she was pissed at me. She thought I’d brought it home to you. And after all that. After everything you put me through, I was still crushed when I realized the only way I could have gotten it, was if you’d had sex with someone else.”


She stood there and took it as I ranted at her. I was angry, and hurt, and humiliated, and nauseated. She hung her head in shame or contrition or maybe just the hope that I’d stop if she looked chastised. I didn’t really know. I didn’t really care.


“What do we do now, Rand?” she asked in a very small voice.


“We haven’t been doing much of anything together lately, Beth,” I reminded her. “At this point, divorce, and suing the shit out of everyone I can, sounds like a solid plan for me. I think your first stop should be Dr. Sebastian to get treated.”


She flinched at the mention of a divorce.


“Are you really going to divorce me over this?” she asked, ashen-faced. “After all we’ve meant to each other?”


“What, exactly, do we mean to each other?!!?” I sneered. “You’re the one that told me you started the affair because we were drifting. I was just too boring for you. Maybe you’ve changed your mind because this conversation has been much more exciting than our normal talks. Those have consisted of you starting a fight you don’t really care about, so I won’t see your body covered in marks from your boss’s teeth. What other gory details do I need to hear about? He convince you to get into a threesome with whoever else is letting him bite her?”


“NO!” she protested. “It’s only ever been Stan. No one else.”


“You do all the dirty little things with him that you’d never do for me, though. Right? How many times have you come home and kissed me with his cum still in your mouth?”


She flinched, and I knew that it was too often. A kiss when she got home from work was the extent of our affection these days.


“You’re acting like it was all aimed at you and it wasn’t! I swear!”


“You’re another man’s wife,” I told her flatly. “That’s part of the thrill for him. He gets what I don’t and then when you kiss me, he gets a laugh that you’re feeding me his cum. We have a scum-bucket like that in my office too. You know Stan brags about you to his buddies, right? For that matter, that big, blustery production he made of meeting me at the Christmas party? Why do you think he did that? Getting me to shake hands with the guy that was having more sex with my wife that week than I’ve gotten since. That was his way of laughing in my face. And you stood by, watched, and then you went back for more.”


“I never meant for you to get hurt by this! You have to believe me. It was just a little harmless sex. There was never any love in it. It was just like masturbation only with someone else’s body instead of a toy.”


“But it wasn’t harmless. I’ve been irrevocably harmed by it, both medically and emotionally. How can you continue to delude yourself into thinking it was harmless? You’ve inflicted long-term mental cruelty on me to keep me from seeing the evidence on your body. You’ve inflicted a disease on me because you didn’t use protection with him. You’ve damaged my ability to trust and to love with the lies, and the betrayal, and the hate you’ve spewed at me. You can tell yourself that you don’t hate me, that you love me, but could you ever believe I loved you if I’d done this to you? Could you ever trust that I was faithful to you again, that I was telling you the truth ever again? I don’t think you could.”


She looked at me with anguish on her face.


“Please, Rand! I’ll make this up to you! I swear! Just give me a chance!”


“I’m not making a decision tonight,” I told her. “I’m devastated, and betrayed, and a thousand other emotions. Right now, I kind of hate what you’ve become. I don’t know that it’s fair to either of us to try to climb out of a hole this deep. It’d be easier for you to just take the divorce and move on with life.”


“You can’t mean that!” she argued. “Of course, I want to try! I don’t want to lose you!”


“At the risk of wallowing in self-pity, why? What difference does it make if I’m gone? You won’t have to fight when you get home, you won’t have to hide what you’re doing, or make up excuses for working late. Best of all, you won’t have to put up with how boring I am. You can have the excitement you want, and you don’t have to hide it to protect poor Rand-dull.”


“I’m sorry, Rand!” she said again. “I didn’t mean that you were dull, just that sex had become routine for us. I should have come to you when I started feeling like I wanted something different, but I didn’t even know myself until after I’d already cheated the first time.”


“Thank you for that,” I told her dryly. “That’s very comforting. Was it Stan’s idea for you to stop having sex with me altogether?” I asked.


She shrugged.


“We never talked about it, but he keeps doing things that you’ll see if we have sex. Your birthday, I held him off for the week leading up to it, so I wouldn’t have any marks on me.”


“Very thoughtful,” I said, dully. “So, he’s marking you as his property every chance he gets,” I clarified. “He either wants you to get caught or wants you to keep away from me.”


She hung her head, and I think she was finally starting to realize what she’d done to me and to our marriage.


“I never thought about it like that,” she admitted. “He said it was a turn-on for him.”


“I’m sure it was, but probably more for the fact that it gave him control over you. You’d either have to wreck your life or spend all your time hiding it from me,” I told her. “Having that kind of control over you must have made him feel very powerful.”


“Now what do we do?” she asked, beaten.


“There you go again, assuming that there’s a ‘we’,” I told her. “You’ve spent the past half-year alienating me in every way you could. You’re more faithful to him than to me.”


“I swear, Rand, I’ll never let him touch me again! Just tell me what to do to make it better!”


“You really want to make things better?” I asked her pointedly.


“Yes!” she gushed. “Anything!”


“For starters, you need to take tomorrow off and go see Dr. Sebastian. Once you start treatment, we can decide what to do about your boss, but it’s going to be very, very bad for him. I still haven’t decided what to do about you, but your boss needs to suffer as much as I can manage. Has he asked you to go off your birth control yet?” I asked, and she looked startled.


“How did you know?” she breathed.


“If he’s getting off on controlling your life, what gives him more control than getting you pregnant?” I pointed out to her. “He gets to rule your body for nine months and then you spend the next 20 years raising his kid and pretending I’m the father. It gives him years of control over you. Say the wrong thing, and he’d threaten to expose your secret. Break off your affair and he’d threaten to sue for custody. Seems like the kind of shitty thing a scumbag like him would do.”


She looked at me horrified as I laid out how she’d have been under his thumb for the rest of her life to protect the secret.


“Oh my God!” she blurted. “He would have ruined my life! Why would he do that?”


“For the thrill, I suspect.”


I’d read stories online about cheating wives and cuckold husbands in the past. He was probably thrilled with the prospect of me raising his bastard child.


“He could watch his kid grow up through the pictures on your desk without having to buy diapers, get up for 3AM feedings, put up with the puke or the endless stream of friends, or the growing pains, or teaching them to drive, or paying for insurance, or any of it. He gets to laugh at me for being the dumb fucker that’s raising his bastard for 20 years and he gets you to be his whore, or else he’ll put out the secret. He’d have you fucking his friends and his business contacts, clients and anyone else he could think of.”


I could tell I was finally getting to her. She was turning a pale shade of green as I spun out the tale of where her life would have gone if he’d gotten her pregnant.


“That son of a bitch!” she hissed, shaking with rage and shock.


It was a feeling I’d learned well today. I went to the liquor cabinet and poured myself a strong drink, figuring I needed one. As an afterthought, I poured one for her. We were both sick over this. I returned to the living room and sat on the couch, sipping my drink. By contrast, she slugged hers back and announced that she needed to shower all trace of him from her body. She put the glass down and bolted up the stairs before I said another word. By the time she came down, I was on my second drink. I’d poured one for her too. It was in the middle of the coffee table, so she could sit wherever she felt like. I didn’t look up when she came in.


“Thanks,” she said, picking up the glass and taking another slug of it for courage.


She sat on the other end of the sofa, looking at me warily.


“I’ve been incredibly stupid,” she admitted. “More than stupid. This wasn’t an innocent mistake. It was...”


“The worst thing you’ve ever done to another human being?”


I supplied helpfully, taking bleak stock of the wreckage of my life. I wanted very badly to load my shotgun and be done with this whole mess.


“The worst thing I’ve ever done to another human being,” she agreed hopelessly. “I can’t believe I didn’t see it coming!” she mumbled, still in shock.


She drained her glass and I nodded, draining my own in response.


“So how do you feel about your boss now?” I asked.


Getting up, I retrieved the bottle of Jack I’d been pouring from. I poured us each a third drink and left the bottle on the coffee table where we could each reach it.


“Are you kidding?” she scoffed. “I’m going to rip his fucking balls off.”


“That would be satisfying for a minute,” I said, a plan forming in my head. “But I want to hurt him a lot more than you can with a few angry kicks to the nuts. I want him to feel like he’s made me feel, like there’s nothing left in the world for him.”


“What do you have in mind?” she asked, glossing over the part about how awful this had made me feel.


“First, you need to take off work tomorrow and go to Dr. Sebastian. Get the diagnosis, get the prescription. Then you have a reason to be pissed at him without rousing suspicion.”


She nodded. “Then what?” she asked, biddable to whatever I had in mind.


I laid out the plan I had in mind, piecing it together from internet stories and my own imagination. I didn’t know if it would work, but it was our best hope to hurt Stan Weaver in a more permanent way. As we slowly drank and planned, I sank into a cold rage. I wanted to kill Stan, but not until after we’d taken everything he had and destroyed his world. Beth wanted us to kill him, but she wasn’t thinking about the consequences of just walking up to him and pointing the shotgun. I outlined what I had in mind and she started to smile. It wasn’t one of her dazzling smiles that showed delight. This one was predatory. She was out for blood and I was too, but I wanted so much more than blood.


In the morning, we both called and took off work and went to see Dr. Sebastian.


“I’m surprised to see you back today, Rand,” she said to me in a much warmer tone than she’d used when she thought I’d brought home the disease.


“I haven’t made any decisions yet,” I said. “We did a lot of talking last night.”


She nodded and started Beth’s examination. She came to the same diagnosis and gave her a prescription for treatment. While Beth was with the doctor, I made an appointment with a lawyer. Our next stop was Best Buy to buy an iPod. We bought this specifically for the voice recording function. We’d need it. From there, we went to the lawyer. I’d heard about this particular lawyer through some friends at work. She was ... mean. She wasn’t just lawyer-mean. It was whispered that Angela Price only got pleasure from hurting people in court and not from much else in life.


“Mr. and Mrs. Dunn,” she offered us a handshake and a seat. “I have to say, I’m surprised. I don’t get a lot of married couples coming in to see me. I’m usually the piranha in the divorce. What brings you to see me?”


I looked at Beth, who looked subdued.


“Well, my wife has been having an affair with her employer. We’d like to sue him personally, and his company, for alienation of affection. That’s still a thing in North Carolina, according to what I read online last night. Is that correct?”


She nodded and looked back and forth between us.


“That’s certainly possible,” she allowed. “Why don’t you start at the beginning. Let me set up to record our interview and we can get into the meat of the problem.”


For the next hour, she grilled the two of us about our fights, about the things that Stan had been doing with my wife, about the details of where and when, about the marks he’d left and our medical conditions which led to me finding out about the affair.


“So, you have her underwear with his semen and her vaginal fluid on them?” she asked, and I nodded’


“I put them in a sealed bag as soon as she took them off.”


“Beautiful!” she said. “So, what do you want from him?”


“Every dime he’s ever made, the fillings out of his teeth. I want to cauterize his urethra shut. I’d like his left testicle fed to him while the right one was mailed to China to be ground up for their herbal remedies. I want to smash his bones with a hammer until I get bored or run out of bones. I want to take so much from him that he commits suicide out of despair. I want to cost him his business, his home, his fuck-puppet trophy wife, his fancy car and his over-priced smile. I want him to piss blood and shit misery.”


“Would you like to have him air-dropped naked into Iraq with an American Flag parachute too?” she asked dryly.


“I’d settle for Harlem with a KKK hood and uniform,” I told her. “I like the way you think, though.”


She favored me with a small smile.


“I’m thrilled with your thirst for blood. I’ll need the evidence you’ve collected. It’ll be stored here for safe-keeping. I’ll have to have the semen DNA-typed against you and Mr. Weaver. I’ll also need a sample of your wife’s DNA for the female component.”


“So, you’ll take the case?” I asked to clarify.


She nodded.


“I’ll work for you, Mr. Dunn. Let me be specifically clear about that. Mrs. Dunn can be privy to our conversations at your discretion, but if you decide to divorce, I’ll be your lawyer. If I take the case on behalf of both of you, then I can’t represent either of you in the divorce if you should decide to go that road.”


I nodded and mulled that over. Did I want the divorce? Did I want to stay with Beth after this? I still hadn’t made that decision.


“That’s fine,” Beth said, interrupting my thoughts. “If Rand decides to divorce me after this, I’ll find another lawyer. I don’t think I’ll be in much of a position to protest my innocence, though.”


Angela nodded and made several notes about our account of events. I took a backseat through this and she focused on Beth, since she had a more direct knowledge of the events. I was still a little sickened by everything that had happened and how close I’d come to being stuck raising another man’s child.


She discussed with us the importance of maintaining legality at all times from here on out, and not to confront Stan or alert him to any problems. She also made us aware that recorded conversations were generally not admissible in court.


“I’d actually suggested to Beth that if she couldn’t avoid being angry at him, then she should tell him it’s because he gave her gonorrhea and to focus on that,” I told Angela.


She nodded.


“That should allay any suspicions he may have,” she allowed.


She talked with us at length and finally told us that she could recommend an attorney to Beth for a separate sexual harassment suit against the business and her boss directly. Beth nodded in agreement and made a call to the lawyer Angela had recommended. With that done, she asked Beth to excuse us for a moment to talk.


When Beth returned to the waiting room, Ms. Price turned to me, all business.


“My advice, as your attorney, is to file these lawsuits, squeeze the living shit out of him and then sue her for divorce as soon as the checks clear,” she told me bluntly. “It’s sort of a shitty sweepstakes to be the winner at, but you get to keep your settlement and get a chunk of hers in the bargain.”


I nodded. “I haven’t decided whether to forgive this or not, but if not, then I’d be stupid not to follow your advice.”


“If you decide to keep her, create a marriage contract that addresses the consequences of infidelity going forward. I can help you word it to get what you want from the marriage,” she counseled me.


I nodded and promised her I’d think about it and keep in touch with her. We talked about the marriage contract in some more detail before I wrote her a check for her retainer and shook her hand.


“Look, Mr. Dunn, I’ve seen a lot of these. You’re handling it fairly well. Just keep me in the loop before you do anything out of line.”


“I promise, if I decide to shoot the cocksucker, I’ll call you before I load the gun,” I told her.


She looked at me dryly.


“I think you should wait until you get the money from the lawsuits,” she told me. “After that, consider not shooting him. My specialty is litigation, not criminal defense.”


I nodded and left to take Beth to visit her lawyer. I stayed in the waiting room, lost in thought until she returned. We were both pensive as we left the law office and we were close to home when she sighed.


“You’re going to start the divorce when we finish suing Stan, aren’t you?” she asked, dreading the answer.


“I haven’t decided yet,” I told her. “Ms. Price gave me a few options to think about. She suggested a marriage contract if we decided that divorce wasn’t the way for us to go.”


“How would that work?” she asked curiously.


I thought I detected a trace of hope in her voice.


“Well, it would state what was acceptable from each of us and what was unacceptable. It would spell out what we’d do if the contract were breached. It would work similar to a prenuptial agreement, so if we detail infidelity as part of the contract, it would state what the penalties would be in the event of a divorce for that reason. I think it’s sort of like an agreement that we wouldn’t divorce over ‘A’, but if ‘B’ happened, it would end the marriage and split our assets in certain ways.”


She nodded. “You’re considering that?” she asked meekly.


“I’m considering all my options,” I told her. “You’ve worked pretty hard to wreck our marriage over the last six months. I don’t just mean the sex with Stan, but all the shit you’ve put me through to cover it up has been, in its own way, much worse.”


She nodded. “I know,” she whispered. “I hated doing it, you know. When Stan seduced me, you and I were drifting, like I said, but we’d never been nasty. We were just becoming more like friends with benefits than passionate lovers. The first time he marked me, I knew I couldn’t let you see that. So, I started that stupid fight over the decorations. I know I made Christmas awful for you. I was miserable too. Even if I hadn’t felt the passion, you were still my best friend, and I was lashing out at you for something that wasn’t your fault.”


I nodded and looked at her sideways.


“So, what do you want out of all this?” I asked. “When the dust settles, if you got your way, what would things look like?”


“You mean like I could wave a magic wand?” She sighed before answering.


“I’d want things to be more like they were when we were first married. We were so in love back then. Everything was new and exciting and fresh. There was no room for anyone else because we were so focused on each other. I’d want that. To have your love, your trust, your attention again and feel like I was the center of your world.”


I pulled into the driveway and parked while she was painting the portrait of her marital bliss.


“I never stopped being in love with you, Beth,” I told her tonelessly. “I never stopped focusing on you. I just changed how I expressed it. Instead of coming home and tearing your clothes off to have sex every night, I worked to make sure you had what you needed. You wanted the new SUV, so we got you the SUV. You wanted to go to the spa, so I put in extra hours, so you could have the spa weekend with the girls. I’m not going to say that it was all selfless and devoted. I had my hobbies, too. But I never fell out of love with you. Maybe we should go for the divorce. You obviously think of us as just friends now.”


For some reason, that hurt more than the rest of it put together. I got out of the car and left her sitting there, going into the house and picking up the bag from the pharmacy. I tossed the antibiotic back on the desk and read the information on the bottle of Valium. I decided that it was time for a dose of calm and took one, going to the kitchen for a sip of water. I was back in my study when she finally came in. I heard the front door close as I sat and opened the other bottle and started my treatment for the STD that had started this.


“I’m sorry, Rand,” she said quietly.


“It’s how you feel,” I said woodenly. “I suppose that I failed to remind you that I loved you often enough. Let’s just get through the lawsuits with Stan and then figure out what to do. I’m not going to blindside you with divorce papers and I’m not going to take you to the cleaners. It’s pretty clear that you’re not happy being married to me, though. Let’s just get through this and then make the rest of it as painless as possible.”


She stood for a long time, not knowing what to say.


“Can’t we talk about it?” she asked.


I shrugged.


“There’s plenty of time to talk,” I said simply. “We’ve probably got a week before the papers get served to him and then more time before we can get a trial date. After that, it’ll probably be another month of motions back and forth and then a week of sitting in court for each of the suits, so I’d say that it’ll be the end of October before it’s all over, unless he caves.”


“He might,” she told me. “He might be willing to settle everything in order to keep it from getting out. The bad publicity could finish his business even without the lawsuits. We might be signing papers in as little as two weeks.”


“That’s still a lot of time to talk,” I told her. “Look, I’m not being an asshole about it, but you fell out of love with me. You said it yourself, there was no room for anyone else when we were first married. You deserve to be free to find someone that makes you feel that way again.”


“So that’s it?” she asked, anguished.


“No,” I told her. “We keep talking about it and figure out what’s best for both of us. Then we see that through.”


“I don’t want to lose you, Rand,” she told me, adamantly.


I smiled sadly at her.


“I’m your best friend, right Beth?”


She nodded. She’d said that.


“I fucked this up, huh? Do you think there’s any way for us to save things?”


I thought about that for a while.


“I think the best chance we have is to spend some time apart and see if we feel miserable without each other, see if we can reconnect and be what we were before,” I said honestly. “Right now, we’ve got this hanging over us, and the longer it goes on, the more difficult it’s going to be to move past as friends, let alone, as more.”


She nodded. “What do you want to do about sleeping arrangements in the mean time?” she asked.


“We’ve been sharing a bed without anything happening to this point,” I pointed out and then sighed when I saw the look on her face. “Fine, I’ll stay down here.”


“I can make up the guest room for you,” she offered.


“Don’t bother,” I told her woodenly and looked at the desk, as much to escape looking at her, as for anything else.


“I’d like to be alone for a while, if you don’t mind.”


“Okay,” she said softly and retreated, leaving me to my thoughts.


I got up and closed the door, before returning to my chair and letting the tears fall as silently as I could. I knew I was making some noise, but this was the moment I mourned my marriage.


Chapter 2


The mind is sometimes a funny thing. It pulled me on a journey through some of the best times in my life. I relived my life with Beth, seeing her smile when it was dazzling and new, remembering her laughter - like music.


I relived the night we first made love. God, I was so nervous! I remembered proposing to her, watching her walk toward me on our wedding day in her shining white gown. I’d never noticed that her smile hadn’t quite dazzled for me the past couple of years. We’d both turned 30 this past year, she in October and me in May. We’d been together for 10 years, six of them as husband and wife.


I don’t know how long I cried over the slow, pathetic death of my marriage, but eventually, calm stole over me. I knew it was the Valium kicking in and I was grateful. I looked at it calmly, the drug starting to make me drowsy, but soothing my misery to a dull ache that was manageable. I regained my composure and wiped my eyes as I took deep breaths. Maybe this was best. She wasn’t in love with me. She loved me, but it was no stronger than the bond she’d feel for a pet, maybe not even that strong.


Sure, she said I was her best friend. I didn’t feel like her best anything. I was strangely okay with it. I suspected that I’d need to lean on the Valium for a while to keep myself on an even footing. For the first time since yesterday, I felt okay. If those little pills could keep the devastation at arms-length for a little while, I’d take that, for now.


I called my office and told them that I’d need the rest of the week off for a family emergency and might need to take a leave of absence to deal with things. I was a chemical engineer for a large plant outside of town, but there were three of us in that particular job, so there were people who could pick up the slack. I sat there, wondering what I was going to do with the rest of my life. I’d pictured that life including kids and Beth and a future of us retiring to Florida and leaving the house in the hands of the ... kids we’d never have now.


I hadn’t come to any conclusions when the need to use the bathroom forced me out of my sanctuary. I went to the bathroom off the kitchen and did what I had to, painfully aware of the infection as I clenched my teeth and pissed, enduring the worst of it before I washed my hands and left the bathroom.


There was no sign of Beth in the kitchen or the living room and I wondered if she was upstairs or had gone out. I checked for her SUV first and saw that it was there, so I went upstairs and knocked on the bedroom door. When she came to the door, she’d been crying too. I wondered if it was the same pain I was feeling or just sympathy that I was hurting. The thought was distant though. Valium wasn’t exactly making it hard to think, but it was like the thoughts were outside of myself and I was drifting in isolation, sometimes coming close enough to one to make it out briefly.


“Are you hungry?” I asked, slightly glazed. “I could make something to eat.”


“Are you okay?” she asked tentatively. “You seem ... I don’t know. Just not like you.”


“Valium,” I said. “Dr. Sebastian’s idea. Do you want supper?”


“I don’t ... Whatever you’re going to have, I suppose. Do you want some help?”


“Maybe,” I said. “I feel ... detached. It might help to have someone remind me what I’m supposed to be doing.”


She nodded, and we went down to the kitchen, cooking together for the first time in forever. She kept nudging my attention back to the task at hand, and we eventually got dinner together. I’d like to tell you that it was a great meal and we took it as a sign that we worked better together, but it was just sausages and mashed potatoes. Nothing special. We didn’t even work well together. She wasn’t used to being in the kitchen anymore, and I was slipping in and out of a drug induced fog, feeling calm, but disconnected.


We sat at the table and I stared at her, remembering random times we’d sat at this table in the past while my food started to get cold until her voice broke through and reminded me to eat. We didn’t really speak during dinner, and once it was done, we looked at each other awkwardly. I got up and started to clean up the dishes. I really was feeling calm at the moment. I knew that as soon as the dishes were done, I was probably going to turn in for the night.


“Rand,” she said, putting a hand on my arm when I went to take her dishes away.


“I’m sorry. I hadn’t realized that you didn’t feel the same distance between us.”


“Yeah,” I said. “I’m not your best friend, Beth. Best friends share their thoughts and feelings. You checked out on me a long time ago, if we’d faded to the point that someone in his fifties could seduce you away from me that easily. I’m not ... It’s...”


I stopped and gathered myself.


“My thoughts are all over the place right now. Today is the first time you’ve really told me how you feel about me in a long time. It’s worse, because it’s the truth. When you were screaming at me and starting fights, at least I knew you didn’t really mean it. I mean, how could you? No one in their right mind throws a two-day fit over how the tinsel was strung on the Christmas tree. Today, though...”


I paused and shook my head.


“It’s real. It’s not hate or rage or anger. It was just indifference. I’m not your husband, not your lover, not even your friend. I’m just a guy that you regret having to hurt. It’s cool. We’ll get through this. It’ll be the last thing you have to do with me. Then we’ll work out an agreement for the divorce and we each go free. I guess that’s the best thing for both of us.”


“Rand, I didn’t want it to come to this,” she said sadly. “I really do love you, but it’s not the passionate sort of love to build a marriage on. I wanted this to work, but when you said that we should go through with the divorce, deep down, I was relieved.”


I nodded. “I get it. We’ll work it out. We’ll have to make decisions about the house and the rest of our stuff.”


“Let’s be honest, Rand,” she said wearily. “You’ll get almost everything in the divorce. All I need is enough money to set up an apartment and maybe pay off the SUV.”


“You’ll probably need more than that,” I said. “After the lawsuits, I doubt if you’ll have a job to go back to - even if the company survives.”


“I don’t intend to stick around,” she admitted. “Once all the lawsuits are settled, I’ve decided that I’m going back to Atlanta. I’ll stay with my parents for a little while and get a job there. Don’t worry. I’ll make sure that my parents know what really happened.”


I nodded, and figured that once she left town, I’d never see her again. I had no intention of ever setting foot in the city limits of Atlanta, knowing there was a chance that I could run into her there.


That was pretty much it for us. She went back to work the next day, as if nothing had happened. She recorded the conversation she had with Stan about why she’d had to take the day off and he’d been shocked by the news that he had the Clap. Later that week, he was served with six different lawsuits while he was standing in the middle of a luncheon attended by his wife. That raised all kinds of hell, because Beth and I were each suing him for assault with the details of the STD he’d given her and by extension, me. Then we were each suing him personally for effectively ending our marriage and suing the business too, since their trysts had taken place on company time, on company grounds, or at company events.


I guess the prenup with his trophy wife had been specific about her infidelity, but suspiciously mum about any cheating on his part, because she didn’t immediately hop on the bandwagon and get a lawyer.


He wanted to settle the six lawsuits for pennies on the dollar. I agreed to meet with him when Angela told me he’d made an offer. She told me we should reject it without meeting, but I wanted to make sure he knew where he stood.


I arrived for the meeting a few minutes early and Angela urged me to let her do the talking when we went into the conference room.


I nodded. “I’m willing to settle for double the original value of the suits. In exchange, I’ll sign a non-disclosure agreement about the settlement, and he doesn’t get his name dragged through the mud. Personally, I’d rather go to court. I want him publicly humiliated.”


She nodded. “Just sit there and stare daggers at him,” she told me. “I’ll get you every penny I can.”


“And the fillings in his teeth,” I reminded her. “That’s very important. I want him to have those holes in his pretty white smile.”


She barked a laugh. “We’ll have to see about the fillings,” she said with a small smile.


The meeting was a complete fiasco. Stan was pacing when we entered the room. Angela was still greeting his lawyer when he punched me in the face. I’d like to say that I shrugged it off and opened the Gates of Hell on him, but it took me completely by surprise. I fell back against the door-frame and he pressed the advantage, hitting me again. His rage was making him strong and fast, hammering me with hay-makers that staggered me and kept me off balance.


Then, just as suddenly as he started, he stopped, and I wondered why. I shook my head and tried to get the room to stop spinning. Stan was lying on the floor a short distance away, twitching and Angela was holding a taser, the leads connecting the gun to Stan’s back. I could hear the electrical pop of the taser continuing to punish him as I slowly got back to my feet.


“This was clearly a premeditated assault, counselor,” she told his lawyer even while she risked giving the bastard a heart attack. “My client agreed to this meeting at your insistence. You could easily be considered an accessory to the assault.”


“Ms. Price, I assure you, I was just as surprised as you were that Mr. Weaver reacted that way,” he protested, holding up his hands as if to defend himself.


“Angela,” I said thickly. “Do you think you could ease off the juice? We don’t want him to die before he can settle the suit. After that, feel free to hook him up to a car battery and barbecue the pig.”


She looked down at him and nodded.


“Fine,” she said, relenting.


She took her finger off the trigger, but left it primed to shock him again if he got out of hand. She turned back to the other lawyer and shook her head.


“Now, my client had been willing to come here to entertain the offer you had on the table, but in light of this turn of events, we’re willing to settle each of the suits for triple the original value, in exchange for a non-disclosure agreement about the details of the settlement and we’ll throw in an agreement not to press charges or pursue additional suits as a result of today’s disgusting outburst. It’s a package deal. All or nothing.”


“Can I have the conference room for a few moments to talk with my client once he’s collected himself?” he asked sourly.


“Take your time,” she said and removed the cartridge from her taser.


She stooped long enough to yank out the barbs from Stan’s back, making him scream briefly. She took me back to her office and she examined my face.


“These are going to bruise up nicely,” she said, admiringly. “Don’t put any ice on them. We want you bruised and swollen when we take the pictures of them. Open your mouth for me,” she said and when I did, she looked over my teeth. “He didn’t knock any out, but you’re bleeding a little. Probably just from your lip.”


I nodded, and we went back out to wait for them to consider what had been said. After about twenty minutes, the door opened, and the lawyer nodded that they were ready for us.


He started as soon as we were settled.


“Mr. Weaver apologizes for his hasty actions and wants you to know that nothing like that will ever happen again.”


It was a sack of shit from a sack of shit, representing a sack of shit. I didn’t call him on it. Angela told me to let her do the talking and frankly, she scared me. I wasn’t looking for her to turn that taser on me.


“Thank you for your assurances, counselor,” she said. “It doesn’t change our position that this was a premeditated attack on my client. If I were to have expected violence from anyone at this meeting, I’d have been worried that the damage done to Mr. Dunn by your client would have made him volatile.”


“My client was served with the papers for your actions in a very public setting and his wife has reacted poorly to the news of his alleged infidelity,” he explained. “He’s embarrassed and humiliated and more than a little upset by the way this was handled.”


“Imagine my client’s embarrassment and humiliation, counselor,” she said coldly. “He was made aware of your client’s involvement with his wife after finding out their affair had infected him with a sexually transmitted disease. Unfortunately, we need to wait some time to determine if your client has also spread HIV into his household, but rest assured that we’ll see to having your client held responsible for that if the test comes back positive.”


That made the other lawyer visibly pale.


“I’m certain that those tests will come back negative, but in the event that they don’t, that still doesn’t make my client culpable for the actions of Mrs. Dunn.”


They postured back and forth, and I lost interest in their dancing around. I was focusing on Stan. He was breathing hard and glaring at me like he wanted to kill me. I knew I was going to kill him when this was done. I smiled at him and something in the look on my face must have disturbed him, because suddenly, he didn’t want to look at me.


“Look, the bottom line is that triple the original amount of the three suits is ridiculous. No judge in the world would award you that much in court. Hell, my client doesn’t have enough money to pay that off along with all the other lawsuits levied against him. We’re willing to discuss putting this all behind us, but not for that amount.”


“Mr. Dunn is less interested in the money than in publicly airing his grievances against Mr. Weaver - and Weaver Savings and Loans - for the role he and his business have played in the destruction of his marriage. He’s been very badly injured in this and feels it would only enable Mr. Weaver’s behavior for him to suffer in silence.”


“If this goes to court, the business won’t be worth shit!” Stan blurted out.


“That may be a beneficial side-effect of the trial from Mr. Dunn’s point of view,” Angela pointed out. “His life is ruined. His wife has been forced to alienate him in their marriage to hide the sexual injuries your client inflicted on her body; he’s suffering from the symptoms of gonorrhea that your client introduced into his marriage; he’s devastated by the end of his union, humiliated by the reason and has been forced to take time away from his job. He may not be able to return to work with his current employer, due to the anguish of having to explain his divorce to his co-workers. So, damage to his health, damage to his home-life, damage to his professional life, damage to his social life. And your client saw fit to lay his hands on my client and issue a beating that he in no way provoked. We personally have no sympathy for your client’s plight, and I’m certain that the courts will be equally unfeeling.”


“Ms. Price,” Stan’s lawyer broke in. “Can we at least discuss an amount that we can agree to in order to put this matter behind us. The suit against Mr. Weaver for alienation of affection was for $1 million. The original suit against the business was for $5 million, and the assault, the medical issue, was for $500 thousand. If you triple that amount, it comes to nearly $20 million. The business and Mr. Weaver’s personal assets would barely cover that.”


“Mr. Weaver has a condo in Miami that’s assessed at $2 million dollars,” Angela said, passing over a copy of the assessment. “Mr. Weaver’s primary residence here in Charlotte is worth nearly $7 million dollars.”


She added the copy of that assessment.


“I believe Mr. Weaver maintains an enviable collection of expensive automobiles in addition to his homes. He’s also picked up enough real-estate through foreclosures that he could easily afford all the settlements just by selling his land portfolio.”


There was a list of properties that had been sold off from his Savings and Loan for ridiculously low prices to another company that he owned. Stan looked distinctly sick at the news that we’d uncovered that connection. He’d been buying up land in the wake of the mortgage crisis and then been renting it back to the people who’d owned it.


“Mr. Weaver would have to severely curtail his lifestyle,” his lawyer postured. “The courts would deem this cruel, out of proportion to the severity of the damage to Mr. Dunn.”


“You’re probably right,” she admitted. “On the other hand, the bad publicity would erode his standing in the community, and he’d suffer the same consequences through the damage to his businesses. I also expect that there are certain guidelines that govern the sale of foreclosed real-estate that Mr. Weaver might not have adhered to closely. The public scrutiny would probably result in hefty fines and possibly an anti-trust investigation, as he sold those properties to himself at steep discounts, without making them available for public auction.”


I checked out again, after that. The pain in my face was starting to get to me, and I focused on that, trying to keep my expression neutral. They went back and forth for a while, but all I wanted to do was take some Advil and try to forget about the pain in my face for a while.


“Rand,” Angela said, drawing me out of my thoughts. “Are you okay?”


“What?” I asked, my voice sounding a little thick. “Sorry, for some strange reason, I’m having a hard time concentrating. Maybe I should go to the hospital?”


She gave me a concerned look, her eyes searching mine. “They offered a settlement of $14 million, payable within 30 days. Do you agree to that?”


“Fifteen,” I said, intending to convey that I wanted the money within fifteen days, but she took the ball and ran up the bill instead.


“Gentlemen, the counter-offer is $15 million,” she told them, and they agreed, Stan back to staring daggers at me.


The lawyers went back to talking, and Angela had the dates, amounts and other notes written down, promising to have the documents sent by courier to Stan’s lawyer before the end of the week.


Once we were out of the office, Angela called her office, left her assistant in charge, and drove me to the hospital herself. She came with me into the examination room and explained that she was my lawyer when the doctor commented on it. I did have a mild concussion, but it was nothing to be worried about. He recommended ice for the swelling, Tylenol and complete rest for the next few days. He cautioned me that I’d have some symptoms for a month or so but taking the next three to five days for complete rest would speed my recovery as much as possible. Angela got me out of there and took me home since I was in no condition to drive. When she dropped me off, she took some pictures of the swelling and my split lip and told me she’d be back in the morning to take more once the bruises had a chance to blossom.


“What happened?!!?”


Beth wanted to know, when Angela helped me into the house.


“Mr. Weaver attacked your husband.” Angela said. “He’s suffered a mild concussion and a lot of swelling,” Angela explained as she snapped the pictures with me standing in front of our fridge since the light in the kitchen was good.


When she left, Beth helped me upstairs to the guest-room. After a few days, I’d relented and moved there while things were being settled. Most of my clothes were in there now. I closed my eyes and slept most of the night.


The next day, Angela arrived early and took more pictures of my face on her way to the office. Beth left to meet with her lawyer. She was having an initial meeting with Stan and his lawyer. She’d left her job after the suits had been served, stating that in light of the lawsuits, she didn’t feel comfortable staying, so we’d both been around the house a lot together. We talked most days, but it was melancholy. We talked about old times, old friends and it was always tinged with sadness. We used to talk about the future a lot, where we’d like to retire, where we’d travel. That was missing now. We’d both decided there was no future for us.


About a week after she’d met with Stan and his lawyer, I asked her about her parents.


“Have you told the Colonel what’s been going on?”


That was always how I referred to her father. He’d never been friendly to me, insisting that his little girl deserved better. It was actually his insistence that I address him as Colonel. She shook her head.


“They know I’m coming to spend some time with them, but I want to explain it in person,” she told me.


I nodded. “I don’t envy you that conversation,” I told her sympathetically.


She made an agreeing sound and then sighed.


“Have you decided what you’re going to do?” she asked, bringing up the future for the first time.


“Not really,” I admitted. I’d been focusing on getting through each day without looking to the horizon. “I guess I have to decide whether to go back to work or not. I suppose I could travel some,” I said, lacking any enthusiasm for the prospect.


I lacked enthusiasm for a lot of things lately. She looked at me like she could tell what I was thinking and pulled her knees up to wrap her arms around them.


“It will get better, Rand,” she said softly. “You deserve to find someone too.”


“I found someone once,” I told her, my voice choked up.


I got up and left the room quickly, not wanting her to see me break down, which was still happening with alarming regularity. Grieving for my marriage was the one thing I did enthusiastically these days. I locked myself in my study and wept piteously, silently demanding an answer from God to the only question that broke through the fog of my depression: Why?


Deep down, I knew that there was no answer. It wasn’t a matter that I deserved better because of my piety or my charity. It just happened. For the religious, it was all an elaborate matter of the Chaos Theory that they called God’s Will. That’s all it was. A random congruence of unrelated factors that come together in a way that meant the end of my life as I knew it. They referred to it as “His Plan” and said, “He moves in mysterious ways”. The scientists called it Chaos Theory and postulated that tiny influences can greatly affect events in unpredictable ways. Two very comforting ways to tell me that there was nothing I could have done to avoid this outcome.


I stayed in the study and asked myself the same question that had started this outburst. What was I going to do? Stan was going to settle. He’d promised Beth $7 million for her suits and she’d agreed. She’d be paid the same day I was. We’d agreed to settle the divorce the same day. I had three weeks of being married left, and I had no idea what to do with myself once that day came.


I heard her go up to bed and I waited another hour before I went to my new room. I hated it. The mattress was narrow and uncomfortable, the room was small and cramped with my things in it. The house was starting to feel cramped with the two of us trying to untangle our lives from each other.


I avoided her for the rest of our time together. It had all been said. She had her things packed and ready to go the day we went to sign the final agreement. The certified checks had been prepared and we were meeting at Angela’s office so that we could get it all out of the way quickly. Beth had already set up a new account and we’d taken her name off the old, joint account. The divorce papers were ready, and the details agreed to. There’d be a lot of checks handed out and, in the end, I’d be walking away with fifteen million dollars of Stan’s money, after the lawyers got their share.


Beth had only asked for $100,000 out of the divorce to get herself set up in Atlanta. I’d talked her into taking $500,000. I told her that she deserved the best head-start I could give her.


She looked sad that morning. I felt dead inside. Her SUV was packed, and she was intending to be on the road as soon as the checks were handed over, and we were officially single. Somehow, Angela had bullied a judge to review the divorce decree before the signing and sign off on it. Beth’s lawyer seemed in awe of her for being able to do that, but he said that it would make it permanent and official without waiting, so long as the judge agreed to the terms and approved it.


Things with Stan’s lawyer were fairly orderly. Stan didn’t seem very upbeat today. In fact, he looked like shock had set in. We signed in all the right places and that was the second to last time I ever saw Stan Weaver. His wife had chosen not to divorce him because of the prenup.


When they left, Beth and I signed our divorce decree. She endorsed her check from Stan to me and I handed her one for the amount that we’d agreed on. She followed me in her SUV to the bank, so that we could be certain that both of my checks were in the bank and cleared, and so that her check would clear too.


The judge had asked us if this was what we really wanted, and Beth nodded. I shrugged.


“I really wish none of this had ever happened, but this is what we need.”


He asked me some more about that and I told him that Beth had fallen out of love with me and that led to the affair.


“Infidelity was just the symptom,” I told him. “She doesn’t love me anymore. All I can do is set her free and hope she’s happy.”


Okay, that was my misery talking, but it was true. I’d never meant our wedding vows to be a prison to hold her back. They’d completed me. If they hadn’t done the same for her, then I needed to fix that. He reluctantly took the pen and officially ended my marriage.


“Congratulations,” Angela said quietly to Beth.


She’d known that this was killing me, so she didn’t include me in the statement. Instead, she gave my arm a squeeze and promised me that it would get better as time went on. People kept telling me that. I couldn’t begin to imagine why they thought it was comforting. I nodded and mumbled something that must have satisfied her, because she let go and patted my shoulder.


Beth and I drove to the bank and I deposited my newfound wealth into my account before Beth came forward and had her check converted to certified funds, so she could open a new account when she got to Atlanta. She had plenty of cash to get there and seemed eager to be on her way.


“I’ll call you when I get my new number,” she promised. “We’ll stay in touch. You should come down sometime. Maybe for the holidays.”


I nodded but didn’t trust my voice. She hugged me, and I felt my life crumble. I sobbed, fighting to maintain my composure as the woman I loved said goodbye.


“It’ll get better, Rand. Give it time. We’ll talk, I promise I won’t shut you out.”


She kissed my cheek and then got in her SUV, driving away. I watched her go until she turned the corner. I went back to my car and drove home. It’s a miracle that I got there, since I could barely see through the tears. I bawled and sobbed and wept all day.


She called late in the afternoon to tell me that she arrived safely. I let the machine get it. She promised to call tomorrow when she had a new number, and then she told me that it would get better again. What the fuck did she know? She hadn’t lost anything she valued. That was on me. I finally went to the liquor cabinet and started drinking after I listened to her message.


That night was bad. I drank and cried and fought my demons and the ghosts of the past well into the night. I remember puking several times. When I woke the next day, lying on the bathroom floor, I felt like my body matched my soul: destroyed. I got up and checked the phone for messages. There was one from Angela, telling me that she had something for me and that she’d come by with it after lunch.


I didn’t feel like it, but I pulled myself together. I shaved and got in the shower, poured myself a cup of coffee and then cleaned up the house. I’d been amazingly well-behaved for someone who’d drunk themselves into oblivion the night before. It was mid-summer by this point, so I went out and laid on one of the deck chairs in the backyard, thinking about what I’d do now.


Normally, this is the point where the hot neighbor - with the same hobbies I had - would move in next door or when Angela would confess that she’s been harboring a secret crush on me, or a co-worker would sweep me off my feet. But this is real life, so none of that happened. When Angela arrived after lunch, it was with a letter Beth had written. In it, she told me that she felt terribly about how this had all happened and she hoped I hadn’t lost my ability to love because of her.


She urged me to move on and look for someone that would be there for me and love me the way I deserved. She apologized for the affair and for losing sight of how much I’d loved her. It was nothing she hadn’t said before and, after I was done reading, I asked Angela about when she arranged this.


“She came back to the office yesterday after the two of you were done at the bank,” she said. “She didn’t think you’d take it if she’d given it to you before she left.”


I nodded and shrugged it off.


“It’s all very heart-warming,” I told her and offered her the letter to read for herself.


She nodded. “She seems sincere,” she said gently. “I’ve seen plenty of alligator tears in my time and she regretted hurting you, even if she didn’t actually love you anymore. You should look into grief counseling,” she suggested. “Beth isn’t dead, but your marriage is. A counselor might help you with that. Think about it.”


After that, I saw her out and she patted my arm again. There was no romance in the gesture, just respect, sympathy and, perhaps, the basis for a friendship if we stayed in touch.


That afternoon, I got a call I wasn’t expecting.


Chapter 3


“Randal,” Beth’s father said when I picked up the phone.


If I’d looked at the Caller ID, I’d probably have let it ring.


“Colonel,” I said coolly. “To what do I owe the unexpected honor?”


“I wanted to clear the air about what’s going on with you and Beth,” he said gruffly.


“There’s nothing going on between Beth and me,” I told him. “Everything between the two of us is done. Surely, she told you that when she arrived there yesterday?”


“She did,” he confirmed.


“Are you calling me to confirm what she said?” I asked.


“I’m calling to tell you that you’re being a jackass to go through with this,” he growled.


“Oh, really?” I said hotly. “So, did you miss the part where she told me that she didn’t love me and hadn’t for a long time? Did she skip that part? Are you glossing over the six-month affair she had with her boss? Or maybe she hasn’t gotten around to letting you know that she’s treated me like shit since December because her lover liked to bite her, and she had to come up with a way for me not to see the marks he put on her. Maybe you stepped out of the room when she admitted that the only time she’s had sex with me since she started with her lover, was on my birthday and she gave me the fucking Clap! I guess it didn’t register to you that she’s thought of me as a roommate she has to put up with, rather than a partner to face life together with, huh?”


“A man doesn’t abandon his family,” he sneered.


“You remember what you said to me on my wedding day?” I asked him, seething. “Let me remind you. You told me that I wasn’t good enough for Beth, that she deserved better, and that if I was any kind of man, I’d call it off and set her free, so she could find someone she could be proud of. Congratulations, Glen. You’ve got your wish. I’ve set her free, so she can find someone she could be proud of. Or maybe you meant that you could be proud of. Tell you what, why don’t we call this your Christmas gift. Don’t feel like you need to go overboard with gratitude. Just get me the same thing you got me last year. I’ll put it under the tree and take a picture of it for you.”


“You and me, we’re not friends. You’ve never liked me, never approved of me and you’ve always been really frank that you didn’t think a chemist was good enough for your little girl. At this point, we’re not even in-laws, so who the fuck do you think you are, calling me to bitch about my divorce. Fuck you! You want to talk about being a man? When I found out that Beth was stepping out on me, I didn’t treat her like a whore. I didn’t raise my hand to her, and I didn’t resort to posturing. I’ve seen you treat Beth’s mother like shit for years, so don’t you ever tell me you know what a real man does. As an officer, it’s been 40 years since you even admired a real man in the shower ... SIR!”


I snarled and hung up the phone on him. It was the first time that I’d gotten well and truly angry, and it felt good. It overwhelmed the ache I’d had in my chest since I’d found out about Stan. It was an hour later that I got a call from another Atlanta number.


“Hello?”


My temper was ready to go if it should happen to be Glen. It was Beth, though.


“Hi, Rand,” she said. “I promised I’d call when I got my new number. How are you doing?” she asked tentatively.


“Fantastic,” I said sarcastically. “I had a very pleasant call from your father today. I don’t know what brain injury he’s suffered that made him think he had any right to lecture me about how we did things, but he’s probably still boiling over from what I said to him. Fair warning.”


I could hear her hiss to herself about that.


“That bad?” she asked.


“If he shows up at the house, I’m going to assume he’s armed and shoot him through the door,” I told her. “I’m not going to go into it, but he got reminded that he’s done everything to point out to me that I’m not good enough for you. I told him he finally got what he wanted, and then I got nasty with him. He’s probably still throwing fits.”


“Sorry. I told him this wasn’t your fault, but he’s never liked you,” she admitted.


“I’m not his problem anymore,” I told her. “For that matter, I’m not yours either. It’s good of you to give me your new number, but you know I’m not going to use it, right?”


“You should, Rand,” she urged. “I don’t hate you. We just drifted apart and then with the affair ... Who knows? Maybe we’ll reconnect to the way we felt when we first met and get back together.”


“You don’t really believe that,” I said. “If you believed that, you would have stayed in Charlotte. Moving back to Atlanta was your fresh start, your clean break.”


She sighed.


“I just didn’t see anything to stay for. My job was wrecked, my marriage was done. There’d be months of questions from friends and then years of people trying to put us back together or set us up with their friends and co-workers who’d be just perfect for us. I didn’t want the string of blind dates and bad attempts to get us back together.”


“Yeah,” I said in agreement. “I can understand that.”


“Has anyone tried to set you up yet?” she asked tentatively.


“I haven’t talked to anyone,” I told her. “My lawyer stopped by with your last letter. That’s it.”


“I would have given it to you myself, but you were too upset yesterday,” she said. “I wanted you to read it once you’d had a chance to calm down.”


“Thanks,” I said.


I wasn’t sure if I meant it, but at least I hadn’t injected a healthy dose of sarcasm into the word.


“Look, I don’t want us to lose contact with each other,” she said. “Promise me we’ll talk, okay?”


“What do you mean?”


“I don’t want to hold you back. I just ... Every couple of weeks, let’s make some time to talk and keep up with the news. Does that sound like something we can do?”


“Yeah, I suppose, that’s fine,” I said lightly. “It’s easier to handle that than the invitation to spend Christmas with your dad.”


She laughed a little at that.


“I suppose I should go home and deal with the Colonel, huh?”


“I’d appreciate it if he didn’t call here again, unless he was planning on being respectful,” I said carefully. “Tell your mother I said hello, though.”


“I will. Take care, Rand.” We hung up and I went about getting dinner together.


I decided to go back to work the next day. They were surprised to see me. Word had spread about the divorce and seeing me without my wedding ring was a big stir. I went on like that for a while. I focused on work and pulled extra time for the other two engineers to have a little extra time off. Before I knew it, it was Beth’s birthday.


I called the house. By unspoken agreement, her father never answered my calls. I’d sometimes call her cellphone and sometimes the house phone to talk to her mother.


“Hi, Rand,” her mother said pleasantly. “You’re calling for Beth?”


“Hi, May. Yeah. It’s her birthday. I just wanted to send my best wishes.”


“I’m afraid she’s not here,” she said. “She’s out on a date tonight.”


“Oh,” I said. “She never mentioned meeting someone the last time we talked.”


“Shall I have her call you when she gets in?” she asked, her tone understanding.


“No, that’s okay. Just let her know I called to say happy birthday,” I said pleasantly.


We chatted for a few more moments and then we ended the call. I sat there, with the phone in my hand, thinking about Beth out on a date. I wasn’t sure whether I felt jealous or hurt ... or anything at all. I guessed I was settling into the numb phase. Maybe this was where Beth’s heart had been when Stan had come along.


I didn’t hear back from Beth that week or the week after, so I assumed that she was tied up with life. When I didn’t hear from her the following week though, I started to wonder what was up. I called her cellphone on a Monday night, shortly after Halloween and was about to hang up when she answered. She was somewhere loud. There seemed to be a party going on.


“Rand!” she said pleasantly. “How are you?” she said loudly.


“Not bad,” I said, confused. “I haven’t heard from you in a while. I was starting to wonder how you were getting along.”


“Yeah, Mom said you called on my birthday. That was sweet. Listen, it’s kind of loud here. I’m out with the girls from work. Can I call you back later in the week?”


“Sure, Beth. I was just checking in, like usual.”


“That’s sweet of you. Thanks. I’ll talk to you later.”


I put the phone down and decided to go to bed early. I’d taken up an exercise program and did yoga in the mornings now, at the gym, before work. Ironically, I was in the best shape of my life. I’d put on about 40 pounds of muscle and lost about the same amount of fat. It made me a lot sleeker. I went upstairs, into what had been the guest-room. I laid down on the uncomfortable mattress and stretched out, staring at the ceiling, lost in thought.


Was I holding on to the past? Should I just let the phone calls die? Did she even care? I knew the answer to that last one. She really didn’t. Atlanta was far enough away to get away from me, but I know she’d been in town a couple of times for parties with a few of our friends in the neighborhood. I guess they were really her friends, truth be told.


After the second time I saw pictures that had her in them, attending a party at a house I could see from my front porch, I got the message that I’d gotten the money and she’d gotten the friends in the divorce. There’d been a few halfhearted attempts to talk to me right after Beth left town, but I’d been too raw to talk to the curious friends and neighbors. The attempts had trailed off around the time I saw Beth in the pictures from one of the parties down the street.


Why was I still here in Charlotte? That was more difficult to answer. My parents were gone. My dad had been a cop, killed in the line of duty when I was in high school. My mother had worked herself into an early grave by the time I’d finished college. I had a much older brother who was a lawyer in Oklahoma, but we hadn’t spoken in years. He’d kept in touch for a few years after Mom died, but like Beth, the calls had trailed off to nothing. I sighed and closed my eyes. Maybe it was time to see what was down the road waiting for me.


Instead, I got out of bed the next morning and went to my yoga class. I found it relaxing and rewarding. I knew I felt better on days I attended the class. I got to work and tried to pay attention to more than the work. I wanted to start living my life, but Beth had been with me so long, I had no idea how to reclaim my own identity outside of her.


I was a little more friendly about saying hello to people that day and for the rest of the week. I talked to a couple of the girls in my yoga class for the first time and got a sense of how far down my social life had fallen.


“I actually thought you were deaf!” one of the women said. “I tried to talk to you once, just after class started, and you acted like you didn’t hear me at all.”


I grimaced at that. “I’m sorry about that. My divorce left me kind of in a daze,” I told her. “My name’s Rand.”


“I’m Mary,” she said, taking my hand. “You’re divorced, huh? A couple of the girls here are, too. They were a little wary of having a man in the class, but you haven’t been hitting on anyone, so they’ve relaxed a little bit. They’re a little bitter. Cheating husbands, you know? What happened with your divorce, if you don’t mind me asking?”


I shrugged. “Cheating wife. I had no idea until I went to the doctor and was told I had a case of the Clap.”


“That’s a shitty way to find out,” said someone from behind me.


It was Belinda, the instructor.


“My creep just came home and told me he’d found someone else,” she explained. He went on for about an hour about how much kinkier than me she was and all the things she’d do in bed and how she had bigger tits and blah, blah, blah!”


I nodded. “Mine had a lover with a biting fetish. So, she started fights with me every night for six months, so I wouldn’t see her naked and get a look at the marks. She started two weeks before Christmas.”


“Ouch!” she said sharply. “And she started the affair just before Christmas?”


“With her boss,” I told her. “The scumbag made a big production of introducing himself to me at their staff Christmas party while she was standing there, like he was taking her from me directly.”


“She introduced you to the guy that was fucking her on the side?” Belinda said, revolted. “Even my ex didn’t do that. He just went on about every perverted little thing she’d do with him.”


I nodded. “I heard all about it during the divorce,” I said. “When I caught her, he was trying to get her to go off her birth control, so he could breed her and send her home to me. Give me a couple of weeks of pity pussy and then she’d suddenly be pregnant, and the baby would be born premature.”


“Fuck! Did you bury the bitch along the side of the road?” Mary asked.


I shook my head. “I’m only starting to get past the stunned stage. She moved out of town, but she sneaks back to visit some of our old friends, once in a while. I guess they’re really her friends at this point though. I don’t seem to get invited to a lot of those parties anymore.”


“I go to a support group on Thursday nights,” Belinda told me. “It’s for victims of cheating spouses. It’s almost all women, but I think you’d fit in. Come, tell your story. Listen to the others and meet some people that understand what you’re going through.”


I nodded. “I think I’d like that. I’ve been kind of short on people to talk to about it.”


I had to run to work, but I promised I’d be there for class tomorrow, like usual. I was a little more relaxed at work and before I knew it, I was done for the day. I decided to go back to the gym and hit some of the machines. I did that three or four times a week, spending an hour or two lost in the simple pleasure of exertion. Belinda was gone for the day, by that point, but I’d see her a couple of times before Thursday night.


I didn’t get a call from Beth that night, but I was starting to think that I wasn’t going to hear from her again unless I called her. She was her own person and it was obvious that she’d moved on. I’d decided that I wasn’t upset at the separation. I just wished she’d been more honest with me, that she wanted me to fade out of her life. Wednesday was a carbon copy of Tuesday. I asked Belinda if there was anything I could bring to the meeting and she shrugged.


“Sometimes people bring donuts or snacks or something, but don’t go nuts. There’s coffee there.”


She gave me the time and address for the meeting, and I thanked her before I went to work. I floated through my day and actually had a few people say hello to me. I’d become a recluse after the divorce, so this was a little bit of a milestone for me.


I went back to the gym again, for something to do, and went home to a late dinner. There were no missed calls or messages, but that was nothing unexpected. I ate and then went upstairs. I went to the door of the Master Bedroom and looked in. I’d left the room alone since she’d left and there was an air of neglect about the whole room. I decided to spend the weekend making it livable again and leave my cubbyhole behind.


I returned to my room and crawled into bed, finding myself looking forward to the next day for the first time in nearly a year.


When I woke, I was up and raring to go. I was at the gym early enough that I started with a light run. Our gym had a small indoor running track and I used it to warm up before class started.


“Getting an early start?” Belinda asked, easily falling into step beside me.


“I’m looking forward to tonight, so I ended up waking early,” I explained.


She nodded. “I felt the same way before my first meeting. There’s only so many times you can tell the story to your friends before they stop listening.”


“I lost touch with most of them after the divorce,” I reminded her. “Beth was the one they were closest to, I guess. I dunno. Maybe I could have reached out to them and salvaged some of those friendships, but I was stunned. It happened so fast that she was gone before I had my legs under me.”


“Yeah. Jimmy stuck it to me good too. The whole time he was packing, he was laughing about how much better she was in bed than me.”


“That’s horseshit, Belinda,” I snorted. “You teach a yoga class. You’re probably the most flexible woman I’ve ever met. If he couldn’t think of a way to make that work, then he wasn’t trying very hard, was he?”


She chuckled at that. “It took me a while to start thinking like that,” she admitted.


“Did he ever tell you he wanted something different?” I asked. “You’re not psychic. If he doesn’t tell you he’s unsatisfied, you don’t have a chance to change anything, right?”


“How about you?” she asked. “Did your ex give you a chance to satisfy her needs?”


I laughed at that. “Not hardly! She claimed she didn’t know anything was missing until she found it in her boss’s pants. All through the divorce, she told me that sex with him was exciting, and with me, it was just routine. She kept telling me that we were more like old friends than lovers and that she cared, she just wasn’t in love any more. More horseshit.”


“How do you know it’s horseshit?” she asked as we jogged.


“Well, she moved a few hours away and still manages to get back to town about once a month. She’s never once called me and said she was in town. I always found out after the fact when she was in pictures that showed up in my Facebook feed. For another, I called her on her birthday, and she was out on a date. She still hasn’t returned my call. That was a month ago. That’s not how you treat a friend. That’s how you treat someone that you don’t want in your life.”


She nodded. “Maybe she’s feeling embarrassed,” she suggested. “She cheated and got caught, right? There’s some things you just can’t apologize for.”


“I suppose that’s possible,” I allowed. “I’ve pretty much decided that it’s time for me to get out of her life.”


“Wrong attitude,” she swatted me on the arm. “It’s time to get her out of your life,” she corrected me.


I nodded.


“Fair enough,” I said. “I’ve found it a tremendous struggle just to get to the point where I can say hi to people. She’s already moved on with her own life. She was my whole life for so long that cutting her out doesn’t leave much left to work with.”


“You’ve got the yoga girls,” she pointed out.


“And look how long it took me to say anything! Mary thought I was actually deaf,” I laughed. “I’ll get there. I just wasn’t mentally prepared for the divorce and the cheating, and her immediately hitting the road. When it all hit me, my liquor cabinet was my support network.”


“Well, it looks like you’ve made the gym your new place to work out your problems,” she pointed out. “You don’t miss classes, and Doug tells me that you’re here after work a lot of days. That’s a far better way to work out your problems than drinking.”


I nodded. “Thanks. I don’t get hangovers from pushing weights,” I laughed. “To be honest, I needed to get out of the house more. Living in the house we called home together hasn’t been helping. This minimizes how much time I spend there.”


“Yeah. I switched apartments after Jimmy left me in April,” she told me. “It did wonders for me. Do you have much equity in the house?”


“It’s mostly paid for,” I said. “We had a good down-payment and since we both worked, we had an aggressive mortgage payment.”


“Maybe you can just make some changes then,” she suggested. “Move the furniture around, change the way the house is decorated, and make it less like it was when she was there.”


I nodded. I liked that idea. “Only one problem,” I told her. “I’m a chemical engineer. Beth was the one with the eye for interior decorating.”


She laughed at that. “Well, maybe you can find someone to help you change things around some,” she suggested.


“Would you be willing to help out?” I asked immediately.


I swear, I wasn’t flirting. I was in need of guidance and she was someone that I was coming to view as a friend.


“Rand,” she said, putting a hand on my arm and slowing us down to a walk. “I don’t want you to get any ideas,” she started. “I decided after Jimmy that I was done with men. I have a very nice girlfriend who’s kept me sane and loves me very much. I don’t want you to think that I’m flirting with you.”


I blinked and shook my head.


“I didn’t ... I only ... Shit! I wasn’t hitting on you. At least, I wasn’t doing it consciously. I’m ... I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.” I sighed, running my fingers through my hair in frustration. “I think I’m going to skip class,” I told her. “See you around.”


“Rand, hang on!” she said, following me. “I didn’t mean for you to leave the class. I just didn’t want you to think that I was interested that way.”


“It’s fine,” I said stiffly.


I don’t know why it bothered me so much, but it did. I wasn’t trying to hit on Belinda. The whole exchange had demonstrated for me just how out of touch I was with people. I headed for the locker room, intending to shower and change for work. Maybe it was because her declaration was too much like Beth friend-zoning me out of our marriage.


“No, it’s not fine,” she said. “You’re upset. At least come to the group tonight and talk about it.”


“We’ll see,” I said.


I pushed the locker room door open and left her standing there. We both knew that I wasn’t going to the meeting tonight. I think she knew that I wasn’t coming back to class, either. I waited until I was sure that class was underway before I left. Yeah, it was cowardly, but I wasn’t up for another talk about being friends. I’d never considered Belinda more than a friend, but slapping me back into the friend-zone had been an acute reminder of how my marriage had ended.


I got to work and lost myself in the job, trying to keep from falling back into old habits. I ate lunch with a few co-workers, and we talked about the plant. There was talk that they were going to shut us down and move the operation to New Jersey. New Jersey? Really? Some people were interested in transferring, if there was a chance. Others wondered what they’d do.


“What about you, Rand?” someone asked me. “Are you going to move if they give us the chance?”


I thought about that. “I dunno,” I admitted. “I don’t think I’d like the cold winters, but at the same time, Charlotte’s charm is wearing thin. I’ll think about it pretty hard.”


That sparked the debate of whether New Jersey was where they’d relocate operations. I’d read somewhere that it was the chemical capital of the United States, but there were other places to work. I’d been considering leaving my job anyway. I didn’t need the money and being a chemist is not the exciting kind of job that women flock to.


“Maybe I’ll go into cooking Meth and make like ‘Breaking Bad’,” I joked, adding to the conversation.


That got a couple of them chatting about making their own drugs in grad school; for strictly personal learning experiences, of course. The afternoon went quickly, and I left work, feeling a headache coming on. I drove home and looked at the paper with the support group details on it. I realized that I needed support, but I wasn’t interested in talking to Belinda after this morning.


I ate dinner and started getting a load of laundry together when my phone rang. I couldn’t think of a single reason to answer it, but I looked at the number anyway. It was local and unknown. I frowned and answered it reluctantly.


“Hello?”


“Rand, don’t hang up!” Belinda said quickly. “I want you to come to the group tonight. I’ll skip if that’s what you need. I swear I wasn’t trying to upset you. I just didn’t want you to get the wrong impression.”


“Don’t skip your group,” I said dully. “I don’t think I’m up to talking tonight. Maybe next week.”


“Bullshit!” she swore at me. “Next week, you’ll talk yourself out of it again. Come to the meeting. You clearly need to talk things out.”


“Belinda, go to your meeting. I’m not going. I’m sorry if that disappoints you, but I’m not in the mood to talk about it anymore. I’ll think about next week, but I really don’t want to be around people, right now.”


“Rand, I think you need this group,” she insisted. “You’re clearly still hurting, or you wouldn’t have built a few days of friendly conversations into more than that.”


I sighed.


“You’re going to make me do this, aren’t you?” I said irritably. “Fine. This morning upset me because you said almost the exact same thing that my ex said to end our marriage. ‘We’re just friends,’ she told me. My life didn’t flat-line out of hate or spite, but because my wife wasn’t interested in me, that way, either! So, you’ll pardon me if, after that, I’m a little too raw to talk to complete strangers about the humiliating way that my life has become... this! I can’t even talk to a woman without her stopping to remind me that she’s not interested in me that way. I get it. I never thought of you as more than a friend, and maybe someone who understood what I was going through. The fact that you felt like you had to make sure I knew you were off-limits means I have more work to do on me. I’m sorry you felt like you needed to make that clear.” I told her and hung up.


I wasn’t angry at her, but she’d jabbed her finger down into an open wound that I was still fighting to keep from festering. Whether she’d aimed for it or hit it at random, I was still upset.


The phone started ringing almost immediately and I ignored it. It was the same number. I went upstairs and put on my workout gear instead, and went out for a run. It was cool this late in autumn, but the exertion kept the chill out of my awareness. I was a mess. I thought tomorrow I should take Angela’s advice from months ago and look for a therapist. When I got back to the house, I was exhausted. I had my head down and was breathing hard as I walked to my front door. I didn’t hear the ambush as I fished out my keys, never saw it coming until it was too late.


I just had the key in the door when she spoke.


“Rand,” Belinda said softly.


I stiffened and then took a deep breath.


“What are you doing here, Belinda?” I asked her wearily without turning around.


“You wouldn’t talk to me,” she said. “You wouldn’t come to the group.” She was talking to me very gently. “It’s very important that you talk about it.”


“I get that,” I said, opening the door. “I intend to find myself a therapist tomorrow. I’m very much aware that I’m a worthless, fucking mess.”


“We can help you, Rand,” she said, and I finally looked around.


She wasn’t alone. There were five other people standing on my lawn looking at me.


“You brought the group here?” I said in disbelief.


“I had to,” she said simply. “You needed help.”


One of the others came forward. “May we come in, Mr. Dunn?” she asked softly.


I looked at her more closely. She looked vaguely familiar. Belinda looked at her too.


“You know Rand?” she asked, surprised.


The new girl nodded and smiled at me shyly. Suddenly I knew where I’d seen her.


“Oh God!” I groaned in horror.


The world spun, and my knees buckled as I reeled at the reality of seeing Melody Weaver on my front lawn.


Chapter 4


I felt someone lifting me up and supporting most of my weight as I struggled back to consciousness.


“What ... What happened?” I mumbled.


“As soon as you saw Melody, you collapsed,” Belinda said softly.


She helped me into the house, easing me down into my favorite chair in the living room. The rest of the group filed into the room and took seats on the couch. We... I had a large sectional that was big enough to let everyone sit comfortably.


Belinda disappeared and returned with a bottle of water from the fridge and a cold cloth. She reclined my chair a little. and put the cloth on my forehead. She uncapped the bottle of water and fed me a few sips. Mrs. Weaver took the bottle from her and wiped down my face with the washcloth as I calmed down from my run and the shock of seeing her there. She fed me another sip as if worried I’d spill it if she let me take it for myself.


When they’d given me a few moments to recover, Belinda started.


“I have to apologize to you, Rand,” she said. “We’ve found that quite often, people jump into a rebound relationship after a divorce. It becomes extremely awkward for all involved and it’s disrupted the group a couple of times - even in the short time I’ve been here. So, when you asked for my help to redecorate the house here to minimize the reminders of your wife, I was afraid you were getting attached to me. I didn’t want to disrupt the group here for either of us. I still need it very much, and I think you do, too. We all want to be here for you as friends. We lean on each other for support. For some of us, it’s the most important thing we have in our lives.”


I nodded, not wanting to talk, not trusting myself to speak in this surrealistic nightmare. After that, we went around the room, introducing ourselves. They were Jason, Claire, Stephanie, Theresa (“sometimes they call me Terri”), Belinda and Melody. Jason was about 40, and a little on the heavy side. Claire was an older woman but had worked hard to keep herself looking stellar. I couldn’t tell if she was 40 or a very well-maintained 50. Stephanie was a typical housewife. She was in her thirties with a few extra pounds and a few worry lines, but still with enough youth in her eyes to show that she was full of life. Theresa was a beautiful African-American that I suspected might have a touch of Asian heritage from her slightly tilted, exotic eyes. Belinda, I’d been getting to know, and Melody Weaver’s story was so well known to me that I was overwhelmed when I recognized her.


I nodded to everyone. “I’m Rand,” I said, finally.


“Now that Bella’s got you here, why don’t you tell us your story, Rand,”


“Bella?”


“Inside the group everyone calls me Bella. It’s an old family nickname that only my friends use.”


Claire prompted gently. She was clearly the matriarch of the group from the way they all looked up to her. I looked around at the six of them and sighed.


“You already know my story,” I told them. “If Mrs. Weaver is here, then she’s already told you most of it.”


They looked back and forth at each other and then Belinda got it and gasped.


“I don’t understand,” Claire said. “Melody hasn’t ever mentioned you.”


I shook my head.


“She’s told you her story, though,” I said. “Her husband. My wife. Same affair.”


“Dear God!” Stephanie gasped. “No wonder you looked like you’d seen a ghost.”


For her part, Melody patted my hand and smiled at me comfortingly.


“Why don’t you tell it from your perspective, Mr. Dunn,” she suggested. “I’d like to know how it happened for you.”


I nodded and supposed I owed it to her. I started with being diagnosed with the Clap and realizing that my wife had to have been the one to give it to me. I went through all of it, not glazing over the thoughts I’d had of using my shotgun to get revenge, seeing my wife covered in bite marks that had come from her boss, the revelations that she didn’t love me and considered us to be friends more than lovers, the lawsuits, the assault at Angela’s office and, finally, the divorce.


“She packed what she wanted in the SUV and drove to the lawyer’s office to sign the papers, so that she’d never have to set foot in this house after the divorce was signed,” I said.


I told them about seeing pictures from parties that she was invited to return to town for, but that I was excluded from, her empty promises of friendship, the drifting out of my life; but leaving me so crippled that I’d had trouble even speaking to people.


“One of the women in Belinda’s morning class thought I was deaf,” I told them. “I was just so ... devastated that I walked through each day in a fog. It was like the few times I got really high in college, except without the euphoria. It was just the detached, slow way I processed everything, you know?”


That got some nods.


“I think that’s totally understandable,” Theresa said. “You got blindsided by the cheating and then everything else was done so fast that you’re still finding your way. You said you found out in July? Fuck, your divorce lawyer must have a magic wand!”


“Angela Price,” I said softly. “I wouldn’t cross her. She pulled out a taser and put Stan Weaver face-down into the carpet while he was beating me unconscious.”


That got an appreciative nod from most of the others.


“I wish I could have seen that,” Melody said with some venom.


“Well, if it’s any consolation, she kept giving him the juice while she yelled at his lawyer about the attack,” I told her. “I think she scared him, too. He wasn’t nearly as defiant when we met to sign the papers.”


She smiled thinly.


“That’s part of my story,” she said smugly. “Don’t you ever think that he got off easy. A couple of days before he went to sign the papers, he was diagnosed with prostate cancer. They tried surgery, which rendered him permanently incapable of getting an erection. The surgery didn’t catch it all, though. Stan might make it through Christmas, but he won’t make it to Valentine’s Day. The bastard was cheating on me on a regular basis with three women. Your wife was the only married one, but one of his other whor ... uh, conquests, gave him gonorrhea. He gave it to the other two and then he brought it home to me. You and I were the only innocent victims. Can I ask one question though?”


I nodded, and she continued. “You and your wife stayed together until after the lawsuits were settled. I looked into suing your wife for the same alienation of affection, but Stan’s lawyer laughed and said I was too late. What did he mean?”


I smiled a little. “We got our settlements from Stan, and then I got most of her settlement in the divorce. She asked for enough to start over in Atlanta and the rest came to me.”


She nodded thoughtfully at that. “Well done,” she said. “Can I tell Stan that?”


I blinked and barked a surprised laugh.


“I suppose so. Why?”


“I didn’t divorce him. I married him right out of high school a year ago in June. Our prenuptial agreement said I’d get nothing from the divorce, so I stuck around. I put him in hospice, and I visit him when I have news that I think will make his last days worse. I want to tell him about meeting you and tell him that his lover got almost nothing out of the divorce. You got all his money.”


I chuckled at that and nodded.


“Melody, you can tell him anything you want,” I assured her.


“Oh, I’ll hold you to that,” she said. “Before we leave tonight, I’m going to kiss you, just so I can tell him that I did. I’m also gonna be your decorating buddy if you’ll let me. I want to tell him that I’ve been in your bedroom, even if it’s completely innocent.”


There was a round of laughter in the room that held an underlying edge of malice. We each wanted to punish our ex with the knowledge that they’d lost to their nemesis. Belinda spoke up again at that point.


“Melody,” she said sternly. “What did we just talk about? Rebound relationships are a terrible idea.”


“So, who said anything about a rebound?” she said lightly. “We also have a rule about bullying people that aren’t ready to talk yet and all six of us broke that rule tonight, didn’t we?”


“That was different,” she insisted. “I could tell that Rand was in distress and he wasn’t listening. This wasn’t bullying; it was an intervention.”


“Bella,” Claire said judiciously. “I think this particular circumstance is unique. These aren’t two people who randomly met here. They’re the survivors of the same tragedy. I would hope they’ll be responsible enough to part amicably if things don’t work, but we all come together like this because we understand. We’re all going through the same pain. Melody and Rand aren’t just suffering from the same type of pain, they’re suffering from the same event. I think, in this case, we should be supportive and hope that they heal each other, even if they don’t complete each other.”


Belinda bit her lip and nodded.


“Fair enough,” she allowed. “I’m just worried, after what happened last time.”


Claire nodded again and smiled.


“I know. I worry too, but I’m a romantic at heart. In my line of work, I have to be. If there’s ever been a more providential turn of events to bring two people together, I have yet to read about it, see it on the silver screen, or hear the tale spun any other way. Trust me when I say that I’ve read a lot of high romance and a shameful amount of the low ones too.” She smiled a little. “I, for one, would like to see them both have a chance to poke at their exes, whether it blossoms into romance or not.”


By that point, I was feeling a lot more comfortable and a fair bit steadier, so I got up and excused myself to make coffee. I was setting up the coffee maker when Melody came into the kitchen.


“Are you doing okay?” she asked quietly. “I really did give you a shock when I spoke to you earlier.”


“I am. I’m very glad you’re here. I wanted to talk to you during all of the theatrics, but I wasn’t sure how you’d react. I mean, I was suing your husband and my wife was one of his whor ... uh, conquests. You’d have every right to be outraged that I’d even approach you, let alone speak to you.”


I smiled at that to let her know I didn’t hold it against her that she thought of Beth as Stan’s whore.


“That’s very thoughtful of you. I was furious with him for cheating on me and humiliated at how powerless I was to do anything to punish him. I was really glad that he lost the lawsuits. He had to sell most of the property he gobbled up through the foreclosures. He kept the savings and loan, but most of his other investments are going to pay for his medical treatments. When he finally does the decent thing and stops breathing valuable air, I’ll have the house and the condo in Miami and the business. I’m already entertaining offers for the savings and loan. I don’t want to run it and I’d rather sell to the competition than have them run me out of business.”


I nodded, and we chatted some more while the coffee brewed. She was standing very close to me and was lightly touching my arm. I gazed into her eyes and found myself drawn into them. She seemed to sense that conversation was lost for the moment and her lips curled up into a slight smile. She was a vision, and I couldn’t imagine a valid reason for Stan to cast her aside for Beth. Beth was pretty, but Melody was beauty personified. Her eyes were ice blue with a startlingly dark blue ring at the edge of her irises. Her blonde hair was as straight as an arrow and flowed over her delicate shoulders like a perfect golden waterfall. She was tall and lithe and proportioned like a model. Every inch of her screamed for adoration and I was adoring.


She was still touching my arm and I took her hand in mine, lifting it to my lips, I lightly kissed her fingertips, holding them against my lips like I’d never felt anything more divine in my life. The playful look on her face faded to an expression of serious passion. I understood what Beth meant about that feeling fading between us, because there was something so unfamiliar in seeing excitement in Melody’s eyes that I knew it had been years since I’d seen that look in Beth’s eyes, if I ever really had seen it there to begin with.


One of us closed the distance, and then we were kissing. It was like waking up from the effects of one of the Valium that Dr. Sebastian had prescribed for me. I could feel the fog fading and I felt... right. I was where I belonged, where I was wanted and that was a feeling I hadn’t had in a long time. I don’t know how long we were there, but I heard Claire ask where the cups were. I pointed to the right cupboard and she left us alone, making several trips into the living room to deliver coffee. There was some quiet laughter and some conversation that was only a dull murmur to us in the kitchen as we stood there, in each other’s arms. I’d say that we were lost in each other, but we were really found in that moment, standing there in the kitchen.


Eventually, we came up for air and we gasped for breath, still holding onto each other. She rested her head against my chest and trembled. Then she giggled, getting more and more manic as she lost control of herself, laughing uncontrollably. I held her, and finally she got hold of herself.


“Do I get to know the joke?” I asked with a smile.


I was certain that she wasn’t laughing at me. She nodded and grinned up at me.


“Let’s get our coffee and rejoin the others,” she said brightly.


We poured ourselves a cup each and doctored it to our own personal tastes before we returned to the living room.


“They’re still dressed,” Stephanie said triumphantly. “You owe me a dollar, Jason.”


He looked disappointed and handed over his lost wager.


“Easy come...” he said with a wry shrug.


Melody pushed me down into my chair and then climbed into my lap and curled up there like it was her normal spot.


“I need to tell you all something,” she said sweetly, drawing their attention and mine. She looked up at me and grinned. “Rand’s wife is a moron.”


That got some laughter from the rest of us. I laughed right along with them.


“I’m not disagreeing, but what made you decide that?” I asked.


“I’ve kissed Stan,” she said. “Your wife decided that he was exciting, and you weren’t. Did she take a blow to the head at some point? Stan kisses like he’s trying to make fuck noises for bad porno. It’s about as much fun as sucking face with a car-wash. You kiss with so much feeling that ... Well, you managed to do two things that Stan never did: make me want you and make me cum. Your wife must seriously be defective to give up those kisses to be slobbered on by Stan.”


I blushed a little under the praise and set down my coffee cup to put my arms around her. I held her close and kissed her again.


“I’ve been sort of thinking the same thing about Stan,” I admitted. “Beth is pretty, but you’re a vision. You were sweet and charming at the last Christmas party. When this all came out, I couldn’t figure out why Stan would leave you at home to screw around with Beth. You’re a beautiful, passionate woman. I don’t understand how he could pass that up to have uncomfortable office sex with a bored wife. When I found out that there were others, I thought he must be delusional. The only thing I could think was that he was addicted to the thrill of taking what wasn’t his. Nothing else made sense.”


This time it was her turn to blush.


“He was kind of a dead fish with me,” she told me. “Maybe that was the only thing that excited him, getting it where he shouldn’t.”


After that, the meeting broke down into random chats. Melody and I were far too busy to notice much of the conversation. We only had eyes for each other. We broke up around 9, with Melody wanting to stay and get to know me better, but not trusting herself.


“Stan’s living on borrowed time,” she said. “They gave him three to six months when the operation failed and that was in August. When he kicks, I’ll be here that night. Until then though, I want us both to be able to swear on a stack of bibles that we haven’t had sex.”


I nodded.


“You’re worth waiting for,” I told her adamantly. “I’ll be perfectly well-behaved.”


She smiled and patted my cheek before she turned and walked back to her car.


“Let’s hope he doesn’t perform a miracle and recover,” she called back to me.


“I still have the shotgun,” I told her. “If he recovers, though, I’ll put you in touch with Angela. If there’s a lawyer that can torpedo your prenup, it’s her.”


She nodded and blew me a kiss before she got in her car and drove away.


Belinda punched me in the arm.


“We good, Romeo?” she asked.


I nodded. “I’d have been fine in a couple of days,” I told her. “What you said was just too close to what Beth told me during those last weeks, you know? Imagine if I’d shut you down with some of the same things Jimmy had said to you when he was leaving. It might take you a little time to realize that it was just a bad coincidence, but you’d get there eventually, because we were never headed in that direction in your head. It’s just the way you said it that jabbed me in the gaping wound.”


“How’s that wound doing now?” she asked.


I wiped a tear from my eye.


“I feel like I just woke up from a very long nightmare,” I said softly. “Tonight, was the first time I’ve felt wanted in a long time. It ... I felt a lot of things for the first time in a long time, tonight. Acceptance, passion, compassion, understanding. Thank you, for bringing them here.” I sniffed.


She hugged me in a completely different way than Melody had. She was excited for me and relieved that I wasn’t mad at her. I’d never had a sister, but I felt like this was the kind of hug I’d have gotten from a sister after telling her that a date went really well.


“I’m worried about the two of you, but I’m happy for you both, too. Treat her right. I’ll tell her the same. You both got shitty deals. I hope you two make a fairy-tale ending together. Claire might actually write a book about you two, if you succeed.”


I laughed and promised her I’d be in class tomorrow.


“You’d better be,” she warned. “I know where you live now.”


“Dare I ask how?” I chuckled.


“I looked you up in the computer system at the gym. Your phone number and mailing address are in your file.”


She laughed and headed back to her own car, leaving me shaking my head. I went inside and finished my laundry, including my workout gear, getting a shower before bed. I couldn’t remember having a better night of sleep.


The next morning, I packed my work clothes and then wore my workout gear to the gym for class. Mary wanted to know what had happened the day before since it wasn’t like me to miss a class.


“I had a personal problem, yesterday,” I said. “Someone accidentally said something that pulled my head back to the middle of my divorce and I needed to take some extra time to shake it off.”


She nodded. “Are you going to be okay?” she asked.


I nodded and smiled. “Belinda helped me through the worst of it and she introduced me to a friend of hers that’s going through something similar, so I was able to find some support last night. I’ll be fine.”


“Good. The ladies are getting used to having a guy around to look at,” she said with a grin. “Keep working at it and a few of them might offer to lend you a little support.”


I chuckled a little at that.


“I don’t think I could handle quite that much support,” I admitted. “Besides, I think there’s someone that’s staked first claim, when I’m ready for that kind of support.”


“You and Belinda?!” she whispered, shocked.


“What? No! The friend that she introduced me to last night,” I told her. “It’s complicated, but right now, we’re waiting and getting to know each other. Besides, Bella ... um ... Belinda, has someone,” I said delicately, not wanting to out her, in case there was anyone in the class that was homophobic.


She cocked her head to one side, skeptically.


“You’re not making the friend up, are you?”


I shook my head.


“Nope. You remember the support group, she mentioned? One of the women is the wife of the guy my wife cheated with. Last night was the first time since last Christmas that I’d seen her.”


“Really?!!?” she gasped. “Did Belinda know?”


I shook my head.


“We were all shocked at meeting last night.”


“That’s freaky!” she breathed, shaking her head.


“I know,” I laughed. “We’re taking it slow for now though. She’s still dealing with her husband, so until that’s final, she doesn’t want to jeopardize anything with even the appearance of impropriety.”


She nodded, and we chatted about less serious subjects until the class started. After class, a few of the ladies commented that it was good to have me back in class. I was pleased that they’d accepted me, but a little embarrassed at some of the suggestions that I should be up at the front where they can see me better. I took it in stride though, laughing with them before I retreated to the showers. Belinda met me as I left the locker rooms.


“Hey, Romeo,” she said with a smirk.


“You should probably avoid calling me that,” I suggested lightly. “I’ve already heard that some of the class is looking to give me some very personal pep-talks for my problems and I’ve already shot down the suggestion that you and I are hooking up, once today.”


“Who said that?!” she wanted to know.


“Mary jumped to that conclusion when I told her that someone already had first claim on me when I was ready for the kind of comfort that leads to breakfast afterwards.” I informed her. “I made sure that she knew that it was Melody - without naming names. I also made sure to tell her that we were perfectly platonic because she was still dealing with her husband, so even if she spreads the tale, it includes the right facts.”


She laughed. “You do know Mary’s my girlfriend, right?” she asked. “Congrats. You just got trolled by a lesbian.”


I laughed a little at that.


“She didn’t seem mad when she got to the conclusion that you and I were going to hook up. More like she had a piece of juicy gossip and was excited to share it.”


“She was probably hoping you’d brag a little, so she could tease me and make you squirm while she tried to out you for lying about it,” Belinda said dismissively. “She’ll get hers. She never suspected that you were too nice to try to claim you’d gotten into my pants.”


“Well, I know how fast rumors spread,” I shrugged. “I didn’t want to cause problems for you at work, and I didn’t want it getting back to your girlfriend that you might have strayed. I never suspected she was toying with me.”


“Don’t worry about it. Since you didn’t try to produce your Stud Card, she’ll calm right down. If you’d said you had, she might have dragged it out to see how far you’d go to keep me from finding out you’d claimed to have gotten me. Don’t worry about it. As a matter of fact, maybe you should flirt with her a little and see how flustered she gets.”


She laughed at that prospect.


“Yeah, I won’t let on that I told you about us and you can see how flustered she gets.”


She handed me a sheet of paper.


“Anyway, this is what I wanted to talk to you about. It’s the contact information for the rest of the group. Names, addresses, phone numbers. They already have your address, but call them tonight, so they have your number too.”


I nodded. “So, I get to know where you live too?” I asked with a smirk.


“Maybe Mary will invite you over to roll around when I’m not at home,” she giggled.


“Where should I draw the line with that?” I asked.


I liked a good joke as much as the next guy, but I didn’t want to cross any lines.


She tapped her chin thoughtfully.


“How comfortable do you feel with it?” she asked.


“I think I’d want to make sure Melody was comfortable before I decide where I think the line should be. She’s been hurt before, and whether or not we’ve been to bed, I know she’d be hurt if she wasn’t aware what was going on.”


Belinda nodded. “To answer your question, I’m comfortable with her getting a little frisky with you. She’s never been with a man before. Kiss her, give her a little cuddle and see if she’s still talking a good game after that. My guess will be that she backs down as soon as you put your arms around her.”


I nodded. “Well, I’ll talk to Melody and if she’s comfortable with it, we’ll see,” I said.


I took the information and tucked it into my pocket. I’d spend a little time, programming the contacts into my phone when I was at work, and uploading it to the cloud with the rest of my contacts. I left for work and was floating through my day. The day seemed to fly by until lunch, when people were again discussing the rumor that the company was moving.


“Well, I guess there’s really only three possibilities,” I suggested lightly. “They’ll either move the plant somewhere you’ll want to live, or they’ll move it somewhere you won’t want to live. The third option is that the plant could actually stay here. This could all just be a rumor.”


They thought about that and suddenly they were all talking about the best places to put a chemical plant. I thought Hawaii was a highly unlikely and California would put us in the San Andreas quake zone, but I wisely kept these thoughts to myself.


I suddenly wondered if management was aware of the rumors. After lunch, I went up to the head of my department and told him about the rumor going around and how much anxiety it was causing. He nodded and told me that he couldn’t confirm or deny the rumors, but that he was aware that they were going on and it was being discussed. That told me that the plant was finished here. I didn’t personally feel threatened. I could retire now on the settlement I’d made from Stan. I could also go back to school and get a more prestigious degree, if I wanted. I had money, and that meant I had options.


I went back to work and put it out of my mind, for now. I knew that they’d make the announcement as soon as possible, but regardless, not everyone would land on their feet. It was a sad fact of the business world, but short of buying the plant and keeping it open, I wasn’t going to change the world.


After work, I went home and started calling the rest of the group to give them my phone number and thank them again for coming last night to help pull my head out of my ass. Claire and I had a little more of a chat, and Jason wanted to get a beer at some point and hang out, just us guys. I’d saved Melody for last, and was glad I had. We talked for a couple of hours. I was amazed when I looked at the clock and realized that it was way past dinner time and we were still talking.


I made myself a light dinner while we continued to chat, and then we reluctantly said goodnight. She was coming over the next day to help with rearranging the house and said she was bringing help. I didn’t know who that meant, but I told her I was looking forward to seeing her again.


I sat and ate my dinner and thought about how much had changed in the past 24 hours. I was meeting an incredible woman who understood my pain better than anyone else in the world could. That made me stop. Was I still in pain? I’d certainly been overwhelmed last night, but that was a matter of shock and exhaustion. I suppose what Belinda had said yesterday had struck a nerve, but whatever nerve it was had been soothed by Melody’s presence last night.


I straightened up the house and went to bed, intending to start the process to move everything out of the guest-room at some point this weekend. I suppose I could put it off until Sunday, if Melody was going to be here to help out with the rest of the house. I drifted off to sleep, thinking about those beautiful blue eyes.


Chapter 5


The next morning, I woke, still thinking about Melody. I was aware that I was disgustingly smitten with her. I chuckled and got out of bed, shaving and showering before breakfast. I had the dishwasher filled and running when I heard the doorbell.


I opened it and there she was. I swept Melody up in a hug and got my first look at her help. Theresa was there with her and so was a girl that I didn’t recognize. I gave Theresa a hug too, and she introduced her friend, Courtney.


“Hi,” she said and came forward to give me a small hug since that seemed to be the greeting of choice for the day.


“Theresa said you need some help with rearranging your house. I’m your girl! I helped her do the same after her divorce.”


I grinned and led them inside. I showed them around and let them decide how to arrange each room, while minimizing Beth’s influence. They decided without my input that the living room would be our focus today. They discussed whether to change the furniture or just move things around. In the end, they decided that the sectional was modular enough that they could shift things around and make the room feel completely different.


I was put to work moving furniture where they directed, while shelves were emptied so they could be moved too. Melody helped me remove a lot of the crap from the bookshelves that belonged to Beth. We boxed it up and I carted it to the garage to store until I could talk to her about whether she wanted it or not. If not, I’d have a garage sale with the stuff that she’d left behind. By rights, I didn’t owe her any such consideration, but I didn’t see any reason to be a dick about it, especially now.


It turned out that Courtney was a lot of fun to hang around with. She was about the same age as Theresa, which I guessed to be somewhere in her mid-twenties, making her a little older than Melody and a little younger than me. She kept us laughing and was familiar enough with Theresa’s situation, that she didn’t walk on egg-shells about the topic. She was amazed that Melody and I were the innocent spouses in the same affair.


“That’s fucked-up!” she commented. “If you’d found out back then, you could have hooked up on the side to get your own back.”


“Oh, I think we’re doing okay,” Melody told her with a laugh. “I get to tell Stan all about meeting Rand, and Rand gets to tell Beth exactly who he’s spending time with on the weekends.”


I shrugged. “I don’t talk to Beth much anymore,” I said. “I think I’m okay with that. I may just ship all the crap we clean out down to her, since I don’t want it.”


Melody looked at me knowingly, but it was Courtney who jumped on my declaration.


“So, you don’t want a chance to tell the ex that she’s been replaced by a newer model?” She asked with a grin.


“Maybe a little, but really, we split up because Beth had become so indifferent to me, that it didn’t bother her to take a lover. I guess I’m starting to understand how she felt.”


That got everyone’s attention, Melody’s included. She looked shaken by what I’d said.


“What do you mean?” she asked quietly.


“As soon as I laid eyes on you, thoughts of Beth sort of faded into the background,” I said, getting another box ready for more of Beth’s decorations. “When we kissed, it had been so long since I felt wanted, that I knew the difference right away. That was the moment I got a sense of how long my marriage had actually been dead. Beth hasn’t had any passion for me in years. It was kind of pathetic, actually. Kissing you is like getting hit with a thunderbolt. Compared to you, the best that Beth had for me in years was the equivalent of static build-up.”


She grinned. “As soon as my dirt-bag husband has the decency to stop breathing, we’re gonna do more than kiss!” she promised, blushing furiously.


I stood up and she flung herself into my arms. I held her and, like before, the world shrank until there was only us.


“That’s so sweet, I may get diabetes,” Courtney announced with a laugh. “Should we leave you two alone, or get a bucket of water to throw on you?”


We laughed, and Melody moved to step away, but I held her for another moment, leaning in to kiss her tenderly. It wasn’t a deep, passionate kiss, but it conveyed all the promise, just the same. We split up and spent the rest of the morning making the living room a different place altogether without changing the furniture. After that, I took the girls out to lunch and we talked about tackling the kitchen next.


“Is there really all that much that we can do with the kitchen?” I asked, thinking that the room would mostly have the same layout.


The three of them exchanged a look and then smiled at me.


“Do you trust us?” Melody asked sweetly.


“Absolutely,” I told her without hesitation.


“Then let us handle it, and you spend some of your Saturday doing what you normally do,” she said with a grin.


“I can’t make you do all the work!” I protested. “You’ve all been a huge help, but I don’t want to take advantage of you. You’ve got lives, too.”


Melody chuckled. “I’m a bored trophy wife that spends most days wandering around the house looking for something to occupy my time. This is a refreshing change.”


“I already signed up for a couple of weekends of this,” Theresa told me, lightly. “Belinda said you’ve been stressing over how much your ex’s ghost is still kicking around the house. I’m in.”


“Decorating is kind of my thing,” Courtney admitted. “It’s kind of like a puzzle - how you can take a room and try to make it as comfortable to be in as possible. I like that. It’s a challenge. We’re going to do the kitchen this afternoon, and then see where else you need some attention.”


I nodded, bowing to the inevitable.


“Thanks,” I said gratefully. “I appreciate it. I think the kitchen is less of a worry than the rest of the house though. That was sort of my domain, so I don’t feel her hands around my throat so much there.”


“What should we tackle next then?” Melody asked.


I gave them all a rueful look.


“The Master Bedroom. I’ve been sort of living in the guestroom since I found out about the affair,” I admitted. “I haven’t really felt comfortable being back in that room.”


“That’s going to require more than just shuffling the furniture around,” Melody decided. “We’ll handle it, but we’ll have to do it next week. We’ll need to shop, and I need a key to your place,” she said.


“Okay,” I said.


I felt like I could trust her with my life. I was counting on her to take care of this for me. Part of me was also hoping that she’d arrange things so that she’d like being here more.


“Look, Melody,” I said softly. “When it comes to the Master Bedroom, I want you to make decisions. I want you to pick out what ... I mean ... I want you to love that room.”


She smirked. “You’d like me to want to spend a lot of time there?” she asked, knowingly.


I nodded, and then spoke with concern.


“I’m not trying to put any pressure on you,” I assured her. “I just want it to be a place that’s perfect for you, so that when we do take that step, you feel like that’s your place, as much as mine ... and I want to feel your presence in that room when I’m there alone.”


She took my hand and did something that surprised me. She kissed it. It might not seem like a grand gesture, but be honest: how many times has a girl kissed your hand the way gentlemen-of-old kissed ladies’ hands? She held my fingers and pressed her lips to my knuckles.


“You’re precious!” she told me affectionately. “Leave it in my hands. We’ll go back to your place after lunch and you can get me the key. I’ll pick up the stuff through the week and we’ll get it all set up next Saturday.”


That sounded good to me, so I paid the check, and the four of us returned to the house. The girls sent me to my study and spent time in the bedroom, talking about the plans and deciding how the room would look when they were done with it. They came down a little while later and joined me in the study. Courtney and Theresa took the two chairs across from my desk and Melody came around to curl up in my lap, snaking her arms around my neck.


“I think we have a plan,” she said with a grin. “You have to promise not to freak out though.”


“Should I freak out?” I asked.


“Nope!” she said brightly. “It may involve some contractors though. I’ll let you know if you need to make any changes. For now, just promise to stay out of the Master Bedroom. Not even a peek, agreed?”


I nodded, wondering what she had in mind.


“Um ... okay.”


“Perfect. I’m gonna spend a little of Stan’s money on you, and all you need to know is that it’ll be fantastic when it’s done. Stan has a guy that he uses. I have his number. We’ll have everything looking like a million bucks by next Saturday. You don’t have to lift a finger, or even write a check.”


I nodded. “You’re the boss,” I told her with a smile.


I was a little worried, but she was so excited by this project, that I’d play along just to share her enthusiasm.


“Shit, that was easy!” Theresa laughed. “I figured he’d dig his heels in.”


That made me laugh.


“I’m useless when it comes to decorating. I’m grateful for the help. If your plan calls for a contractor, I know that it’ll be like Beth was never in that room and it’ll be exactly what Melody wants when you’re done, and that’s what I want.”


“One more thing,” Theresa said. “Get rid of all your household cleaners. Change soaps, laundry detergents, dish detergents, everything. You don’t have to change brands but change scents. Get rid of anything that smells like her. You need the house to smell different. It helps kill the familiarity. You should do that today and start using new stuff right away. That was a big help when I did it.”


I nodded and made note to do that.


“As soon as you guys head out for the night, I’ll go buy new stuff,” I promised.


They liked that response, and they decided to leave soon after that.


“We’re going shopping for things for the new room,” Melody informed me. “You’re gonna love it. By the way, how old is your bed?”


“Uh, two years?” I said uncertainly.


“Theresa needs a better bed. Her ex took hers, and she’s been on a futon since then. She’s gonna take the one that’s in there and we’re getting a new one that Beth’s never touched.”


“Shit, if we had a truck, I’d tell you to take it now!” I said. “I had no idea you needed one.”


She shrugged. “I’ve been making it work, but it’d be nice to have a real bed. Yours is pretty comfy.”


“Next time you talk to Beth, you can brag that you’ve had three girls in your bed since she left, all at the same time,” Melody said playfully.


I chuckled at that.


“I don’t think she’d care. She’d more likely pity you for settling for someone as boring as me.”


She kissed my cheek and patted my chest.


“Once we’re done with the house, we’ll start on your make-over,” she promised - and smirked at my look of alarm. “Don’t worry,” she soothed me. “We’re not gonna do horrible things to you. We might modernize your wardrobe a bit and get you a better hair style. You’ve done most of the heavy lifting. I looked up the pictures from last year’s Christmas party. You’re in much better shape than you were back then. A new suit, tailored for your new body and her eyes will come out of her head and follow you home.”


“And how are you going to manage to put her and me in the same place to give her a good look at me?” I asked, certain that was the point of all this.


She wanted to rub Beth’s nose in it. She thought about it and shrugged.


“I’m sure I can think of something,” she said lightly. “Maybe I’ll make sure she gets an invitation to this year’s Christmas party.”


I shook my head.


“I don’t think she’d accept at the best of times. If the invitation came from you, she’d assume that you were out for blood.”


“Oh, I am,” she chuckled. “Maybe we’ll have to take a trip down to Atlanta and find out where she’s going to be spending New Year’s Eve.”


“I think if we can find a way to run into her that doesn’t feel contrived, I’ll be all for it,” I said. “If she gets a sense that we’d arranged it, I think it would spoil things.”


“Then we’ll have to find an event that you’ll both want to attend and meet there. Until I find one, you just keep hitting the gym and keep sculpting your body.”


Belinda piped up, “You’ve come a long way in a short time.”


“I’m in the best shape of my life,” I told her. “I took up going to the gym after the divorce because the house was ... uncomfortable.”


“Well, keep it up. I want you to look like perfection when you run into her again.”


“Ok, Melody. You’re the boss,” I grinned like a kid.


“Good boy,” she patted my chest and then kissed me lightly. “We need to go, and you have some shopping to do. I’ll be back tomorrow. I have something I want to ask you. Don’t worry. I think you’ll like it,” she said, mysteriously.


I showed them out and then took off, by myself, to do the shopping they’d suggested, then hit the gym for something to do. I didn’t often show up on the weekends, but when I had, the place was unusually busy. I’d often deferred to others, feeling like an outsider at first, but this evening, I saw a few people I knew in the gym and decided to do a full workout.


I stretched and then warmed up on the track, before I decided to hit cardio hard today. The gym had a great stair-climber. It was essentially an escalator that let you tackle stairs at a set pace or on a pre-programmed routine. It was, miraculously, open for a fifteen-minute session, so I programmed it for a fast pace and pounded the steps hard since I only had a short time with it. By the time I was done, I was feeling the burn in both legs. I wiped down the machine and moved on. I signed up for one of the cardio bikes and did a couple of laps on the track while I waited for my time-slot. After the bike, I used the rowing machine and then moved over to the weights.


It turns out that I loved weight training. Whether that would have been the case before the divorce or not, I’ll never know. When I pushed weight now though, I felt like I was pushing against all my problems, and it motivated me to push harder. I found I was rapidly getting to the point that I needed to increase the weight more often than other people were, and I was pushing more reps, more sets and more exercises. I’d looked up a lot of different routines online and had built a combination set of the best of them for myself.


I finished up with a forced march. I took a 45-pound plate from the free-weights and ran a mile on the track while holding it for the extra weight to make the run more strenuous. When I returned it to the rack, I was winded, sweating, and just about ready for my cool-down and shower. One of the hardcore gym-junkies caught my eye and nodded in approval of my workout. He came over and offered me his hand.


“I’m Craig,” he said. “You had a hell of a workout today. You in comp?”


“I’m Rand,” I said as I shook his hand. “Sorry, comp? What’s that?”


“Good to meet you, Rand. Competition. Are you training for the bodybuilding circuit?”


“No,” I said, surprised that he thought that. “I think I have a long way to go if I wanted to do that. I just discovered the gym after my divorce. It seemed like a better outlet than drinking.”


He nodded. “Never been down that road, but that’s a good attitude. You should look into some of the competitions. You keep hitting the gym like this and you could work into some extra cash for a day of pose-downs.”


“Yeah?” I asked, slightly interested from a strictly hobby point of view. “Where do they hold these competitions?”


“All over the place,” he said. “There’s the big ones, like the Arnold Classic, but there’s regional body-building competitions in a lot of the big cities. I’m headed to one in Georgia next weekend. If you’ve got the body and you can do the travel, you can track the bigger prizes and compete pretty much all year. You’d want to do some tanning and keep up that kind of workout, but you do that, and you’ve got a definite shot at competing in the under-30 bracket by summer.”


“I turned 30 in May,” I told him. “Is the older bracket tougher, or about the same?”


“That’s even better for you, man!” he said enthusiastically. “You hit this shit like the weights owe you rent money. You wouldn’t be able to compete in the heavyweight brackets. It breaks down to age and weight, in most cases. In smaller events, they’ll just break up the weights, but I’d put you in the top five in the 30-40 bracket in most shows. The best part is the tail. A lot of these events are heavily attended by the horny public. It’s more respectable than strippers, the venues are cleaner, and they’ll do anything you want. Just stay away from the steroids. That shit will shrivel your dick to the point where there’s nothing left. You want that working fine when you step off the stage. Win or lose, there’s a line-up waiting for a chance to get their hands on the muscles, trust me.”


I laughed and shook my head.


“I’ve already got a girl that likes the way I look,” I told him. “You gave me something to think about though. Thanks.”


“No prob, man. I’m here most days. Say hi when you’re in next.”


“Thanks. I’m in most days, but really early. I take the yoga class at 7 on weekdays.”


“No shit?” he asked, surprised. “How you like that?”


“It’s amazing,” I told him honestly. “I’m more limber and flexible now than I was when I was a kid. I can move in ways that I never suspected were possible. I don’t know if there’s a lot of room in the 7AM class, but I’m sure if you talked to Belinda, she’d be able to tell you more. If there’s enough interest, she might start another class later in the day.”


He nodded and asked me some of the things that it’s helped me do. I demonstrated a few of the poses and told him that it’s supposed to help with blood-flow, posture, some back problems and a number of other things.


He said he’d consider it and with that I decided that I was done for the night. I jogged a few laps after that and then walked a few more. Then I headed to the showers and changed to go home.


Chapter 6


The house phone started to ring as I opened the front door, and I ran to grab it. “Hello?” I said lightly, as I dropped my gym bag near the stairs.


“Hi, Rand,” Beth said.


That surprised me. I’d thoroughly figured that she was done calling me.


“Beth!” I said, my surprise coming through. “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you tonight. How’re you doing?”


“I’m doing okay,” she said cheerily. “What do you mean you weren’t expecting to hear from me? I told you I’d call this week.”


“I wasn’t really holding you to that,” I said carefully as I didn’t want to start a fight. “You were a little busy when you told me that, and I figured there was a pretty good chance it had slipped your mind.”


“It kind of did,” she admitted. “Sorry.”


“No need to apologize,” I said, sincerely.


I returned to the car with the cordless, taking a load of the new cleaning supplies into the house while we talked.


“I understand that I’m not that important to you anymore,” I told her.


“Rand,” she chided softly. “I don’t wanna fight.”


“Sorry. I wasn’t trying to be passive-aggressive or anything. Your life is there now, though. You’ve got a new life there and you’re settling in. New job, new friends, dates, parties. Calling the ex to shoot the shit is exactly the buzz-kill you don’t need at the end of a good day.”


“Mom told you I’ve been dating?” she asked, sounding pained.


“May mentioned you were on a date when I called for your birthday. I kind of figured that was why I haven’t been hearing from you.”


“Shit,” she sighed. “I didn’t want you to find out from her. I was worried that you’d take it badly.”


“Not really,” I said with a shrug that she couldn’t hear. “I sat and thought about how I felt about it after I talked to May. I knew you were going to move on with your life, sooner or later.”


“I know, but I know you haven’t been taking this well.”


“Who said I wasn’t taking it well?” I asked, confused. “I don’t talk to any of our mutual friends anymore.”


“Exactly,” she said. “No one’s heard from you. They say you leave the house early and come home late most nights.”


Aha. She had the neighbors spying on me. I smiled and went back for another load of shopping bags.


“Not a coincidence that I heard from you today, huh?” I asked, amused.


“I may have heard that you had some strange vehicles parked at your place the last few days,” she told me sheepishly.


“Why are you having the neighbors watch me, Beth?” I asked, confused. “All you had to do was call me and I’d have told you what’s been going on in my life.”


“I didn’t want to hold you back. I’ve been hoping that you’d move on and start reaching out to some of the friends you had in the neighborhood. They’ve all mentioned how closed off you’ve been since the divorce.”


“Really?” I said sourly. “Alright, so you’ve gotten a detailed report that people have been visiting me. I’m very gratified that my absence has been noticed around the neighborhood.”


“Rand don’t be like that,” she scolded me. “They’re not spying on you, they’re worried.”


“Then why haven’t any of them actually come up to me on the street and asked me how I’m doing?” I asked. “Why haven’t they called the house, or stopped by in the evenings or even emailed?”


“I guess they’re just embarrassed. They don’t know what to say over everything.”


“Cut the bullshit, Beth,” I told her. “I’ve seen you in the pictures they post on Facebook of their parties - at least twice - and I know there’ve been more that you managed to avoid being in the pictures for. They haven’t called because they’re your friends. In the divorce, I got the money, you got the friends. I’m not accusing you of turning them against me. They made the choice themselves, but they invited you to come from 300 miles away to attend parties and you came. None of them have walked across the street to stay in touch with me after the first couple of weeks.”


“It really wasn’t like that,” she said with a sigh. “I asked them not to let on that I was in town. Like I said, I don’t want to keep bouncing in and out of your life. I want you to move on.”


“And now that you’re getting a report that I might be, you decided to call to find out the details?” I asked dryly.


“I’m sorry, Rand. I’m obviously making you upset. I didn’t want that.”


“What do you want, Beth? When you left, you pleaded with me to stay in touch, but you’ve made it hard to get hold of you and you haven’t been returning my calls. Now you call out of the blue, because your surveillance on the house has finally noted a change in my habits and you want to catch up on what’s going on? Sorry if I’m pissed but finding out that all our old friends have been spying on me, rather than talking to me, makes me think I should have just sold the fucking house and disappeared.”


“You really want to know what’s going on? Someone at the gym helped me get into a support group for people that have had their spouses cheat on them. Those are the cars they’ve been seeing. All of our friends froze me out for you, so now I talk to complete strangers for support. The people at the gym I go to thought I was deaf, fucking deaf, because I’ve been walking around in a daze so thick, I didn’t notice they were talking to me. I’m not really pissed at you, but you know what? Having the support of at least some of our friends might have helped me pick myself up. You’re 300 miles away and getting on with your life, building new friendships and you decided to hang on to all the ones you had here, except for the person you once called your best friend.”


“Guess I got demoted again, huh? From love of your life, to the husband you put up with, to the best friend who wouldn’t understand how you needed more excitement, to the guy who’s being watched, like your own personal Discovery Channel. It boils my blood to know they’ve been watching me for you. Tell them to mind their own fucking business. They decided they needed to be your friend and couldn’t be mine. Fine! You never had to resort to this shit to find out what was going on in my life. You asked me to stay in touch, so we could share news. I don’t have any clue what you’re up to. You have a job down there that I’ve never heard about, and friends, and a new romance and I have to piece those clues together because you won’t fucking talk to me! I called you to stay in touch because you asked me to, as a friend. The last time you called was fucking September. So, what do you want? You want the straight scoop? Ask me! Don’t collect reports from the nosy pieces of shit that couldn’t be bothered to speak to me after you left.”


I finally ran out of steam. I was aware that I’d been ranting, and I was pissed. It felt like, as soon as I had my life moving, she came back and tossed a grenade in my foxhole. I was fuming and breathing hard. I went back to the car for the last of the stuff I’d purchased and slammed the trunk, the noise echoing like a bomb through the neighborhood as I went back inside and slammed the front door too.


“Fuck, Rand!” she whined softly, still on the cell phone. “I’m not spying on you, I swear! Neither are they. They just noticed the cars the other night and again today. I’m sorry I haven’t been staying in touch. I’ve been trying to keep out of your way. I was worried that the more we talked, the longer it would take for you to move on.”


“Maybe you’re right, and I would have taken my time,” I allowed. “You still could have given me the courtesy of letting me know you thought we needed more space. As for the neighbors, I’m pissed that they felt like they had to choose sides, pissed that they all - as a group - chose you and pissed that they’re watching me. You say they’re not spying, but they know when I leave and when I come home, they reported to you in a hurry, the first time someone came to visit and that’s not all they told you, is it? They told you that it’s been mostly women that have been coming to the door, right?”


“Yes, Rand,” she said, reluctantly.


“Alright. Ask your questions,” I told her, indicating that I’d answer.


“It’s not an interrogation,” she protested. “I just called to find out what’s new in your life.”


“The plant is shutting down. That’s new,” I told her, changing topics. “So, my job’s probably moving out of state in the spring. I’ll have to decide whether to take a transfer or severance package.”


“Oh, shit!” she breathed. “You can’t seem to catch a break lately,” she commented sadly.


“To be honest, I’m in a better position than anyone else in the plant. If they offer me a good package to move, then I might go. If not, I have enough money to retire, or go back to college, or start a new career.”


Okay, that was an outright lie. I wasn’t going anywhere so long as Melody was here, but she didn’t need to know about that, yet.


“Rand don’t give up the house because the neighbors haven’t been as close,” she urged me. “I promise, I’ll tell them to back off on watching you.”


“I’m not making any decisions based on them,” I told her. “If I leave, it’ll be because I have a better offer somewhere else.”


I was starting to calm down some, but I still desperately wanted to go door to door and punch out whoever answered at each house, just to make them aware how I feel about them.


“They honestly meant well,” she told me, sheepishly.


“They failed,” I said bluntly, and probably a little harshly.


I was in no mood to be charitable about how I felt about the neighbors.


“Give me a chance to talk to them,” she pleaded for them. “I’ll explain the whole thing. I’m sure they’ll try to include you in more things once they know how hurt you’ve been by their behavior.”


“I’m moving on with my life,” I told her. “That’s what you wanted. I’ve accepted that they’re not my friends. It just pisses me off that they spy for you. Just leave it alone at this point. I’d feel like anything I said to any of them will be emailed to you as soon as they could get to a keyboard. It hurt me a lot that they didn’t think I could be adult enough to just leave if seeing you at the neighborhood parties was bothering me. I’m over it now. I’ll be over their spying on me, sooner or later.”


“This hurt us being friends, didn’t it?” she asked, regret filling her voice.


“Beth, I haven’t felt like we were friends in any of this. I don’t know what we are, but as of an hour ago, I assumed that I wasn’t going to hear back from you ever again. I was starting to get around to being okay with that thought. I have the people at the gym, I have my support group, and I have work ... for now. I know you’ve encouraged me to get on with life, but honestly, do you even know how impossible a task that is?”


“It was this week that I could finally bring myself to speak to people. When my instructor found out about the divorce, she got me into the group. Think about that. You’ve been gone for three months, and I finally found the nerve to speak to people in the past seven days. You were probably looking up high school friends the day after you got back to Atlanta. This didn’t hurt you. You developed a strong indifference to our relationship even before Stan. Stan made it worse.”


“Beth, I was still in love with you when you left Charlotte. Three months to find my voice and take any sort of step toward living again is kind of miraculous. I’ve been proud of that and it’s been harder than I can tell you. My instructor thought I was hitting on her when I started talking, and she made sure I knew she wasn’t available. She used almost the exact same words you did when you tried to explain that you just weren’t interested in me that way anymore. Hearing that again sent me to a bad place. When the neighbors saw the cars, they were here to perform an intervention on me because they could tell how much of a mess I was.”


I wasn’t angry anymore, but she had asked me to tell her what was going on in my life. I was going to keep doing that, and if she was uncomfortable hearing about my problems, too fucking bad. She’d been the root of too many of them and ducked responsibility for all of them.


“Jesus, Rand!” she breathed. “I had no idea you’d withdrawn that much!”


“How could you? The neighbors were all hands-off, and you and I haven’t talked since September. You were probably right. You were the only person I talked to. When you cut me off, I had no one to talk to. Jack Daniels is a great listener, but doesn’t give much advice, you know?”


“You started drinking?” she seemed really upset by that.


“Not as much as I wanted to,” I told her. “I started going to the gym pretty quickly instead. The point is that I’d probably have stayed content to have you be the only person I talked to for a while. When you cut me off, it forced me to look for something else. My group is helping me cope. They’re all people that have been where I am. It still hurts some of them. Others are paying it forward by mentoring the group.”


“I’m glad you found people who understand,” she said gently. “Are you close to any of them in particular?”


“My instructor, Belinda,” I said immediately. “She’s kind of like the sister I never had. She wants good things for me - even to the point of giving me advice I don’t want to hear. All of the other members have been resolute in their support. Jason is the only other guy in the group, and he wants us to hang out and have some guy time. Claire’s the matriarch of the group and she’s kind of like our judge, moderator and therapist all at once. Someone mentioned that she writes books for a living. Stephanie is a nice lady. She’s a lot like a housewife, so she has a very motherly manner. Theresa and Melody are helping me take care of things around the house here, and they both gave up their Saturday to come help me today.”


She listened and made the appropriate sounds. As I’d hoped, she missed mention of Melody, never suspecting that Melody’s last name was Weaver.


“What’s going on with the house that you need help with?” she asked curiously.


“I’m redecorating,” I said, making her laugh.


“You?!!? Decorating?” she asked, incredulously.


“That’s what they’re helping with,” I told her. “Beth, life’s sucked living in this house, where you decorated every room except my study. They’re helping me change the feel of the house so that it doesn’t feel as much like your home. I’m not trying to be a dick, but if I’m going to stay in this house, I need to stop looking at the sofa where you had it and I need to stop looking at your knickknacks on the shelves. They’re helping me clear a lot of it out and change how the rooms are laid out. Theresa brought her friend, Courtney today, and she lives for these challenges, so I’m told.”


“Good,” she said as supportively as she could, given that we were ripping her presence out of the house, one room at a time, like an exorcism. “I want you to have your own life and I suppose I can understand that living in rooms I decorated isn’t going to help.”


“Thanks. Do you want any of the stuff that we’ve been putting aside?” I asked. “We’ve been boxing it up, since we’re not sure whether you’d have any interest.”


“Nah. Get rid of it,” she said, lightly.


“Alright. So, tell me about Atlanta,” I asked, wanting to see if she was serious about friendship or if she was just digging for information.


“Well, I started working for an accounting firm. It’s not that different than what I was doing in Charlotte, but it’s a fun crowd. I’ve made a few friends at work. That Monday, when you called, was Sophia’s birthday. She wanted to go see male strippers, so that’s where we went. I’m still looking for a decent place to live. The Colonel is still the same, but he’s keeping his opinions low-key since you yelled at him. Thanks for that. I should have encouraged you to put him in his place years ago. He’s been easier to live with since that talk. Well, at least once he calmed down. I think Mom would like to hear from you, once in a while. Call her next week some time and chat with her. She likes you, even if the Colonel doesn’t. I’ve been sort of casually dating a guy I knew in high school. He’s nice. I think you’d like him. His name is Roger and he’s a police officer, like your dad was. He knows about how our marriage ended. He had an affair on his wife. It’s sort of a common theme for cops. We’ve both decided to take it slow because of that. We don’t want to jump back into something too serious.”


I made all the right noises as she told me about her life. Maybe she was just painting it in broad brushstrokes to sugarcoat it for me, but it was more than I knew before. I was doing a lot better, now that we’d cleared the air.


“That reminds me, talking about it, I have a piece of news about Stan. I’m not sure whether you want to know, or not.”


“Please tell me he was hit by a train!” she implored me.


“Close. He has terminal cancer. It started as prostate cancer and the operation to try to remove it rendered him impotent, so I’m told. They didn’t get it all, though, and I hear it’s spreading fast.”


“That’s the best news I could have asked for,” she actually laughed. “How’d you hear?”


“Someone who heard about what happened between the two of you told me. They heard it at the hospital.”


All true. Melody knew what had happened in the affair, and she’d heard from the doctors themselves that Stan was going to die.


“I’m told that if he’s lucky, he’ll make it to January. If we’re lucky, he’ll give out before Christmas.”


“Well, hopefully, it’s painful, and his funeral is a happy event.”


“I’m planning on going to it,” I said, lightly.


I’d be there for Melody, but there was no need to tell her that.


“Seriously?” she asked, wondering if I was serious. “Why would you do that?”


“To make sure he goes in the ground,” I said. “I want to be sure to piss on the right grave when I get around to visiting him. You want me to let you know when it is?”


She chuckled at that. “Why not? You wish you could have gotten a chance to use the shotgun on him now?”


“No, cancer’s a lot more painful than what I could have managed with the gun. My revenge will be to stand on his grave and to live on his money while he rots in Hell.”


Beth took some time to respond. Then she spoke softly and tentatively.


“I hope you don’t hate me this much. I understand if you do, but I hope not.”


“I don’t hate you, Beth. There are times that I’ve been angry at you and, disappointed in you, and frustrated with you, but I’ve never hated you. I sometimes need to yell at you for what happened, but, to a certain extent, I think I’ve earned that right and I suspect that will eventually trail off. Like I said, I have the group to talk to. They know what I’m going through. I think I’m actually coming around to the point you talked about, of no longer thinking of us as lovers, or married, or anything more than occasional phone calls. To be honest, at this point I was planning to leave things be. It’s been a couple of months since you called. I was aware that you’d moved on. I just made a conscious decision to stay out of your life, since that’s what you seemed to want.”


“Fair enough,” she said wearily. “I’ve been sending you a lot of mixed signals lately, haven’t I?”


“I figured it was a matter of guilt sneaking up on you that made you want to stay in touch, and that the guilt was starting to fade now that you’re not in the middle of this mess anymore,” I told her.


“A little,” she admitted. “I should have asked our friends to be there for you instead, but I knew you tend to turtle when you’re upset ... No, that’s not it. I really didn’t want them to know how much this upset you. I really didn’t want to be the villain in all of this.”


“So, what did you tell them about the divorce?” I asked, thinking this just gets better and better.


“I mostly told them the truth,” she said. “I told them we’d drifted apart and that I didn’t love you any more, that I’d taken a lover, and that you’d gotten everything in the divorce. I just didn’t tell them how broken up you were about it.”


“Did you tell them that you’d wanted less from the divorce or did you just tell them that I’d gotten almost everything?”


“Just that you’d gotten all of it,” she admitted.


“I see. So, they think that we were on the same page and I used Stan as an excuse to take everything, once the lawyers got involved. No wonder they won’t speak to me. You gave them the impression that I was okay with Stan and then stabbed you in the back to get the money.”


“I didn’t mean to!” she gasped. “Shit! I’ll fix this, Rand. I’ll make sure they all know the truth.”


“Meh,” I said. “I doubt it’ll make much difference,” I told her. “I just have to move on. Other than the people in my group and the gym, there’s nothing holding me here in Charlotte. The plant seems more and more like it’s going to close, so I won’t have work. My neighbors think that I’m a cold-hearted bastard. It’s something to think about.”


“I can at least set the record straight,” she offered.


“Whatever,” I said disinterestedly. “So, what do you want, Beth? We talked about how guilt drove you to push for me to stay in touch. Consider yourself off the hook. Call me if you want to talk to me about something and I’ll do the same. I’ll let you know when Stan’s funeral is. If you decide to come, I’ll see you there. If not, stop by when you’re in the neighborhood some time, and we’ll have a cup of coffee.”


“Is that what you want, Rand?” she asked.


She sounded upset for the first time that I could remember. I thought about what I wanted and clicked my tongue as I mused.


“I think I’ll agree to meet Roger at some point, and then I suspect you and I won’t have much to say to each other after that. I may be fine with it and I may feel like I’m shaking hands with another Stan. Either way, that moment is going to be the end. You’ll marry him, if you’re passionate about him, and then I’ll get a card for the first few Christmases that you’re together, and that’ll be it. I’d rather we were honest about it. When you introduce me to Roger, that’s you asking me to pass you to him and go gracefully away.”


She was silent for a minute and then sighed.


“He’s a good man, Rand. In some ways, he’s like you, but in others, he’s very different and those differences were where we fell apart.”


“Please, don’t tell me about how things are in bed,” I cut her off before that train-wreck could jump the track.


“No, I won’t tell you about that, Rand,” she promised. “I will tell you that it wasn’t because you were unskilled or undersized or anything silly like that. It wasn’t that you didn’t push my buttons, it was just ... safe. You know? Wednesday was pork chops and then up to bed for missionary and a shower. There was no surprise in it anymore.”


I didn’t want to fight, so I swallowed a few nasty comments about being the one to get a surprise and thought about her words for a while.


“You okay?” she asked gently after I’d been quiet for too long.


“I suppose,” I said. “You just compared our sex life to a chore you had to do to maintain the house. I’m glad you’ve got someone that’s more exciting for you now. I don’t begrudge you the chance to live your life.”


“Have you ... Are you...” she was trying to find out whether I’ve had sex since she left.


“No, I haven’t so much as gone on a date,” I told her. “My sex life is just as boring as you remember it.”


“You should date,” she urged me. “Find someone. You deserve to be happy, too.”


I barked a laugh.


“After the way you described sex with me? It’s not exactly easy to find enthusiasm to inflict that boredom on another woman. You talk about our sex life the same way you talked about cleaning the grout in the bathroom. Yes, I’ll run right out and put another woman through that drudgery. Thanks for the suggestion,” I spat sarcastically.


“Rand! That’s not your fault! I’m the one that wasn’t happy,” she protested. “You remember Veronica?”


“Yeah,” I said sullenly. “I remember Veronica.”


Veronica had been Beth’s college roommate. She’d been a wild child, bedding an unbelievable number of men and women in her four years at college.


“She would have called sex with either of us boring,” she told me. “For her, I guess we would have been. Her tastes were different than yours. On the other hand, some of the girls in my dorm left college with no more experience than when they arrived. They would have found sex with you to be exciting and new. We just never explored anything. We never had sex in public, not even in the car. We never used sex toys, we never did any role-playing, there was no fetishes at all, we never even watched porn together.”


“If you’re worried about being more dynamic in bed, explore! Read online about fetishes. Watch dirty porn. Hell, hire a hooker and ask her to teach you the nastiest tricks she knows. You got into chemistry because you liked how you could mix components and make something amazing, right? Treat sex like that. Visit porn stores, buy toys, try things. You’ll find some that you love and some that you hate, but get lost in the thrill of discovery! It’s a world out there that you’ve barely touched. Dive into it, and see where the current takes you.”


I listened to what she was saying and decided that she was right. I went to the gym to sculpt my body. When I started, I was lost and clumsy. I decided to treat this the same way.


“Alright,” I said finally. “I suppose that’s fair. Part of me wishes you’d had the courage to have this conversation with me five years ago, so we could have explored together, but that’s hardly important anymore. I’ll start looking into what you’ve suggested.”


“Good. You’re a good man, Rand. When you found out about me and Stan, you could have loaded your shotgun or beaten me to a pulp. You didn’t though. You kept your head and took care of me even when you should have thrown me out on the lawn and called me a whore. I want you to be happy. I’ll email you a few resources that I think you’ll find useful. I’ll send Veronica a message online, and see if I can have her get in touch with you, too. She’s undoubtedly seen things that I don’t even suspect.”


“I’m not sure I’m ready for that much,” I said uncertainly. “Let’s start with what you’ve dug up and I can see if any of it grabs my attention.”


“Okay,” she allowed. “I’ll email you the websites I know of and ask Roger for any he can point out, too.”


I rolled my eyes at taking suggestions from her boyfriend, but I didn’t want to start another fight, agreeing instead.


“I’m kind of torn about us going our separate ways, Rand,” she said with a sigh.


I could hear the anxiety in her voice.


“I want you to have your own life, but I do miss being able to talk to you. You’ve known me for all my adult life. When I need advice, you’re who I think about first. It was hard for me to not talk to you about whether to go out with Roger or not, but I sincerely thought it would be rubbing your face in the fact that I was moving on.”


“Ironically, I’m actually starting to get to the point you were at before Stan,” I told her. “Not having you here and starting to change the house is putting more distance on it. I’m not going to tell you that I don’t have shitty days. My friends had to come and help me pick myself up again this week because they knew my mind was back in the worst parts of the past year, and I wasn’t going to be able to pull myself together without help. I’m not even saying I don’t have days where I want to yell at you. However, I don’t have days where I want you back anymore though, and that’s a start.”


“Just keep building on that start,” she said supportively. “When you need to yell at me, call me. You didn’t do a lot of yelling during the divorce. I hurt you pretty badly, and you let me off pretty easily. I owe you a chance to let some of that out.”


“I might, but honestly, if I do, it’ll be mostly just to let go of the past, not to rehash it endlessly,” I told her. “Like tonight. I won’t mention the neighbors again, but it pissed me off how that went. I’m still a little irritable that you didn’t give them the full story, but it is what it is.”


“I’ll fix that for you,” she promised again. “As soon as I hang up, I’ll start calling them and explaining that none of this was your fault. I really didn’t consider that they’d have jumped to that conclusion.”


“Okay,” I said. “I know you didn’t mislead them on purpose. If you tell them now, they might not want to speak to you afterwards.”


“Maybe, but hopefully they’ll reach out to you instead,” she said, hopefully.


“If you feel like it’s something you have to do, I won’t ask you not to, but it’s been months since I’ve talked to one of them. I’m not sure I’d want them back as friends if they came to mend fences. I’m different, they’re different. It’s all changed, you know?”


“Yeah. I’ll try, though,” she assured me.


We chatted for another little while and then I went to bed, wondering what the next few weeks would turn out like. If I’d only known...


Chapter 7


The next day, I went through my normal routine until there was a knock at the door. I went to answer it and found myself facing Melody and Theresa. There was a small cargo van parked in my driveway.


“Hi, Rand!”


Melody sounded warm and bright and jumped into my arms to give me a hug that I returned gratefully. Theresa got one of her own as I let them in.


“What’s with the van?” I asked lightly.


“If you’re still willing to part with the bed, I want to get it back to my place today. A friend of mine loaned me the van for the day, since he doesn’t work on Sundays.”


I nodded and led them upstairs to start breaking down the bed. I left the fitted sheet on the mattress and Melody questioned me about it.


“It’ll protect the mattress from getting dirty or hitting minor snags on the trip,” I told her. “It’s way easier to put the sheet in the laundry than clean dirt off the mattress. It’s a trick I picked up in college.”


They liked that, and they helped me muscle the thing down the stairs and out to the truck. To be truthful, I was more than capable of handling the weight, but it was too bulky for me to keep it steady on my own. We got it and the box-spring loaded and then took the frame apart and got it onto the truck.


“Did your ex take the rest of the bedroom furniture?” I asked her when we were done.


Theresa bit her lip and nodded.


“I’m doing okay there. I’ve just been storing everything in plastic tubs. It’s cool. I was always too lazy to fold my clothes properly.”


“There’s two nightstands and dressers that match the bed frame,” I told her. “They’re yours, if you want them.”


“Done!” Melody broke in before Theresa could beg off. “Let’s go get them before she talks herself out of them.”


I laughed and followed her up the stairs, admiring the way her hips swayed as she walked. She seemed to have a little extra spring in her step today, or at least I was noticing a little extra motion in her gait. I was tasked with a lot of heavy lifting as we took the night-stands, drawers and furniture out to the truck. We removed the mirror from the bureau, and we set it aside carefully. I’d transport that in my car and follow her back to her place, so that I could help make sure the furniture was where she wanted it.


Melody got into the car with me for the trip, looking like she wanted to talk to me about something serious. Once Theresa had the van moving, we pulled in behind it and we followed her closely.


“Rand,” Melody started tentatively. “Are you okay waiting for me, before we can ... I mean really. Are you okay with it?”


I nodded and grinned at her. “Of course,” I said as if it were obvious. “You have very good reasons to wait and I don’t just mean your prenup with Stan. You were cheated on. The last thing you want is to be guilty of that yourself. I know because I’d never want to cheat after knowing what it felt like. You and I are both still very much recovering. I want you more than I can describe, more than I thought was possible, but I’m also terrified.”


“Terrified?!!?” she repeated the word, confused. “Why are you terrified?”


“Because you’re beautiful and charming and vibrant and ... perfect! I’m scared I’ll screw it up, scared that you’ll leave me. My parents are both dead, so after what happened with Beth, all the most important people in my life have left me on my own. I know my parents didn’t want to leave, but when Beth left, the feeling was pretty similar to mourning them. I don’t want to ever mourn over you that way. I guess I’m just scared that I’ll say something stupid or do something wrong, or that you’ll find me as boring as Beth did, and move on. Does that make sense? I can never tell if I’m expressing myself well.”


She reached out and took my hand in both of hers.


“It makes perfect sense,” she said. “I feel the same way. Stan was running around on me constantly. I found out from one of his other ... conquests, that she’d been with him for three years. She was with him longer than I was. She clearly meant more to him, since he spent more time with her. I was in high school when I met Stan. He did business with my father. He’s the only man I’ve ever been with.”


“I was swept up in the romance of dating an older man. He got me pregnant and my parents insisted we get married. I lost the baby, thank GOD! Raising that asshole’s kid would have been torture. By then, we were already married. I ... really don’t have a lot of experience with sex and the experience I got from Stan was kind of pathetic. I’m worried that I won’t measure up. You’re sexy and athletic and handsome, and I heard a rumor somewhere that you were rich.”


She giggled. I smiled.


“My wife left me because she wasn’t satisfied with what I had to offer,” I told her. “She’s suggested that I start to explore and broaden my horizons. Let’s do that together. We’ll learn what we love, what we hate, and the stuff that falls in the middle. First thing we need to do is get your eyes checked though if you think I’m sexy.”


I grinned and she chuckled and kissed my hand again, holding it tightly in both of hers.


“I’d like to explore with you,” she told me seriously. “I dated a little in high school and my best friend and I fooled around once or twice, but that’s it. Once we were married, Stan wanted nothing to do with me. He just set me up in the house and fucked me once or twice a month. It was the most boring thing imaginable. He’d get himself all worked up and sometimes he could get it up and sometimes he couldn’t. I guess there was no attraction once we were married.”


I nodded. “I’m sorry you had to go through that,” I squeezed her hand. “If there’s ever one thing I can promise you, it’s that I’ll never run around on you. I never did on Beth, and God knows she deserved that from me.”


She chuckled about that.


“I know you won’t,” she told me confidently. “I could tell how much her cheating hurt you when you told your story on Thursday. Next week, you’ll get to hear some of the others. Normally, we talk about our week and take some time to discuss how we’re processing things.”


“Heh,” I chuckled. “I can’t wait to share last night with the group on Thursday then,” I said dryly.


“Oh?” she asked sweetly. “Do I get a sneak peek at what’s going on.”


“She called me last night. It turns out that the neighbors have been spying on me for her. Your visit yesterday and the group meeting on Thursday, drew her out.”


“Really? Are you okay?” She asked, turning more toward me so she could observe me more directly.


I nodded.


“She really pissed me off, but I’m doing better now,” assuring her.


“When she calls, and you need to talk, you call us, silly. That’s why you have our contact numbers.”


She pulled out her phone and made a call.


“Bella?” she said when it was answered. “Rand got a call from his ex last night. Can we meet? He didn’t know he was supposed to call for support when he gets upset like this. We’re on our way to Theresa’s to give her some furniture. Okay. I’ll start calling the others.”


She hung up and immediately made another call.


“Hi, Claire. We’re having an extra session today. Rand got a surprise call from his ex last night, and didn’t know to call.”


After that, she got hold of Stephanie and she said she’d be right over. Jason was last on her list and he promised to be there, too. When we got to Theresa’s, we started carrying the bedroom set in to the building and up to her apartment while Melody told her that the others were coming.


“Oh, good!” she said brightly. “Bella and Muscles can wrestle in the front yard over which of them is gonna carry the heavy stuff upstairs,” she joked, reaching out to squeeze my arm. “Seriously, you’re starting to look pretty good. You could be one of those male dancers.”


I laughed and shook my head. I was still getting used to my new body, but it was a little embarrassing to have it pointed out to me that I was looking better. I was just focused on feeling better, and pushing weight felt like I could physically push my problems back out to arms-length when I felt too crowded.


I made two more trips while the girls rested and waited for me at the doors. I had the bureau upstairs and went back for another load when Belinda pulled up. I hopped up into the truck and handed her down one of the nightstands while I picked up the heavier piece.


“You’re really going to try to play frail little woman on me?” she growled, but took it from me as I hopped down carefully.


“Actually, it’s reverse psychology,” I told her. “The bed is the heaviest part. If I keep giving you small things while I look like I’m taking a big load, you’ll get frustrated and do most of the lifting on the bed.”


She gave me a dirty look.


“If Mel hadn’t told me that you’d had a bad night, you’d be in for an ass-kicking,” she assured me.


“It wouldn’t be my first,” I shot back. “It’ll be worth it, if you take the bed though.”


By the time we got back outside, the others were arriving, and they pitched in to take the drawers and the other nightstand.


“So, where’d all this come from?” Belinda asked as we walked the pieces of the frame into the building.


“It’s my old bedroom set,” I said. “Melody decided that she was going to replace the bed with one that Beth had never slept on, so I offered Theresa the rest of the set, since they match. She was taking the bed anyway.”


“That’s nice of you,” she said. “Alright, ass-kicking averted.”


We settled in and talked while we assembled the furniture and arranged the room. I explained the phone call, and told them what had been said.


“She’s had you watched by the neighbors this whole time?” Claire asked, surprised. “That’s a little disturbing. Tell me again how she spun the divorce to them so that they’d be sympathetic to her?”


I repeated what she’d told them and what points she’d skipped.


“I don’t think it was accidental,” she told me.


“I don’t either,” I replied. “I don’t think she intended me to look like this much of a bastard, but she definitely didn’t want to risk losing her friends here. I also don’t buy her story that she’s not encouraging them to spy on me. Her information is too detailed, and she has it too fast for it to be casual.”


Claire nodded.


“Do you think she’s planning on trying to get you back or watching you for some other reason?” she asked.


“Well, I told her last night that I don’t have thoughts of wanting her back anymore, so if that was her plan, it’s going to be undergoing revision. No, I think she’s feeling guilty, and she’s hoping that I’ll find someone, so she can feel that she hasn’t wrecked my life.”


She nodded and smiled. That was clearly her assessment, too.


“Good. I’m glad you’re thinking it through.”


“I’m smarter than Stan,” I said, looking at Melody. “Why would I want to settle for Beth when Melody looks at me with those eyes?”


She blushed and then hopped up into my arms, wrapping her arms around my neck.


“You keep saying things like that, and I’m not gonna want to wait for Stan to do the right thing,” she warned me before she kissed me.


I forgot where we were for a few minutes, and someone might have been talking to us, but I couldn’t be sure. Belinda gave me a kick in the ass to remind us to separate.


“Hey!” I protested. “You said ‘ass-kicking averted’,” I reminded her.


She shrugged. “Then, pay attention when people are talking to you.”


“And neglect Melody?” I scoffed to general laughter.


“As I was saying,” Stephanie said with a cough and an amused smile. “It could be that she’s keeping tabs on you so that she knows you’re not with anyone. Richard was like that for a while. He didn’t want to keep it in his pants, but he watched me and followed me for almost a year just to make sure I wasn’t seeing anyone. He still called me his wife and claimed that no one else would ever touch me or he’d kill us both.”


“What ever happened to him?” I asked her curiously.


“I shot him,” she said proudly.


“He was following me around, so I got a restraining order on him. He broke it and tried to get in the house because he remembered that I left the bathroom window open a crack after my shower. I heard someone coming in the window and I fired one shot. It was the only time I ever fired that damn gun.”


“Wow! Did he survive?” I asked, enthralled by the tale.


“The gunshot, yes,” she said with a small smile. “Unfortunately, the fall wasn’t so kind to him. The bathroom is on the second floor. He lost his grip on the ladder and hit the patio head-first. Cracked one of the stones. I couldn’t match it and had to replace the whole patio.”


She sounded sad about that, making us laugh some.


“Well, I doubt Beth is planning on breaking into the house, but I suppose she could be making sure I’m still miserable and alone. Her neighborhood watch reported the cars on Thursday, and again yesterday. She’s been hearing that a lot of those cars are delivering women to my door, so she could have been calling to dig for information. At this point, I told her that I’ll call her when Stan dies, and that gives Melody a chance to show me off to her if she comes to the funeral.”


“I’ll need to be there to observe that particular confrontation,” Claire demanded, telling me that she was, indeed planning a book about us.


“When you write the book, can I be much more impressive and maybe have some sort of heroic job?” I asked, jokingly. “Maybe a soldier deployed to Iraq when the affair starts?”


“Well that wouldn’t make much sense when we get to the scene where the evil businessman punches you out, would it?” she pointed out.


“Hmm. Maybe the businessman is actually a member of an elite terrorist organization and my relentless pursuit uncovers his plans for world-domination - or the fall of the free world? That could work.”


She laughed. “Let’s just stick to what we have,” she suggested. “It’s actually a much better tale than a soulless James Bond adventure.”


“So long as I still get the girl and the happy ending, that’s adventure enough for me,” I said, giving Melody another kiss.


“That’s up to you two,” Claire told us with a fond smile.


All of us had bonded in a very short time. I felt close to these people, closer than I had to Beth this past year.


“You’re writing the story. I’m just going to steal it and put it in print.”


I gave Melody another squeeze, and then set her down gently. We talked some more about my conversation with Beth and how I’d managed to keep her distracted from realizing that Melody was her lover’s wife. We all chuckled about that. We were all going to be at Stan’s funeral to support Melody and to collectively watch a cheater go in the ground.


“Since we’re all here, I was wondering what’s everyone doing for Thanksgiving weekend?” I asked, curiously.


It was rapidly coming up and I had no plans for the weekend.


“Mary and I are going to her parents’ place for a few days,” Belinda admitted. “They live in Augusta, so we’ll be out of town.”


Stephanie and Jason were nodding in agreement. They were each going out of town too.


“Well, I normally just have a three-day love affair with wine, rather than spend a lot of effort cooking and baking,” Claire said. “Roland, my editor, has been getting annoying in his insistence that I buckle down, though, so I’m off to New York to discuss my book with him. What did you have in mind, Rand?” she asked.


“I was thinking that if there was enough interest, I’d cook. If everyone’s busy though, it’s no big deal,” I said lightly.


Melody bit her lip.


“I’m supposed to fly back to Washington to spend the weekend with my parents and my sister,” she said reluctantly. “I could cancel, though.”


I smiled at her.


“It’s okay,” I told her. “Spend some time with your family. Maybe they’ll be interested to hear about what’s been new with you, these days.”


She nodded, but still looked like she wished she was staying here. That just left Theresa to answer. I looked at her and she shook her head.


“Sorry, Muscles,” she told me. “I’ve got an aunt that lives in Durham. She’s cooking up a storm this year.


I shrugged and smiled.


“I guess I’m holding down the fort then,” I said lightly.


I hadn’t been looking forward to spending Thanksgiving alone, and had been hoping some of the group were in the same boat I was in. I covered my disappointment and decided that I’d spend the weekend at the gym instead of stomping around the house and moping.


“I’m glad I asked before I ran out and fought the housewives for a turkey,” I laughed.


“Don’t you have anyone to spend the weekend with?” Melody asked, concerned.


“Not really. In years gone past, we’d spend the weekend with Beth’s parents in Atlanta. This year, I think I’ll skip that. Don’t worry about me,” I told her. “I’ve got a few things around the house that I can do to help pave the way for you to reinvent the place. You haven’t even seen the backyard yet.”


She frowned at me. “I don’t like the thought of you being here alone,” she declared.


“I’ll be fine,” I promised her. “I have everyone’s cellphone numbers. I can make a few calls if I start getting overwhelmed.”


Melody nodded, reluctantly.


“I’ll call you to make sure you’re not upset,” she promised.


“I was actually thinking that I could mostly have the gym to myself that weekend,” I told her. “Sometimes it’s hard to get near the more popular machines. Call me in the evenings, and we’ll talk. I can tell you all about how much I miss you and you can tell me about Washington.”


She nodded. “That’s not for two weeks though,” she pointed out. “This week, we still have to get your bedroom ready for you to move back in. The contractor may need to shut off the water for a day, but I promise you that he’ll try to have it finished and back on before you get home from work.”


“I can shower at the gym for a couple of days, if it helps out,” I said, slightly worried about it now that she was talking about plumbing.


She patted my cheek. “Trust me. You’ll love it.”


I nodded, but that started questions from the others.


“Contractor?” Belinda asked. “Do I want to know?”


“Yeah, you do,” Melody said sweetly, “but it’s a secret. I can’t tell you with Rand standing right here.”


“You’re gutting his bedroom that completely?” Stephanie seemed surprised.


“We took ‘before’ photos,” Theresa promised. “Once we take the after photos, you’ll understand.”


“Let’s change the subject for now,” I suggested. “Melody’s really excited about this and I don’t want her to accidentally reveal anything before she’s ready for me to know.”


“Okay, Romeo,” Belinda said smartly. “Have you talked to her about Mary yet?”


“Not yet. Why don’t you explain it, since it’s your idea? The two of you can decide what’s acceptable and what’s not.”


Mel looked back and forth between us and blinked.


“What’s up?” she asked.


Belinda outlined the fun that Mary had at my expense and then her idea for me to flirt with her to see how far she’d go to keep up the bluff.


“So, Mary’s a strict lesbian?” she asked. “What if she decides that Rand is the perfect guy to experiment with to see what it’s like with a guy?”


“That’s what we need to figure out. I already told him that I don’t consider it cheating since I’m putting him up to it. The first thing he said was that he wasn’t doing anything without you approving,” Bella told her, making her grin.


Melody turned her dazzling smile on me.


“So, you and I haven’t even gone out to dinner and you’ve already decided that I have final say over your life?”


I nodded.


“With the way time stops whenever we kiss, I’m not putting that at risk for the sake of a practical joke. You make a good point, though. Would you let me take you to dinner tonight?” I asked her softly.


“I would love to have dinner with you,” she said brightly and moved closer to me, wrapping her arms around my waist. “You’re not just asking me so that I’ll give you permission to seduce Bella’s girlfriend, are you?”


“I was hoping you’d give me a chance to seduce someone else, actually,” I said with a small smile.


She grinned at that and stretched up to kiss me again.


“You’re sweet, but I’m still waiting until after Stan dies. You’re welcome to try, but I don’t think you’re going to succeed.”


“I’ve been warming up a few thoughts on that very subject,” I admitted. “You know that if you left him right now and didn’t look back, you and I could still live the rest of our lives on the money that I got when I sued Stan. You wouldn’t have to be tied to him for another minute.”


She bit her lip and looked at me strangely.


“I don’t want that, Rand. I don’t want you to have to pay for everything. I want my own money. I want us to be equals when we get there.”


I was aware of the others watching us. I think Claire was mentally taking notes for her book.


“We are equals,” I told her. “At least some of the money we’d be living on is the money you would have gotten from Beth in the lawsuit you were planning, but the money doesn’t matter anyway. The way you kiss me is beyond any price. I never felt that kind of passion from Beth. That is wealth. Feeling time stop for us is worth the world.”


“Ugh!” she groaned. “Stop talking!” she told me, and kissed me.


“Just wait?” she pleaded. “I promise if the miserable shit hasn’t kicked off by Christmas, I’ll put the pillow over his face myself.”


“Don’t do that,” I told her softly. “I’ll wait for you. If he lives another ten years, I’ll wait.”


“The doctors promised that he’ll be dead in ten weeks,” she said. “Hopefully sooner, but definitely by then. You’re in for the Valentine’s Day to end all Valentine’s Days.”


That got our audience laughing and we sheepishly apologized for neglecting the others. “So, I guess this means that I’ll have to let Mary off the hook,” I told Bella with a shrug.


“Says who?” Mel demanded, looking at me sharply.


“I just promised I’d wait for you supposing it took ten years,” I reminded her.


“And until we can start our lives together, you should have a little fun. Not too much fun, but a little,” she said with a grin before turning to Belinda. “How far are you comfortable with Mary going with Rand?” she asked.


“I hadn’t thought about it,” she answered. “She’s never been with a guy before, so I wouldn’t exactly be irritated if she went home with him.”


“Not going to happen,” I interjected. “I can flirt with her, and maybe give her a kiss and a cuddle, but you’re asking me to be a cheater - and make her one too. I’ll pull the plug before that happens. I don’t want to hurt either of you and I don’t want to hurt Mary. What she did to me was a bit of harmless fun. I can do the same to her, but I won’t draw her into a situation that might cause any of us any pain, or damage your relationship.”


They both nodded at that, knowing how strongly I felt about cheating. They felt the same way.


“Okay,” Belinda said to Melody. “I’m comfortable letting Romeo quarterback. I trust him not to lead her astray or go overboard.”


“Me too,” she replied. “Go nibble on her and keep us in the loop so we don’t blow your cover.”


I nodded.


“Okay. I’ll show her a little extra attention and see how it goes over. Is Mary normally a practical joker?”


“She loves a good joke, but she rarely pulls them off well,” Bella told me. “The way she trolled you is probably her most successful joke to date.”


I nodded thoughtfully and promised regular updates. After that, we hung around with Theresa and the girls helped fill her new dresser and set up her bedroom. I was ordered to lie on the bed and all the girls slid in next to me one at a time so that I could tell Beth that I’d been in bed with all the ladies in the group. I grinned and waved Jason over.


“Beth keeps telling me I’m not adventurous in bed.”


He chuckled and shrugged. The two of us lay on the bed I’d shared with Beth, while we watched the ladies carefully fold and put away Theresa’s clothes, until it was time to split up for dinner. Melody had her car here and wanted to drive, so she followed me back to my place, where I parked my car and got in the passenger seat of her car.


Chapter 8


“So where are you taking me for dinner?” Melody asked sweetly.


“Sergio’s,” I replied, as I buckled up.


I leaned over and kissed her cheek before she got us underway. Sergio’s was a nice family restaurant that I’d been to a few times. I liked the food, but Beth had never been happy with the place, so we rarely went there. I was hoping that Melody was the exact opposite of Beth in every way. Melody had never been to Sergio’s, so she asked a lot of questions on our way, with me giving directions.


“Sergio’s started out as a pizza place,” I explained. “They got popular and added more to their menu and then it grew from a pizza shop into a family restaurant. They still do pizza and stuff like that, but they have a killer Italian menu, too and they’ll do special orders, if you’re in the mood for something that’s not on the menu.”


“I’d kill for good pizza!” she told me. “New York or Chicago style?” she asked.


“They have a dish I’ve always wanted to try, but never had a partner in crime to share it with. It’s a pizza cake.”


“A pizza cake?” she asked, wondering if I was making it up.


“It looks amazing. They line a pan with pizza dough on the bottom and sides and then add in all the toppings, another layer of crust, more toppings, more crust and toppings right to the top of the pan and then they bake it,” I told her. “They do it to order, so it takes a while to come to the table once it’s ordered. I could never eat one by myself. In fact, I don’t even know if the two of us could finish it, but I’ve always wanted to try it.”


“That sounds like so many calories that I’ll have to spend all week on the treadmill!” she told me. Then with a sly smile she happily said, “Let’s do it!”


That decided, I noticed she picked up the speed a little bit, eager to see what this was going to look like. We were seated right away, having arrived before dinner hour on a Sunday afternoon. Once we had our order in, we were told it would be a little while, so we sat with our drinks and talked to each other. She asked me about being a chemical engineer and I found out about her life in Washington. Until she’d found the group, she had few friends around Charlotte.


“I’d been thinking of selling the house and moving into the condo in Miami, when Stan dies,” she admitted. “At least, I was until I met you.”


She blushed at that, thinking she’d said too much, but I was too enchanted by her to feel anything but elation that she felt as strongly about me. I reached out and took her hand.


“The place where I work is likely shutting down in the next six months,” I told her. “When the rumor started, I didn’t feel like there was anything holding me here in Charlotte. I’d been sort of talking to myself about finding a new place to call home. I feel the same way you do, Charlotte’s home as long as you’re here.”


She grinned at me and I knew that I was in love with her. I had been since she’d followed me into the kitchen.


“I know this is happening really fast,” I told her gently. “It sometimes feels like we’ve known each other for years.”


She nodded about that.


“When I see you looking at me, I can feel like you know what I’m going to say before I say it.”


I smiled at her knowingly. “I’m not psychic,” I reminded her. “But I feel a connection to you that I didn’t even know was missing from my life. When I look at you, nothing else seems to matter. When I kiss you, nothing else seems to exist.”


She grinned at me sweetly and we kept up a steady dialogue of lover’s chatter, murmuring sweet nothings across the table to each other. It must have been very sickening to the rest of the patrons. Neither of us noticed. When our meal came, it looked amazing. It had been cut into slices in the kitchen and we each took one, digging in. We were famished from all of the work that afternoon and the dish was as good as I’d hoped it would be. She loved it too, and conversation was lost in the scramble to sate our appetites.


In the end, the cake defeated us. We barely finished half of it before packing up the rest for us to take home. I tried to get her to take some home with her, but she refused.


“I’m going to be at your place all week anyway, to supervise the contractors,” she pointed out. “I’ll just take a piece out of your fridge. I can’t wait until you see it when it’s done!” she enthused.


We took the leftovers with us and got in the car. She was dropping me off and despite the very strong desire we had for each other - or maybe because of it - she decided she couldn’t come in to talk further tonight.


“Maybe tomorrow, Stan will be honorable, and stop breathing,” she suggested. She patted my cheek and then we shared a very deep, loving kiss. I looked in her eyes and had to confess what I was feeling.


“I’ve fallen completely in love with you, Melody,” I told her, my voice a whisper. “I don’t know how you did it. I only just found it in myself to say hello to people and you’ve pulled me into the deep end of the pool. I’d only just decided to get my toes wet and now I’m floating.”


She looked like she was going to cry, and she launched herself at me, kissing me again, like she was trying to consume my soul. It was hers to take. When she finally pulled back to look at me, she did have tears in her eyes, but they were obviously not sorrow.


“Why couldn’t you have met me in high school?” she asked. “As much as I want to go inside with you, I’m going home instead, and I’m going to call my best friend and tell her about what you just said. We’re going to do this right. You deserve to have all of me. I ... I love you too much to come to you as anything but a free woman.”


I nodded and held her hand in mine, kissing the soft skin on her fingertips before letting her go and opening the door.


“I’ll miss you,” I said to her.


She smiled at me and blew me a kiss.


“I’ll talk to Stan’s doctor tomorrow and find out how he’s doing,” she promised.


I got out and closed the door, exchanging words of love once more, before I stepped back and watched her drive away, the leftovers from Sergio’s clutched in my hand, until her taillights disappeared from sight. I thought I saw a curtain twitch across the street, telling me that there was a good chance that our exchange had been observed.


I looked at my watch, as I walked to the door to see how long it would take Beth to call me about this new report. As it turned out, I didn’t get a call from her that night. I put away the leftovers, swept up the now empty Master Bedroom and made sure that everything in the bathroom was moved out as well. I gave it a thorough cleaning, even though it would be gutted this week for whatever Melody had planned.


I settled in to explore some of the websites that Beth had suggested, and found that, yes, this was a world I’d barely touched as I lost myself in seeing what was available. I wanted to find everything that Melody liked, and this was my first step to discovering what she’d love and hate.


I went to bed that night without any messages or phone calls and had very erotic dreams from the porn I’d been watching but dreaming of Melody and me performing the lewd acts. I woke up the next morning sweating, and so erect that I couldn’t get back to sleep even though I had another half-hour before the alarm would go off. I’d like to tell you that I took a cold shower and let my problem resolve that way, but I could feel the slight ache in my balls that meant I’d be a jerk to everyone around me if I didn’t get some relief, so I closed my eyes and focused on the dreams that had woken me as I quickly brought myself to orgasm with the images in my mind bringing me there much more rapidly than I’d have liked, but I felt like I could probably stand there all day and get myself off over and over while I held those thoughts of her in my mind.


When I got to the gym, I dropped my bag in my locker and went to warm up before class. I’d still been dwelling on thoughts of Melody while I stretched, so I wasn’t paying attention to what was going on around me until someone spoke to me.


“That’s never happened before,” Mary said playfully.


I glanced up at her curiously. I’d been on the floor, stretching out my legs and she was glancing down at my crotch where I’d reacted to the images of Melody that had been foremost in my thoughts. I blushed. I’d been in the middle of the splits and it was readily visible, as my shorts were pulled tight in this pose. I rolled out of the position and adjusted myself surreptitiously.


“Sorry,” I said to her. “Didn’t mean to put on a show. I was just lost in thought.”


“Must have been some good thoughts,” she kept up the teasing.


I shrugged.


“I was just noticing that a lot of our poses are pretty sexually suggestive,” I told her, deciding that this was a pretty good angle toward flirting with her.


“That’s part of the reason the ladies were initially a little uncomfortable with having a guy in this class,” she told us. “There have been a few creeps come in here to stare at the girls.”


“I can understand that,” I said. “A couple of the women lately have made me feel a little uncomfortable with the way they’ve been looking at me and talking about me.”


Her eyes widened at that. She’d made a few comments about me getting attention from the girls in class, and probably wasn’t sure whether that had made me uncomfortable at that point.


“Look, Rand,” she said slowly. “I don’t think anyone wanted you to feel awkward. We ladies always have to deal with a lot of that talk. I’m sure it was just a little teasing to show you how the other half lives.”


I put a look on my face as if I was thinking about that.


“That’s still kind of mean, don’t you think? I mean, I never made any of those comments. I barely even talked to anyone until a week ago. It would be like me treating them poorly, because my ex-wife hurt me, since they’re women too. That wouldn’t be even remotely fair.”


She shrugged.


“I think people might understand a certain mistrust of women after a messy divorce, like you had,” she allowed awkwardly. “I think you should be really proud that you don’t hold that against us.”


I smiled up at her and decided to return to my stretching, since I was still sitting on the floor.


“Well, like I said, none of the ladies here have done anything wrong. Some of them might have suggested that they’d like me to move to the front of the class where they can get a better look, but I thought about it, and I didn’t think they wanted me to feel self-conscious. A couple of other people mentioned on the weekend that I’m in much better shape than I thought, now.”


She smiled knowingly. “Your lady-friend from the group?” she asked playfully.


I grimaced, looking down.


“She ... She’s unattainable right now,” I told her.


I’d worked this angle out with Melody and Belinda beforehand, and it was true. We were waiting and praying for Stan to just give out and gasp his last, but until he did, we were in a holding pattern.


“Oh,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry to hear about that. I know you were very fond of her.”


She sat with me and put a hand on my shoulder.


“Are you okay?”


I nodded. “I’m doing okay. I guess that brings us to why I was sitting here showing a little more than I realized when you came up, huh?”


I motioned, returning her attention to the matter at hand.


She nodded. “What’s on your mind this morning?”


“Well, I thought about what the girls here had said about me showing off, and one of the guys in the gym was talking to me about competing in fitness competitions. It sounds like everyone agrees that I’d be competitive at something like that, so I thought about being a little more visible in class, and see if I get a taste for being looked at like that, or if I should skip on those competitions. I guess I was a little charged up, thinking that some of the girls in class might be attracted to me like that.”


She looked at me and smiled.


“That’s the spirit!” she said supportively. “Do you want me to pass the word or do you want to keep it low-key.”


“Well,” I said, as if I was uncertain. “I’d appreciate it if you’d keep an eye out for me,” I admitted. “If I start to get embarrassed, you know?”


She nodded and smiled at me knowingly. “You pick out your spot and I’ll grab one close, so I can see if you need a break.”


“Thanks!” I said gratefully. “I don’t know if I’ll like it, or feel like I want to cover up or run out of there, but I’d feel better knowing that you’ll look out for me.”


“Any time,” she promised.


We took our mats and I put mine at the front of the class today, instead of near the back. Belinda noted the change with a look, and I let her wonder as I pretended not to notice. I talked with Mary quietly before class and thanked her again for her support. I touched her arm lightly as I said it, and told her it meant a lot to me to know that there was at least one woman there that wouldn’t laugh at me.


Then class started, and I tried to ignore the rest of the world. I kept an ear open for Belinda’s voice as she directed the class. The rest of my attention was spent thinking of the dreams I’d had of Melody and me. It had the desired effect and I could tell that I’d broken a lot of concentration from the amount of time that Belinda spent correcting poses. When we got to the bridge pose, I was facing Belinda and she caught my eye as she watched the class. She gave me a smirk and a slight shake of her head. I could hear a few groans as I adjusted my position, making sure that the motion translated to my hips as I reset my footing.


I swear I could hear someone moaning behind me. When Belinda called for a change of pose, instead of collapsing down to the mat and rolling over to get up, I lowered myself to my elbows and then kicked my feet, straightening my back and pivoting my hips over my head to stand back up so I was facing the class. There were a few glazed expressions looking at me, and a couple who had completely lost all pretense of following the class and were watching me with undisguised lust on their faces.


I pretended to ignore them, but it gave me another idea for later. I settled into the next pose as if nothing different were happening, but I gave Belinda a small smile and a wink. She caught on, and for the rest of the class, she stopped correcting the girls, focusing on poses that would have mortified me a short time ago to perform in private, let alone in public. I was developing a new confidence in my body - and in myself, though.


Melody loved me. I now had friends who that weren’t tainted by Beth, I had a new profession if I wanted to pursue body-building more seriously. I no longer thought of myself as the worthless, boring dolt that hadn’t seen the end of his marriage coming. Now, I was looking in the mirror and seeing my body sculpted to the point that I was unrecognizable. I was starting to feel free, instead of cast-aside. It was a powerful feeling. I felt excited about the future, instead of dragging my feet through each day.


When class was over, I ignored everyone else and went over to thank Mary for watching out for me. I hugged her gently and probably surprised the crap out of her, because she had a dumbfounded look on her face after we separated.


“You’re okay with it?” she asked, searching my face.


I nodded. “I think I screwed up a few of the poses, though. I should probably get some more practice if I’m going to be up in front of the class like that. I don’t want to embarrass myself by making a mess of things in front of everyone.”


She smiled at me and patted my arm comfortingly. “I don’t think anyone noticed anything wrong,” she confided.


I blushed a little.


“Thanks. That’s very kind of you to say, but I don’t think Belinda was pleased with me. She gave me a couple of strange looks through class. I think I’m going to go talk to her and ask her what I should work on. Thanks again.”


I left her standing there and walked over to where Belinda was standing, watching the rest of the girls gather their things. I grabbed my mat on the way, and started to roll it up.


“Hey,” I said quietly. “You kind of looked like you wanted to come over and kick me today. Does that mean I did good?”


“Too good,” she complained. “Today’s class was a total mess. You’d swear they’d never seen a man before,” she muttered. “I was surprised to see you up at the front of the class today. What sparked that?”


I told her about the sudden inspiration to have Mary watch me and talked about the suggestion that I start body-building.


She nodded. “Craig knows his stuff and he’s clean as a whistle. He’s never had a drug infraction and he makes enough money at it to pay his bills for the year. If you’re interested in trying it, he’s the guy to talk to. Hell, you seemed to like the attention today.”


I nodded. “I might want to talk about it on Thursday, some. I sort of had a moment of clarity during class.”


She nodded and patted my arm. “Good. For now, you should get going. Mary looks confused, so I guess your first day was a success.”


I nodded and went to shower and change for work. The work day was more of the same. Whispers were putting the plant shutting down in January. That would be a shitty way to treat the workers, putting them out of a job right after Christmas, but business was often like that. People were talking about what they’d do if that happened, but I stayed out of it, for now. I went about the rest of my day, but I noticed that my boss seemed troubled. I caught his eye at the end of the day and just nodded to him. I understood he couldn’t tell me, and that the news wasn’t good. Instead of nodding back and walking away, he came to talk to me.


“Rand,” he said softly. “I know there’s a lot of rumors going around the plant about us shutting down,” he started.


I nodded. “Yeah, I’ve heard them. I’ve done what I can to give people a clear idea of what their options really are and tried to head off the worst of the panic.”


He nodded. “I know. You mentioned the rumors to me, so we could get a handle on the situation when it first came up.”


“At this point, sir, I know they’re not rumors,” I told him quietly. “If the plant was staying open, then there would have been a big announcement to put the rumors to bed. That only leaves the question of when. I figured sometime in the spring, but that was when the grapevine had us moving to Jersey. I didn’t think shipping chemicals over winter roads was particularly wise. If operations were staying in the South, say to Mobile, then the new rumor that we’re shutting down in January would make more sense.”


“Shit, Rand! Keep your voice down. How did you find out? I only just heard after lunch!” he hissed, looking around in a panic to make sure we weren’t being overheard.


“I didn’t, but like I said, it wouldn’t make sense to run trucks on the winter roads up north. It’s really not a lot of detective work. We have a plant in Mobile, there’s a port there and it’s still in the South so there’s no winter storms. Are they going to offer transfers, or severance?” I asked curiously.


“They’re still deciding,” he confided. “Most likely, they’ll offer most people a choice. Do you know what you’ll do?”


I nodded. “I think so, but the details of the offer could change that. I might take the severance and go back to school for something new, or I could think that the transfer offer is too good to pass up.”


“Can you afford to be out of work?” he asked sympathetically. “I know that you’ve just been through a divorce. Judges are notoriously unsympathetic about late alimony payments.”


I nodded.


“The divorce was extremely clean, so I don’t have problems in that respect. Thanks for asking about it, though. It shows you’re looking out for me. Do you know when the announcement is going to be made?”


“After Thanksgiving, unless the panic gets out of hand,” he said quietly. “I’m told the Christmas bonuses are going to be extra generous to help with the transition. The plant’s not getting shut down, because we weren’t working out, but because we had too many orders from South America. It’s affecting our bottom line to truck it down to NOLA to put the product on container ships.”


I nodded. “Makes sense. I think if they give people some extra help, it might sway their decision,” I suggested. “A lot of people have kids. Maybe task someone from HR to help them find homes and schools and get their kids registered. I know it’s not exactly in their job descriptions, but this is a mass transfer. It’ll help smooth things for the school system too.”


“That’s a good idea,” he said, surprised. “Come with me.”


We took the elevator up to the plant manager’s office where he was in a meeting with some of the decision-makers from corporate. I was asked to explain how I’d figured it out and then repeated the suggestions I’d had.


“Well, if the company helped get the paperwork for schools smoothed out and helped find housing for the people transferring, it might sway some of the people that are on the fence,” I said. “It will also help the company’s image with everyone by showing that you are trying to help.”


“What do you mean by helping them to find housing?” one of them asked.


“You could hire one of the better real-estate firms in the area to try to find housing in good neighborhoods, or you could build a sub-division and manage the mortgages for employees through payroll deductions, or even just negotiate with a builder to get a better price for people looking to build homes in Mobile. I’m not really an expert, but those are the real fears that people downstairs have - where they’ll live and getting their kids into good schools.”


They nodded, and I thanked me for my input. They asked me to keep the information to myself for now, and they’d be making the formal announcement right after Thanksgiving.


“Not a problem,” I said. “I mostly stay out of the rumors. I heard this today and figured it was true when I started seeing a lot of stressed managers.”


I left the plant and headed home, only to have to park on the street. There was a dumpster in my driveway and two work trucks parked in front of the house. I went inside, and the work crew was just finishing up for the day. They nodded to me on their way out.


Melody came to me and wrapped her arms around me. “No peeking,” she reminded me and then grabbed her purse.


“You’re leaving?” I asked, surprised.


“Yup,” she said. “If I stay, I won’t behave myself.”


That got the crew chuckling. I met the contractor, who assured me that plumbing and electrical was being done tomorrow and then it was a simple matter to finish.


“It might be a tad hot in the house on Friday,” he warned me. “We’re using blowers to dry paint, plaster, drywall, grout, you name it. Unless there’s an issue with the inspections on the plumbing and electrical, you’ll have your bedroom back by Friday.”


I thanked him and Melody both, and then watched them leave. I wanted to talk to her, but she’d made it clear that she wasn’t taking chances, and I respected that. Instead, I called May.


Chapter 9


“Hi, Rand,” she said warmly. “How are you?”


“I’m doing okay, May. How’re you managing without your favorite son-in-law underfoot,” I asked, playfully.


“I miss the poor lug,” she told me. “Who else is going to eat pie with me ‘til we’re sick?”


“I’d eat your pie morning, noon and night,” I assured her.


Yeah, we were aware of the double meaning. We teased each other with this joke since I’d first gotten together with Beth. I’d made the comment innocently the first time and everyone caught the dirtier meaning at the same time. I was mortified, Glen (I refused to call him Colonel after our blow-up) was furious, Beth had been overcome with laughter and May had kept most of her composure and announced that at least someone knew good pie when they smelled it. After that, I always got an extra-large piece at holidays and she always gave me a kiss on the cheek for my appreciation. She chuckled and told me I was still a flatterer.


“Hang on and I’ll call Beth to the phone for you.”


“Actually, I called to chat with you,” I told her. “We don’t get to talk much, and I miss you.”


“You’re a sweetheart,” she said, her voice choking up.


I’ve realized that our breakup has been harder on her than on anyone other than me.


“How are you doing?” she asked. “I could hear some of what you and Beth were talking about the other night. You laid her out in lavender, from the yelling I heard through your end of the phone.” She lowered her voice some and added, “It’s about time.”


I chuckled at that.


“Yeah. She hasn’t been much of a friend to me even though she asked me to stay in touch. In the end, that was probably good for me, but there were a few issues that came up. Overall, I think we’re doing okay. She told me about Roger. She even wants me to meet him at some point.”


“Oh, good Lord!” she snorted. “Do you have to meet all her lovers, now? I love my daughter, but sometimes I wonder if her head is filled with straw.”


“It’s okay, May,” I told her with a chuckle. “I think this one’s a little different. Maybe I’ll feel the same, but that’s on me, not on her. I won’t know until I shake his hand, really.”


We settled into a pleasant chat while I made myself some dinner, and she whipped up a miracle in her kitchen. I told her about the plant and about my support group.


“You really need a support group?” she asked, clicking her tongue in vexation at how much this had affected me.


“I do, for all sorts of reasons,” I told her. “This all came out of the blue for me. Beth had checked-out emotionally, years ago. I found out she didn’t love me, she cheated on me, and she infected me with an STD - all on the same day. Then she left town and I was left to pick up the pieces alone. She didn’t exactly give our friends a fair picture of events, so they haven’t talked to me since, and I haven’t had the best time at work. Our plant is shutting down sometime next year. So, it’s been sort of a shitty year for me. Beth’s had a good year. She’s had two lovers, got rid of 240 pounds of useless husband that she wasn’t using, and traded in her life in Charlotte for a whole new life in Atlanta with new friends, and a relationship and a job. The divorce didn’t hurt her. It actually gave her what she wanted.”


“Yeah, she’s very happy,” she agreed. “I don’t say that to make you upset, but the change in her is noticeable.”


“Well, I’m developing new friends and new hobbies,” I told her. “I don’t begrudge her a little happiness. I’m starting to put things back in order. I’m renovating and redecorating the house and I’m getting a sense of how bad things really were between Beth and me.”


“How so?” she asked, curious about how I’ve come to the new insight about Beth.


“Are we alone on the line?” I asked quietly. “Beth’s doing her own thing? Glen doesn’t have the phone bugged, claiming it’s for national security?”


She chuckled at that.


“No, I think he’s actually going to be retiring in the next couple of years, so he’s started to relax some, and Beth’s in the shower. She’s probably going out with Roger for the evening. It’s just you and me.”


“Okay. I don’t want Beth to know just yet, but I met someone. We had our first date last night. She looks at me with eyes ... Well, Beth never looked at me like that. Not even on our wedding day.”


“Oh! That’s marvelous, Rand!” she gushed. “I’ve been worried that you were going to mope around and carry the torch for her, forever. Where did you and this girl meet?” she asked.


“It’s actually a hell of a story. When the book’s done, I’ll make sure to get you an autographed copy.”


“Book?!!? You’re writing a book?” she blurted out.


“No! I’m not, but someone is. The woman is in my support group, but that’s not really where I first met her. One of the other women in the group is a writer, though, and she’s been taking notes to write a novel about how we met.”


“That’s exciting!” she said.


I could hear her grin through the phone. I was always the son she never had, and I loved her to death.


“So where did you and your mystery lady meet?”


“May, I need you to absolutely promise not to let Beth know about this. She’d blow her stack if she knew. Please?!!?”


“I promise. Neither of them will hear a word from me,” she swore, “but why, Rand? You must want Beth to know, eventually.”


“I do, but I want it to be face to face. She knows Beth, and we both want to announce our relationship to her in person.”


She laughed. “You mean you want to see the look on her face when you show her who you ended up with on your arm?” she asked with an amused tone of voice.


“That’s only part of it,” I admitted. “I’ve changed a lot. After she left, I decided pretty quick that I didn’t want to get drunk to numb the pain, so I joined a gym. Three months of hitting the gym twice a day has made me almost unrecognizable. As much as I want to show off my new girl, she wants to show Beth how much of a good man she left behind.”


“Bring her here!” she said excitedly. “I want to see this new Rand myself and I want to thank the girl who’s made life worth living for you again. You said Beth knows her,” she said. “How?”


“That’s the unbelievable part,” I said, lowering my voice. “She’s the wife of the guy Beth was cheating on me with. I met her briefly at Beth’s Christmas party last year. Then we met again at the support group.”


“Really?!!?” she gasped, thrilled with this scandal. “Oh, that’s delicious! When can you come down?”


I laughed. “I’m not sure. Life’s complicated here.”


I explained why she hadn’t divorced her husband, his cancer and her adamant refusal to make our relationship official until Stan was dead.


“Wow!” she said when my story was complete. “I want to meet her,” she said. “Since we both know Glen wouldn’t go across the street to see you, let alone drive up to Charlotte, you’ll have to come down here. Can you make it for Thanksgiving?”


“I’m afraid not,” I said gently. “She’d already made plans to be with her family in Washington. Maybe between Christmas and New Year’s though.”


“You keep me informed. We could maybe go out for New Year’s Eve. You think? Beth and Roger, you and your mystery woman, me and Glen?” she asked hopefully. “I know you’re thinking that a celebration with Glen would end with him being lowered into the ground. He probably thinks the same but imagine the fun of being a new man with a new woman to prove to him that all his crap over the years hasn’t been true. I love Glen, but there’ve been times I wanted to hit him with my cast-iron skillet for the rotten things he’s said to and about you. You come down here and show him how it looks to live well.”


“I think I’d like you to meet her,” I said sincerely. “Her name’s Melody and she’s the girl of my dreams. She seriously makes each of my days brighter.”


“Oh, I’m so glad to hear that! I’m so happy for you! I know Beth will be too, when she gets over the shock,” she said and we both laughed. “Glen, probably not.”


“Well, I’m told that he’s calmed down some, since I tore a strip off him. Maybe he’s decided that I’m not such a pussy after all,” I suggested.


“He has calmed down some,” she admitted. “Dare I ask what you said to him?” she asked with a chuckle.


“I might have suggested that he liked to admire real men in the shower,” I said sheepishly. “I also bitched him out for refusing to spring for a Christmas present for me, ever, told him he wasn’t my father-in-law anymore, and demanded to know who the hell he thought he was to tell me how to treat Beth, since I’ve seen him treat you like crap with my own eyes. I was pretty angry when he called, and I wasn’t in the mood to pull punches.”


“Well, whatever you said made an impact, because he’s been much more pleasant to live with,” she said lightly.


“I’d have called him out on how he treats you years ago, but Beth didn’t want the friction.”


“You keep on speaking your mind,” she told me. “Glen seems to have reacted to your criticism with some sincere changes in his behavior.”


“I’m glad, May. It used to really bother me when he’d put you down,” I told her.


“I’m a big girl, Rand,” she said affectionately. “Thank you for standing up for me though. Who knows? Maybe he’ll surprise us all and have found a new respect for you after that dressing-down.”


“I hope so. I’d like to be able to stop by the house and say ‘hi’ to you once in a while,” I told her.


We chatted like that for a little while and then Beth had finished her shower and dressed for her date with Roger. I spoke to her briefly, to tell her the news about the plant. She commiserated with the loss of the job but thanked me for calling her mother.


“It means a lot to her,” she told me.


“It means a lot to me too. I’m still hoping she’ll trust me with her recipes someday.”


She laughed and passed on the message, bringing May back to the phone.


“You come down and see me and we’ll talk about you getting some of my recipes,” she promised.


“It’s a date,” I told her. “Beth was talking about me coming down for Christmas. You teach how to cook, and I’ll help, if we can arrange it.”


“I’ll hold you to that,” she warned me. “You know what to bring when you’re coming.”


“Yes, ma’am,” I assured her.


I talked to Beth a little more, but there wasn’t much more to say. It was obvious that we now led separate lives. I didn’t bring up the neighbors and neither did she. We hung up and I cleaned up from dinner. I’d eaten while talking to May. I gathered up some laundry and then settled in to do some more research on the fine art of sex. After about an hour, I was back on the phone, this time to Melody.


“I was wondering if you were gonna call me,” she said with a laugh. “How’re you doing?”


“I’m okay. I miss you, but that was true as soon as you left. I wanted to give you a chance to have dinner and handle anything you needed to do around the house there, before I called to tell you I love you.”


“That’s so thoughtful of you, Mr. Dunn!” she said, innocently. “Do you think you should say such forward things to a married woman though?”


I laughed a little at that. “Maybe not, Mrs. Weaver, but I’m afraid I can’t help myself. All my willpower goes toward restraining my actions, so that I have none left to hold my tongue.”


“Well, I hope that you have a little self-restraint,” she told me with a giggle. “I completely forgot to bring up the subject that I wanted to ask you about on the weekend.”


“I thought that was our talk about sex and waiting,” I said. “What’s on your mind?”


“Okay, promise me not to freak out?” she asked me cautiously.


“I think I can promise that,” I said. “The last time you asked me not to freak out went okay.”


“It did,” she agreed. “You haven’t peeked, have you?”


“I haven’t even looked at the door,” I promised.


“Good,” she said and then took a deep breath. “Okay...”


“I told Stan that I’d met you at the group,” she said quickly.


“You told me you were planning to,” I reminded her calmly. She was on edge, so I wanted to be her rock. She needed calm, so I gave it to her. “How’d he take it?”


“He ... He asked a lot of questions and was pretty upset about it at first,” she told me.


“That sounds like he calmed down after his initial reaction,” I allowed supportively.


“Yeah, I think. I don’t know. He’s ... We talked a lot. It was a weird conversation. Usually there’s a lot of anger from both of us. This time, he just ... he looked deflated. I don’t know what got into him.”


“Well, I’m glad he wasn’t angry,” I told her. “That’s nothing for me to get upset about though.”


“Well, that’s not all,” she admitted, slowly, dragging her heels on telling me.


“Okay,” I said. “I’m sitting down, and I’ve had a pretty good day, all things considered. What’s the part that’s going to upset me?”


“He ... He wants to see you,” she said and held her breath, bracing for the worst.


“Okay,” I said. “When?”


“What?” she said, not understanding. “You’re not mad?”


“Not even a little,” I said softly. “I have no reason to be upset.”


“Even after everything he’s done?” she blurted. “The shit he dumped on you is awful. For him to want you to meet with him is a slap in the face.”


“You told him about meeting me, right?” I clarified.


“Yeah. So what?”


“He probably knows you pretty well, right?”


“I suppose,” she allowed, wondering where I was going with this.


“So, when you were telling him about me, were you angry or were you happy?”


“What do you mean?”


“We’re in love,” I told her. “It’s mad, passionate, uncontrollable love. It’s the real thing. It’s fairy-tale stuff. When you were telling him about it, that truth was probably written all over your face. I know it’s been on my face all day. You don’t think he picked up on that? You’re probably one of the few visitors he has. Ironically, he probably pays more attention to you now, than he did during your entire marriage. He knows you’re in love. He knows he’s dying, knows that you’ve been angry at him, and hurt by him and embarrassed by his actions. When you told him about me, he knew that he’d lost you, then. Even if you stay to the end, he saw love in your eyes, and it wasn’t for him. If you’d known to look, you’d probably have seen defeat in his eyes.”


“So why do you think he wants to meet you?” she asked.


“I dunno,” I admitted. “Maybe to warn me off, maybe to make peace before the end, maybe to see if I have Beth’s phone number.” We both laughed at that last one. “When do you want me to go see him?” I asked.


“Can you take some time tomorrow evening?” she asked tentatively.


“Of course,” I told her. “I’d do anything for you.”


“Anything?”


“What did you have in mind?” I asked, wondering what she was up to.


“Naked yoga?” she asked.


I laughed. “I didn’t know you did yoga,” I said lightly. “When did you want to do that?”


“The first night I spend there,” she told me. “I don’t actually do yoga, but I want to watch you do those poses naked.”


“So, you want me to put on a show just for you?” I teased.


“God, yes!” she groaned. “You have no idea how much your body affects me.”


“I’m getting some hints,” I said lightly and told her about the yoga class today.


She laughed. “You’re so bad!” she said. “Those poor women, starting their day horny and frustrated. Bad boy. I should spank you.”


“No, you should take me out shopping for tighter workout clothes,” I countered playfully.


“Okay, but I get to see you model them first,” she said, agreeing almost before I’d finished speaking.


I laughed. “That’s a hell of a second date,” I pointed out.


“That’s not a date,” she scoffed. “That’s me showing off my new man.”


“Well, let’s get through tomorrow with Stan, first,” I suggested. “That may change some of what we have planned.”


“Alright,” she said sweetly, and we moved on to other topics. I told her that I was doing research on sex for the day we were finally ready to go there. She asked me for the links I was looking up and asked me if I was having naughty thoughts about her. I told her that thinking about her had made my performance in class this morning all the more impressive.


“I want you to tell me the things you want to do with me,” she said. “When you find something, send me the link and I’ll do the same.”


“Deal,” I said. I already had a few that I wanted to try with her.


When we hung up, I sent her the links to everything and then sent her a half-dozen of the videos I’d found inspirational with a few notes on each. Then I went to bed and planned my day for tomorrow. Okay, I was thinking about the latest crop of videos and doing some of those things with Melody. I also thought of her watching those videos, touching herself, making herself cum while thinking about us together. It took a long time to get to sleep, but when I did, it seemed like the whole night was filled with visions of the two of us locked together in endless pleasure.


Chapter 10


When I woke up, I had a similar problem as yesterday. This time though, I left it alone and got dressed for the gym, selecting a pair of running leggings that would show off my legs, ass and bulge a little more than yesterday’s outfit had. I wore it occasionally, but more often, I picked something less revealing.


When I got to the gym, several of the ladies were there earlier than normal, just hanging around. I started my warm-up and stretches, aware that they were watching me intently. I studiously ignored them, zoning out while I thought about Melody and I moving against each other, naked and intent on each other and like magic, the ladies were treated to another show even more revealing than the last.


I took my mat to the front of the class again and now that Belinda was aware of what I was doing, she ignored this change in behavior for now. Once again, Mary took up position to watch me, but she hadn’t said anything to me today. That made me wonder about what was going on with her.


I didn’t have time to find out because Belinda started the class as soon as we were all in position. I was aroused the whole time, thinking about Melody’s desire to have me perform this naked for her at some point. I was distantly aware of the groans from the women in class as Belinda indulged them with some of the lewder poses. I was a piece of meat in that class and was startlingly okay with that. It was flattering in its own way. All these women looked fantastic and they were admiring me.


If it hadn’t been for Melody, I’d have been tempted to make a move on some of them. Of course, that’s the kind of thing that would probably get me kicked out of the class and possibly the gym. After class, I took my time packing up, but Mary stayed away. Instead, Belinda came to talk to me again.


“You’re doing really well for the poses,” she said quietly. “Unfortunately, you’re disrupting the class. Can you tone it down?”


“Sure,” I said lightly. “I’m going to put a look on my face like I’m not taking it well, and I might skip tomorrow’s class. Mary hasn’t spoken to me today. I think she might have been embarrassed by this whole thing.”


“Are you kidding?” she asked. “She had her eyes glued to you most of the class. Maybe I should start worrying.”


“Belinda, you could trust me alone with your girlfriend, naked and forced into one sleeping bag. I’d never wreck a relationship like that. Not for anyone. Not even to make love to Melody,” I told her gently.


“I know,” she said softly. “She’s just been out of sorts since class yesterday.”


“Alright,” I said. “I’ll keep my hangdog look and go get showered,” I said. “If I skip tomorrow, even if I miss Thursday’s class, I’ll see you that night at the group.”


“I’ll call you if we need to halt the prank,” she promised.


I nodded and put a slightly hurt and confused look on my face while gathering up my things. I headed to the locker room without talking or acknowledging anyone. I got showered and changed in the locker room and on impulse, I emptied my locker. I put the lock back on, but I took my mat with me, thinking that I’d probably do a little extra in the morning at home, since I was skipping the class tomorrow.


I put my head down so I wouldn’t make eye-contact with anyone. I was afraid that if I did, I’d start laughing. No one stopped me, but I heard my name a couple of times in conversation as if they were talking about me. They probably were. I took my stuff out to my car and put it in the trunk before getting in and driving to work. I gave the building one last sullen look as I opened the driver’s door - as if I’d been kicked out of the gym - and then I got in noticing a couple of the women watching me from the windows as I left.


Work was another day filled with rumors and wild speculation. The newest rumor was that we were shutting down because we were getting a military contract to make explosives, and everyone had to be investigated before we could be cleared to work on the project. I just shook my head. I was tempted to inject myself into the rumors, but I’d promised not to. Instead, I pointed out that we weren’t equipped to make those kinds of compounds here.


“We’d need to spend at least two years overhauling the plant,” I told the lunch crowd in between bites of the last piece of pizza cake. “We’d need bomb chambers for QA, way different equipment to mix compounds that volatile and our security is kind of a joke to be making anything more exciting then MRE packs. Wasn’t it last month when we found the guy walking his dog through the loading docks? Can you really see us making C-4 here?”


That got a few of them thinking and by the end of lunch, most of them claimed they really hadn’t believed it anyway. I saw my boss catch my eye across the lunch room and went to talk to him.


“Thanks,” he said. “I have no idea where that rumor came from, but if I’d quashed it, even if I’d be saying the exact same words, they’d have thought I was covering up the truth.”


I nodded. “I think we’ve gotten to the point that something official has to be said,” I suggested. “Every day you wait pushes the anxiety level up another notch.”


He nodded again.


“I agree. They’re making the announcement this afternoon. Your suggestion about the housing and schools is moving forward. They’re assigning a couple of people to do the work of getting those families situated over the holidays, so the kids can be in their new schools for the start of the January session. The sooner they know, the sooner they can start preparing the kids and begin packing,” I nodded in agreement.


“Have you given any thought to whether you’re going to take severance or transfer?” he asked.


I frowned.


“My life is here in Charlotte,” I said with a sigh. “A lot of that life is a mess, but I just started to reclaim it for my own, you know? An offer would have to be pretty outstanding to get me to consider leaving a house that’s almost paid off to move to a town I don’t know.”


He nodded. “I know that your suggestions have gotten you noticed by upper management, so they might offer you a promotion. That’s well above my pay-grade, but I said good things about you when I was asked yesterday. I’m on my way back up to say a few more after this.”


I thanked him, and went back to work. The rest of the day was particularly unproductive. The rumor of the day appeared to have been laughed out of the building after lunch. About an hour before the end of the shift, the plant shut down early, so we could all be called in to hear the announcement. A surprising number of people were excited about Mobile and most people were relieved that the rumor about New Jersey hadn’t been true.


Once the announcement was made and the reason for it, there really was a noticeable reduction in everyone’s anxiety levels. We were told that the shutdown would take place starting the first week in January and would take several weeks to complete. Some staff would have the chance to move in December to minimize the disruption to their children’s education, and that help was being organized through Human Resources to assist in finding new homes, transferring school records, and getting medical and dental records sent from old doctors to new physicians and dentists. That last was one I hadn’t thought of myself.


They admitted that they didn’t have all the details worked out, but they knew that the rumors were driving us all a little crazy with uncertainty. They promised that the details of the move would be made available as soon as they were all finalized. Then the meeting broke up and everyone was allowed to leave a little early, with pay.


I got home as the workmen were cleaning up for the day. I hadn’t seen it yesterday, but they’d laid down a rubberized mat that protected the floor and they even had runners of it on the stairs. Melody was all smiles and a little manic with nerves over me meeting Stan. Once the workmen were gone, she came to me and hugged me, trembling a little.


“What if he says something terrible?!!?” she asked. “I called him this morning and let him know, but what if he’s warming up a really awful rant?”


“Then it changes nothing,” I told her. “It’s the last gasp of defiance from a dying man.”


“What if he sees us together and changes his Will?”


“Then it changes nothing,” I repeated. “It’ll be the last gasp of defiance from a dying man.”


“It would leave me with nothing, though!” she protested.


“Then I’ll call Angela Price and ask her if she knows a lawyer that breaks wills. Someone she wouldn’t want to have to face or the person she’d want to hire if she had money on the line. Angela’s one of the Lords of Hell. She must know one of Satan’s generals personally.”


That made her laugh a little against her will. “What if it’s iron-clad?” she asked.


“Then the two of us live on the $15 million of Stan’s money that I already have set aside for the future,” I told her. “I’d take you today with nothing more than the clothes on your back and consider myself lucky to have you to share the rest of my life with.”


“I still want my own money,” she said. “Please don’t get upset about this, but I don’t ever want to feel like I’m just along for the ride again.”


I nodded in understanding.


“Mel, I get it, I really do. We just have to make sure that he doesn’t decide to make that a problem.”


It wasn’t about revenge on Stan, it wasn’t even about bringing her own share to the table. It was about her own pride and dignity.


She nodded. “Alright, let’s go. I don’t think I can hold down food until this is resolved.”


I drove this time and let her lead me into the facility. Stan was in hospice care by this time. Treatment had been abandoned in favor of caring for the patient’s comfort and dignity. She led me to his room and then looked at me with such fear that I stopped her.


“Hey. Give me one second,” I said.


I went to the nurse’s station for a pen and a piece of paper. I scribbled a quick note and then thanked them and returned to her.


“If you start to get worried or upset or angry, read that and know that it’s true.”


She looked down at the paper and opened it to read it. It said, “I love you, no matter what.”_ She stared at it and then beamed at me, taking a deep breath, her calm restored. She tucked it carefully into her pocket and then opened the door.


“Hi, Stan,” she said, leading the way. “I’ve brought Rand to talk to you, like you asked.”


I took in the sight of Stan Weaver and I could honestly say that I felt like he’d suffered enough in that moment. When I’d known him, he’d been a very beefy man of about 280 pounds. Now, I guessed he’d lost over a hundred of those pounds and his color was the waxy gray of someone who’s been ill for a long time.


“Hello, Stan,” I said quietly.


He pushed his tray-table aside and adjusted the bed to sit up a little more.


“Thank you for coming,” he said, sounding like he meant it. “I wasn’t sure you would, after everything you’ve been through because of me.”


“Melody told me about your condition,” I explained. “I agreed to come as soon as she told me. I’m sorry it’s taken a few days to arrange it.”


He nodded. “I’m just glad you’re willing to meet with me.” He glanced at Melody. “I gather that Melody has become very attached to you in a short time,” he said, confirming that he knew his wife’s expressions better than she realized.


I nodded. “The first time I saw her since this all started, was at the end of a very bad day for me,” I told him. “She was extremely kind to me.”


“She’s a kind soul,” he said, glancing at her again. “She tries to hate me for what I’ve done, but cruelty is one thing she isn’t very good at. I take it that you’re going to continue to be there for her, after there’s no longer any need for her to visit me?” he asked.


“I would like that very much,” I told him. “We’ve both been very careful about what lines we cross, both because of your prenuptial agreement and because our own experiences as victims of extramarital affairs have made us adamant that we don’t want to start a relationship that way. I’ll love her for the rest of her life, though.”


He nodded. “It would have been poetic justice for you to have taken her the same way I interfered in your marriage,” he said softly. “At this point, she could have gotten away with it. I’m not going to be around to challenge it in court. I’d die before it could find its way to a judge and then she’d be the Widow Weaver and the Will would be the only document that mattered.”


“Wills can be changed much faster than that,” I told him. “That was only part of the concern, though. You’re dying, Stan. Whatever harm you’ve done to either of us, I think we’ve both agreed that you’ve suffered enough for it. I have no desire to harm you more, and I don’t think Melody does either. Beth ... she might want to tie you to some train-tracks, but that’s a whole different story.”


He nodded. “I suppose that’s as close to forgiveness as I can hope for,” he said gratefully.


“Well, I don’t know if forgiveness is out of the question, but I really want to know why you did it. I’ve heard what drove Beth into your arms, but I’ve never heard your side. I think I’d like to.”


He nodded, and we talked. Melody sat in the corner, watching the two of us. Every so often, she’d slip her hand into her pocket, where the note was.


Stan told us that, as rich and powerful as he’d become, there was an endless string of women that were willing to share his bed by the time he was thirty. He’d done it all, indulged in every kink, fetish, deviance and perversion. He’d drunk every liquor, tried all the drugs and indulged himself to the point that nothing worked for him anymore. Normal sex with a normal woman wasn’t a turn-on any more. He’d engaged in the hardest bondage and sadomasochism, had sex with two women at once, with men and women, with just men.


By the time he’d met Melody, the only thing that was exciting for him was the thought of taking a woman that was forbidden. He’d slept with employees, clients’ wives, and in Melody’s case, he took a client’s daughter’s virginity. In this day and age, he’d never suspected that she wasn’t on birth control, but she got pregnant and the client had forced the issue.


“He was influential too,” Stan said. “A wrong word would have ruined me, so I agreed, figuring that I could continue as before. My lawyer drafted the prenup and it was purposely vague on which spouse was guilty of the infidelity. Just that if the divorce was for infidelity, she’d be returned to her parents penniless. For a while, that’s how it went. I was able to perform with Melody infrequently but kept on with my other activities. I’m not proud of any of it, but I suppose a death-bed confession isn’t the place to shy away from the facts,” he sighed, looking down at his hands as he gathered his thoughts.


“Your wife,” he said, focusing. “I won’t sugar-coat it. She was off-limits and that was the attraction. She was pretty, but more importantly, she was married and an employee. I was playing with fire and that’s why I pushed it. She loved the game though. There was never the slightest hesitation, except when it came to get her off her birth control. I’d ... intended for her to make you believe that the child was yours and then watch my son grow up from afar. When he got to be 15 or so, I’d start to mentor him and then when he was 21, I’d start to groom him to take over the business from me. I’d reveal his true parentage to him and that would be the final thrill, to have taken your wife and then your son. Of course, by that point, I’d have left her to you. The thrill would have been gone. I really have been a bastard all my life,” he said. “You two are probably the most decent people I’ve ever hurt. I’ll never know about any of the others, but I know that the two of you have been harmed abominably by my actions.”


He stopped and seemed to struggle with the things he’d done, his face contorting in a grimace of remorse.


“I can’t go to my grave without telling you both how sorry I am,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “Facing death has a funny effect on you,” he said to both of us.


“It makes you ask yourself if you had a good life, were a good person, will be missed. I have to tell myself ‘no’ when I ask those questions. I wasn’t a good person and because of that, I won’t be missed. Not by my business partners, not by my so-called friends and not by my wife. And I don’t blame any of them,” he told me. “I wouldn’t blame you for wanting to take a heartfelt shit on my grave. That’s why there’s not going to be a funeral or a grave. I’m donating my body to a teaching hospital. One of the doctors here suggested it. It doesn’t cost anything, and it lets me do a little good before I die. They can’t use fuck-all for organ donation at this point. Everything’s riddled with tumors.”


I nodded. “That’s a noble gesture,” I said quietly. “I’ll be honest with you, Stan. When I found out about my wife’s affair, I was ready to load my shotgun and come find you. I was madly, passionately in love with my wife. The six months before I discovered the affair were miserable for me. When you’d bite her, Beth would start a fight with me, so she’d have an excuse to withhold sex, so I wouldn’t see her naked. When it all came out, I figured out a lot of what you’d said. You weren’t the end of my marriage though. In many ways you were the last stop since my wife had lost her love for me years ago.”


“If she’d loved me, there would have been no room for anyone but me in her affections. The birth-control I’d guessed at, but when she confirmed it, I told her that you’d probably blackmail her into more and worse trespasses of our wedding vows while I stayed home with what I’d think was our son. She was appalled when she realized that you’d have carted her wherever you needed a deal sealed or needed a client seduced so you could have a crack at the wife, and that would have been her life until you decided to drop the hammer on her.”


He grimaced but nodded. “As depraved as I’d been it was probably only a matter of time before that would happen. Melody was the only woman that I couldn’t bring myself to degrade like that. Call it a small spark of love from a black heart.”


I nodded. “I can’t say I’m happy about what happened this past year, but I think I can find it in myself to forgive you on your death-bed. If you do right by Melody in the end, I can’t ask more of you than that. I can forgive you for what’s been. I don’t care about the money, but she does. It’s her independence, and she deserves it.”


He wept for a long time, hearing me say I’d forgive him. I’d extended the same to Beth. He’d hurt me far less than she had.


“I promise!” he said when he could talk again.


He reached for his table and picked up two envelopes.


“I had my lawyer, Mr. Lawton, draw this up today. He wasn’t happy with it, but it was properly witnessed and notarized while Melody was overseeing work on your house.”


He handed us each an envelope. In it was a copy of his new will. It was dated today, signed and witnessed. I was surprised to see Angela Price had signed it as a witness. Melody and I sat and read the will that left everything to the two of us.


“Why?” I asked, “Why not just leave everything to Melody?”


I was stunned that he’d named me for anything, let alone an even split of his assets. He looked at both of us.


“Because I’m entrusting you to take better care of my wife than I ever did,” he said, tears still flowing. “She loves you, you know. I can see her eyes light up every time she mentions your name. I’d never seen that look on her face until she recounted meeting you again. Take care of her!”


“To my dying day,” I swore adamantly, taking her hand and squeezing it.


He picked up his call button and pushed it while we talked. Melody and I were both pretty teary-eyed by the time we were joined by a nurse.


“It’s time,” he told her. She nodded and left.


“Ms. Price also witnessed this,” he said and pulled out a folded letter from his robe, passing it to Melody. “It’s the cancellation of our prenuptial agreement. To be effective you need to sign it, and have it notarized, not that it matters. The nurse is going to start a new IV. I’ve asked to be sedated and for the doctors to allow natural death. The lawyers have witnessed the request. I just wanted to talk to you both. Thank you so much for forgiving me,” he said to me. “I wish to God I deserved it.”


We sat and held his hands, all three of us in tears as the nurse came back and started his IV. Twenty minutes later, he slipped into what we were promised was a dreamless sleep. He smiled at us before he went. We were told that he wouldn’t wake up again. They’d keep him sedated and he wouldn’t feel any pain, but it would take some time for his body to shut down naturally.


Melody clung to me, weeping uncontrollably. She’d hated what Stan had done to her, but part of her would always love him. We were told that he’d requested that we not return once the sedation had taken effect, so this was essentially our goodbye. I asked if she wanted to hug him or say anything before we left, she just shook her head, overwhelmed by emotions and weeping uncontrollably. I carried her back to the car, refusing their offer of a wheelchair.


Once I had her buckled into the passenger seat, I made the call.


“Belinda,” I said into my cellphone. “I need you to gather the others and meet at my place.”


It was clear that I was crying, but I was in control of myself enough to take care of things.


“What’s wrong?” she asked concerned.


“I have Melody with me,” I said. “We’re just leaving the hospice. Her husband ... I’ll explain when we see you at my place.”


Chapter 11


I drove us home, taking extra care. I didn’t want to risk us getting into an accident because I’d been distracted. When I got there, Belinda was waiting, and Claire was just pulling up. I got out and helped Melody out of the car, carrying her to the door with me while she continued to sob. Belinda took my keys and opened the door, shaken at seeing the two of us like this. I wasn’t a lot better than Melody, at this point.


I’d just watched a man hand over everything he owned and kill himself. It was ... horrifying and touching that he’d made such a grandiose gesture at the end. I sat down on the couch with her still in my arms and the two of us wept inconsolably, unable to explain what had happened.


Eventually the others arrived, and we were surrounded with hugs as we poured out the story, stopping often when our emotions overwhelmed us. Eventually, I calmed enough to relate the hospice visit. The Will was passed around and the document canceling the prenup. I told them what Stan had done and what he’d said. Claire wanted it in minute detail, and I did my best to give her everything I could remember.


We sat in silence for a little while, drawing support from our friends, I found myself thinking this was the most heartfelt memorial that Stan Weaver would get. Two people he’d harmed monstrously, surrounded by the company of loving friends who’d been harmed by others in the same way. There were more tears than just Melody’s and mine. They wept for us though, not for Stan. I’d grudgingly come to respect Stan in the last hour of his life. He could have lived to be a hundred and I’d never have called him friend, but I respected that he did what he could to set things right at the end of his life.


Eventually, Melody cried herself to sleep, still clinging to my neck and we talked quietly for a little while.


“Thank you all for coming,” I whispered. “But it’s getting late. You all need to get up for work tomorrow, except Claire who’s going to stay up all night, typing notes for her new book.”


That got a few chuckles and Claire came and kissed me on the cheek.


“You take care of her. I need a happy ending for my book,” she whispered to me.


I nodded. I’d promised Stan that I’d take care of her both as his dying wish and my deepest desire. I’d protect her from harm, no matter what. One by one, they came to kiss me and Melody on the cheek. Well, Jason patted me on the shoulder because we’re guys. That’s the guy equivalent of a long hug and a promise to drop everything and come running. Never let anyone tell you that guys don’t feel. We just tend to express it without words. It’s funny. Use minimalist expression in a piece of art and women stare at it and dig for the meaning but use it in a conversation between guys and women growl something that ends in “MEN!”


When they left, I got up as carefully as I could and took Melody upstairs. The Master Bedroom wasn’t ready, so all I had was the guest-room. I laid her on the mattress, and she moaned in complaint when I pulled her arms from around my neck.


“No!” she whimpered, waking up in a panic.


“Baby, I’m just putting you to bed,” I told her soothingly. “I’m right here. I’m not leaving. I just need to pull off your shoes.


She nodded, sat up, kicked off her shoes and then started to undress. She asked me for a t-shirt, so I grabbed one from the dresser. She stripped down to her panties and pulled the shirt on over her head. I undressed in the bathroom and then set the alarm for a little later than normal since I wasn’t going to class. I also wasn’t going to work. Mel needed me close, so I’d be here.


The bed was small for two people, but she clung to me like I was life itself. I held onto her just as tight. When sleep took me, I was still whispering to her that I loved her. She was already breathing the slow breaths of deep sleep.


That night, I didn’t have any erotic dreams. I had no dreams that I remembered, but I woke several times to Melody weeping in her sleep. I held her and whispered that I was here and loved her. I don’t know whether she heard me or not, but it seemed to calm her, and she’d settle back to sleep each time.


When the alarm went off, I reached out to turn it off and then I settled back, holding this precious woman in my arms. I kissed her forehead and held her close. She hadn’t stirred when I turned off the alarm, so I took this opportunity to make a new promise.


“Melody, I promise to love you every day for the rest of your life,” I whispered to her. “You have no idea how perfect your name is. You bring music into my monotone life. I love you.”


“I love you too,” she whispered back and then opened her eyes and looked at me with those soul-searching blue eyes.


“You were listening,” I said, smiling a little.


I leaned in and kissed her softly. I didn’t think she was in the mood for passion and neither was I, but this was the woman I loved, and I reserved the right to kiss her in the morning.


“Of course, I was listening,” she said. “I listened all those times you spoke to me through the night too. I kept waking up and you’d tell me that you were here, and you loved me, and it calmed me down. He’s really gone, isn’t he?” she asked me, her voice trembling as I held her close.


“We’ve set him free. The only things that were holding him here were guilt over what he’d done and worry that you might not be okay without him to take care of you. Last night we took those last worries from his heart. He’s at peace and happy for us, I think.”


She nodded and didn’t exactly cry, but she was mourning the man she’d loved at one time. She held me tight and I held her. I didn’t want to get up, but we had calls to make and details to take care of. I bundled her off to the shower while I made breakfast. I’d have to do some shopping later, but I made omelets big enough for the two of us. By the time she appeared at the bottom of the stairs, I was just ready to serve her.


I slid the eggs on the plate and set it at the table before I poured her coffee, made the way she’d taken it the other night. She thanked me and sat at the table. I noticed she was wearing another of my shirts, and she looked better in it than I did. I joined her a minute later with my own plate and mug and we sat down to plan our day.


We were each going to call the lawyers. I was calling Angela and she was calling Stan’s lawyer, Mr. Lawton, to find out what other arrangements he’d made. I was taking the day off work and then we were driving over to her place after the workmen left for the day, to see if anything had to be done there. As soon as Human Resources was open for the day, I called and told them that I wouldn’t be in.


“Someone I know is dying of cancer,” I told them frankly. “I’m very close to the family and I’m needed for the next few days.”


“Did you want to use your vacation time or take unpaid time off?” he asked me sympathetically.


“Unpaid for now is fine,” I said and thanked him for helping out.


My next call was to Angela.


“I’ve been expecting you,” she said when she picked up. “Imagine my surprise when I got a call from Stan Weaver’s attorney yesterday, asking me to meet with him and his client. Surprise turned to shock when they told me why I was there,” she told me. “He actually went through with it?”


“Yes. We stayed with him until he went to sleep,” I told her somberly.


It was still the damnedest thing I’d ever seen.


“We’re kind of lost in all this. I know Wills aren’t exactly your specialty, but I thought you might know an estate lawyer.”


“Taken care of,” she said. “You two don’t have to lift a finger. Stan prepaid the accountant, the estate lawyer and retained both my services and his existing lawyer to make sure no one starts to get thoughts of dipping into the accounts. The Savings and Loan will continue running. The only thing you and Mrs. Weaver have to do is plan the Christmas party and once probate clears, decide whether to keep or sell the business.”


“What about his properties?” I asked.


“The Miami condo is in mothballs, so there’s no bills there right now except property taxes and utilities, which the accountant will take care of. He has a few rental properties left and the primary residence that Mrs. Weaver is living in. Those bills, including for the staff will continue to be paid from the estate, for now.”


“Staff?” I repeated.


“From what I understand, there’s a housekeeper/cook and a groundskeeper. They’re a married couple who live in an apartment above the garage. There’s also a cleaning service that comes in twice a week. The lights will stay on, the bills will be paid, and Mrs. Weaver’s personal accounts have been made flush, so she doesn’t have to worry about groceries or other expenses until after everything’s been settled. Since Mr. Weaver isn’t dead yet, we’re all taking the next few days to prepare so we hit the ground running.”


“I think it’s okay for you to call her Melody,” I told Angela lightly. “So, we’re officially free to just relax and leave it to be handled?”


“That’s sort of why I’m involved,” she chuckled. Apparently, I have a reputation for being scary, so Stan thought of me when he wanted someone to look over everyone’s shoulder. He made it clear to all involved when he hired me that the money was coming from him, but you were my client. His lawyer is technically representing Melody, but the end result is that neither of us can dip into the accounts without the other finding out and I’m too honest to make a run for the cash.”


She paused for a moment and then sighed.


“So, you and his wife. If that isn’t the irony of all time.” she chuckled. “I did tell you things would get better for you.”


“You did,” I allowed. “You may absolutely wallow in saying ‘I told you so’. Wait until you see us together. You’ll sue me for contributing to your diabetic coma.”


“You’ve got it that bad for her, huh?”


“Angela, it’s like there’s a part of me that was always dead. Even when I was at my most in love with Beth, there was this space in the middle of me that was just ... dark. Melody fills it with life. It’s like she’s part of me and I’ve been incomplete without her. Last night was ... I don’t even have the words to describe what we witnessed at the hospice. I just know that I’ll never leave her. If there’s ever a compelling argument in favor of fate, this is it. We belong together. Even Stan saw it.”


“Stop it!” she told me. “You’ll ruin my cynicism for the day, filling me with this much enthusiasm in the morning. It’s got to be against some law.”


We chuckled a little and I thanked her.


“Call me in a couple of weeks and I’ll update you,” she promised.


“Okay,” I agreed. “Thanks again, Angela.”


“No problem. I’m glad things have gotten better for you, but we need to stay in touch this time to work through all of the estate issues.”


We hung up and when I turned around, she was watching me.


“So, I complete you?” she asked, obviously having heard some of the conversation. She had a beautiful smile on her angelic face.


“You’ve unlocked parts of my soul I didn’t even know were there,” I told her. “It looks like we’re free to start planning our future. Angela said that the only thing we need to do is to plan the Christmas party for the savings and loan employees.”


“Are you going to be okay with that?” she asked. “Your wife used to work there, after all.”


I shrugged.


“With you there, I’ll be fine,” I assured her. “The planning part will be interesting. I’ve never really planned a big formal party.”


“Not even your wedding?” she asked, surprised. “I’d have thought you were involved in that.”


“My involvement came down to, ‘do you like this choice or that choice’, followed closely by, ‘no, I think we’ll go with the other one’.” I shrugged and grinned. “I’ll try to be more helpful this time, I promise.”


“This one’s easy,” she said lightly and picked up her phone. She looked up a number and then dialed it.


“Hello, my name is Melody Weaver. I’m looking to book a Christmas party for my company ... About a hundred people with dates and all. We can be flexible with the date, but preferably on a weekend ... That’s a Saturday? Perfect. We’d like it decorated for the holiday. Tasteful. Not too glitzy. Okay. Dinner, bar services, dancing. We’d like to provide gifts to our employees, but we can ... You do? Wrapped? That would be lovely. I would think fifty gifts that contain both a ‘his’ and ‘her option would be suitable.”


I listened as she hammered out the details for the party. She wanted a DJ who could do Christmas, new music and some oldies and classic rock for dancing; she arranged the menu; suggested gifts for the employees for the evening; champagne fountain, snacks before dinner, dessert and even arranged for a suite for us for the evening so neither of us would have to drive.


Ten minutes! It had taken her ten minutes to arrange a venue, decorations, dinner, drinks, dancing, appetizers, music, gifts and a suite for the night. I was appalled. Beth, May, her maid of honor and various friends had spent two weeks to decide on where to hold our wedding reception; a month on decorations; we had a two-hour meeting to sample different dishes for the menu. They took a weekend to interview people for the music; a week on putting together the little gift bags she insisted on. And that was before she got into the nuts and bolts of her dress, bridesmaid’s outfits, matching tuxedos for the gents and I’m not even going to go into how vile the micro-managing was for the seating arrangements. We actually signed a peace treaty, swearing never to discuss the seating arrangements again.


“I can’t wait to sit you in a room with Beth and make her watch you plan a big party,” I laughed and told her about the wedding and all the nightmares, leaving out the seating plan, of course.


She chuckled.


“Well, we could have done that, but it’s so much easier to have the professionals at the Ritz-Carlton do it instead,” she pointed out.


I hopped into the shower and we got dressed. She was still wearing my oversize t-shirt and her jeans from yesterday. I dressed casually and by the time we were done cleaning up the dishes, the contractors were there to start work. I was exiled to my study, so I wouldn’t get hints and Mel came to visit me regularly, so I didn’t feel neglected.


“How do you feel?” I asked gently when she brought in lunch for the two of us and cuddled in my lap.


“I feel ... empty, I guess. I mean, I was looking forward to us having our revenge on him for all of it. Now, I don’t think I want revenge. I’m ... I’m grateful that he was decent at the end, you know?”


I nodded. “If not for him, you’d have continued on to college, probably in DC or somewhere in the north and we would never have met,” I pointed out. “He also loved you. The love you two had might not have been passionate, but he respected you and tried to protect you from the worst of himself.”


She nodded. “Yeah. I mean, I wasn’t in love with him, you know? I mean, he was my first, but he was more like an uncle than a husband. We even had separate bedrooms. He said that it was because of sleep apnea, but he admitted after he was admitted to the hospice that wasn’t it. He just didn’t want to be around me.”


I nodded and held her gently.


“Well, I do,” I told her with a playful smirk.


She looked at me, surprised and then laughed and settled against me and cuddled for a little while.


“You know, I always wondered why your wife hooked up with Stan,” she said. “When you told your story and mentioned that she was bored, I thought that was the most pathetic excuse imaginable. That’s a reason to stop watching a TV show or put down a book or cut a date short. You don’t get bored with someone you love. You sometimes need space, but you settle into a place like my grandparents did.”


“Grandma and Grandpa used to be able to sit in the same room, doing different things all day, without saying a word to each other. They took comfort from each other’s presence. I was probably twelve when I realized that they’d glance at each other and smile once in a while. Sometimes he’d look at her and smile while he watched her for a second. Sometimes she’d do it to him. Once in a while though, they’d both look up at the same time and the smiles they had for each other were so beautiful, I knew that was what I wanted from life. I wanted a man that would look at me the way Grandpa looked at Grandma even after all those years.”


She paused and squeezed me tight, leaning in to kiss me before continuing.


“So, when you told us that she’d said that she’d just fallen out of love, my first thought was of Grandma and Grandpa and I thought ‘that stupid cow doesn’t have the first sweet clue what love really is. She’s not after love, she’s chasing hot sex and she nearly ruined you in her search for more dick’. I kind of hate her for that.”


“I really don’t hate Stan any more. He did what he did because he’s been damaged for years before either of us met him. Your ex though ... I want to punish her. I saw in your eyes how badly she hurt you when you recognized me Thursday. I want us to show her what real love is all about.”


I smirked. “Her mother wants to meet you. She’s talking about wanting us to go down there for the holidays.”


“You told her about us?” she asked, looking at me. “Aren’t you worried she’ll tell Beth?”


I shook my head.


“She sometimes wants to shake Beth to see if she can hear the loose screws in her head rattle. May’s excited about you. She knows who you are and knows that Stan and Beth had the affair. She asked if we’d come down for Christmas. She wants to see the look on Beth’s face when she realizes who you are and how in love we are.”


“We should just hire a camera crew to follow us around when we go to see her,” she laughed. “So how come you told your ex mother-in-law?” she asked.


“Because I love May to death. Her husband is a complete asshole, but I’m told he’s starting to change, since I told him off after the divorce. Beth is Beth, but May’s always treated me like her own son, not an outsider that’s getting frisky with her daughter. She’s been worried about how I’m handling it, and she’s a little pissed at Beth for her latest stunt.”


“Oh?” she said, her eyes turning hard. “What’s she done this time?”


“Nothing terrible,” I promised. “She wants me to meet her new boyfriend. May’s mad at her because Beth made me meet Stan just after their affair started, and now she’s asked me to meet her new guy.”


She rolled her eyes at that and shrugged. “Typical self-centered bitch. She wants to rub your nose in it a little more.”


“Yeah, well, she’s in for a shock, isn’t she?” I said knowingly. “She has no idea that I’ll be bringing you with me. She can rub my nose in thoughts of Roger all she wants. I don’t love her anymore, so there’s nothing she can say that can get under my skin. If she decides to kiss him to make me jealous, she’s doomed to fail. She could tell me she’s two months pregnant and I wouldn’t care since I have you. Nothing in the world could make me want Beth back. And if me shaking hands with her cop boyfriend makes it more exciting for her, great. Let her chase the sex. We’re in love, and she has nothing compared to that.”


She nodded. “I still want to do something to punish her,” she said crossly.


“Bring a copy of Stan’s Will,” I suggested. “Showing her that he left everything to the two of us may make her head explode.”


She laughed at that. “If that doesn’t, we should tell her what he said at the hospice,” she suggested.


“Probably,” I said with a nod. “Even if it doesn’t get to her, I know that she’ll always know that I’m honoring Stan’s dying wish. Of course, he made it easy, by asking me for something that I was planning to do anyway, but she’ll always know that it was his last wish that the two of us stay together.”


“I still want her to scream with frustration,” she said.


Her beautiful eyes narrowed in spite. Even thinking evil thoughts, she looked adorable. I couldn’t help it, I laughed.


“You look so cute when you’re scheming,” I told her.


She looked like she wanted to argue, but she broke down into giggles as we enjoyed the rest of our lunch together.


“Trust me,” I told her. “When May hugs you like a daughter and treats you like family, steam will come out of Beth’s ears. If I can get May to share one of her recipes with you ... well, she never trusted them to Beth.”


That got her eyes to light up. “You think she might?” she asked hopefully.


“I think if we’re there for Christmas and we help around the kitchen, she might share some with both of us,” I told her.


“I’ll let my parents know that we’ll be coming to see them for New Year’s then,” she said sweetly. “I should check and see if I can get a flight for you to come for Thanksgiving,” she added and leaned forward to check the airline schedules.


Twenty minutes of that proved that we were weeks too late to find a last-minute flight to Washington.


“Don’t worry about it,” I told her with a kiss to the back of her neck. “I’ll stay here and have the gym to myself all weekend while everyone else is filling their plates with comfort food.”


“I don’t want that! You’ll be alone the whole weekend.”


“No, I won’t,” I told her. “I’ll have you in my thoughts. I promise, I’ll cook a really big steak or something else delicious.”


“You’d better,” she warned me. “Otherwise I’ll feel guilty about going.”


“Someone has to tell your parents about all of this,” I reminded her.


“Ugh! And my sister! She’s gonna ask more questions than Mom and Dad put together!” she told me. “Allison’s a pain. Thank God she’s still in high school or she’d be down here trying to insert herself into my life.”


I laughed a little at that.


“You think she’s going to decide that your pool is her pool?” I asked knowingly.


“Hopefully that’s all of mine that she decides to try to claim. I’d hate to have to send her home to Mom in a box,” she said sourly.


“Baby don’t get upset. She’s still a couple of years away from coming down here to try to do anything. We can just conveniently have already decided to vacation somewhere else.”


“She’d invite herself along,” she said, her mood already crashing.


“And your parents would just pay for her to tag along?” I asked. “Because we’re not. I don’t know her, and you don’t want her along. That means she’s gotta raise the money somewhere else.”


She gave me a dark look.


“Daddy’s Girl,” she sneered.


Okay! You don’t need to hit me over the head to know what’s going on here. Allison was very obviously her father’s little princess and Melody was the second-class citizen growing up.


“How about we put in a fence with a gate and just don’t give her a code?” I suggested lightly.


I caught the look on her face and decided she was still in a bad mood.


“We could electrify the fence,” I suggested.


She laughed, possibly at the thought of her sister lying in the driveway twitching with her hair smoking and sticking up on end.


“She’s not that bad, but she seriously gets everything that she wants from Dad. It’s revolting. I’m older, but she was allowed out later, had a car at 16, had fewer rules, more money, the best of everything.”


“Worried she’s going to try to take the best of your life?” I asked gently.


“Maybe. She’s been that kind of bitch before,” she said. “There was a reason that I jumped into things with Stan quickly. She’d already stolen a boyfriend from me. Do you have any idea how humiliating it is to have your ex-boyfriend show up to family dinner on your sister’s arm?” she growled.


I shook my head. “My brother is sixteen years older than me,” I confided. “He was out of the house by the time I was out of diapers. I can promise you that she’s not going to get the chance to do that to you again though.”


“She’ll try,” she said sullenly.


“Let her,” I told her lightly. “After what you and I have been through this past year, neither of us will ever cheat on each other. She can try all she wants. If it helps you feel better about it, I’ll buy something special to wear any time we go to visit your parents.”


She looked at me strangely. She obviously hadn’t gotten as deep into the websites as I had in my research. I took the mouse and surfed to an online store I had saved, clicking on one of the links.


“Male chastity devices?” she read the title out loud.


She took the mouse from me and started looking through the items.


“These look uncomfortable,” she said uncertainly.


“They probably are,” I admitted.


I’d looked at them a few nights ago and wondered why any sane man would agree to wear one. Now I was suggesting it for her peace of mind.


“For you, I’ll wear one while your sister is around.”


She looked at me as if trying to decide if she should agree or trust in me to keep Allison off of me. I took the initiative.


“Pick one. We’ll order it and it’ll be here in time for us to have it on the trip.”


“I don’t want you to be uncomfortable around my parents,” she shook her head.


“Just pick one,” I said. “We’ll bring it with us and decide to use it or not. If we use it, you keep the key to the lock.”


She frowned, but we finally selected one that didn’t look like it was too uncomfortable to wear. I ordered it and set it to be shipped to the house.


“I’m really not comfortable with this,” she said with a sigh. “I don’t want you to feel like I don’t trust you.”


“That’s not how I feel at all,” I told her. “This is about me trusting you. First, I trust your judgment that Allison is a threat. Second, I trust you with the key to unlock it.”


“Are you sure you’re okay with this?” she asked sheepishly.


“Until we make sure that Allison has no interest in breaking us up, I’d prefer it,” I told her. “I’ll never touch her, but this stops any misunderstandings that she might be able to arrange. The last thing I need is to come out of the shower and find her lying across the bed waiting to ambush me.”


She nodded and looked at the screen again, getting another hard look at what we’d just bought.


“Okay,” she relented, her voice sounding relieved. That told me that the fear was real for her. I held her quietly for a while and let her calm down, taking the mouse long enough to close the browser window so she wouldn’t keep looking at what we’d bought.


“We probably won’t need it,” I soothed her gently, “but it’s for both our peace of mind.”


She nodded and slowly, we got back to a normal mood. We talked about Christmas in Atlanta instead of Washington and she regained a little of her good mood as we planned to help May with dinner.


“Let’s call her and make plans to be there,” I said lightly, hoping that May would cheer her up considerably.


We called and got hold of May.


“Hello Rand! I am so happy to hear from you again.”


“Hello May. I’ve got some good news and good news.”


“Oh my. Two good bits of news. I feel so special!”


“May, this is Melody.”


“Hi.”


“Oh my, this is good news. Hello my dear. So, you are the wonderful woman that has saved my Rand’s life?”


“Yes ma’am.”


“Ok, first things first, Melody. My name is May, not ma’am.”


“Thank you. Rand and my friends call me Mel.”


I cuddled with Mel and talked a little, but mostly let them make the arrangements between them.


“May, we would like to take you up on your invitation. Can we come for Christmas?”


“Oh yes! I’ll have one of the spare rooms ready for you.”


“No, we’ll stay at a hotel. We don’t want you to go to any trouble for us. We’ll book a suite, so you don’t have to worry about us being in the way. It also gives us somewhere to retreat if Beth doesn’t like the idea of us.” Mel said with a giggle.


“You let me handle her,” May said with a conviction that said Beth had better be prepared to face the skillet if her mother became angered. “My daughter may be a handful, but she’ll behave under my roof. You two are coming at my invitation. Glen and Beth will just have to deal with it, or they can cook their dinner out in the garage - and eat it out there as well. Glen likes to keep a case of MRE packs in the garage, they can just snack on those, if they misbehave.”


This was May on the warpath. I’d never heard her dig in and draw battle-lines like this. I was a little intimidated.


“Uh, May?” I cut in, uncomfortably. “I’m a little worried. It sounds like you’re kind of looking forward to duking it out. What’s up?”


“The more time I spend thinking about the past six months, the less I like how Beth treated you,” she said with a sigh. “You both tell me that she fell out of love with you a long time ago and I’ve given that a lot of thought, too. If Glen had learned to keep his fat mouth shut, she might have had more respect for you, so I’m mad at both of them. I love them dearly, but I love you too, Rand. You’ve treated me like your own mother for as long as you’ve known me. I won’t turn my back on you and if they don’t like it, well, they know where the MREs are!” she growled.


“Huh,” I mused. “I hadn’t thought about that. You really think that not putting Glen in his place all those years ago made her lose respect for me?”


“I think that every girl looks for her father’s approval and when he doesn’t give it, she starts to falter,” May said. “I think we all made a mistake in letting him have his say all these years.”


“Mel,’ I said. “Glen didn’t think I was good enough for Beth since I was just a chemist. I think he had his heart set on her marrying a West Pointer.”


She nodded in understanding. “You may have some of the same issues with my Dad,” she admitted. “He had the same idea about me marrying a businessman. Don’t feel like you need to impress him or put up with his crap.”


I nodded in agreement and put us back on topic.


“Okay, that’s settled,” I said. “We’re playing nice so long as they are and then it’s going to be a skillet to the head. May don’t get us any gifts. Tell Beth the same. If you put one under the tree for Mel, Beth’s going to get suspicious.”


“I’m a little more devious than that,” May told me. “I’ll have a gift here for each of you and neither Glen or Beth will be the wiser. They just won’t be under the tree.”


“May,” I said gently. “We’re wealthy. I don’t want you to go to any expense for us.”


“You just trust me,” she said. “You’ll both have a gift from me, and the others can decide for themselves whether to buy one’s for you or not. Not that they’ll get a hint that you’re bringing a friend, so they definitely won’t shop for her. Sorry, dear,” she said regretfully. “I think your present, will be the shocked look on my daughter’s face when she recognizes you.”


“Alright. We’ll call you to confirm how long we’ll be in town. Do you want us early, so we can help with the shopping?” Mel asked.


“No!” she scoffed. “You just have to be here Christmas Eve to help with the preparations. Beth is going with Roger to his parents’ place, since they have their celebrations that day, so she’ll be gone from noon until after 10. His family live in Athens, so they’re going out early to help out. Once she’s out of the house, I’ll call you and let you know the coast is clear. You’ll get to help me with my pie this year, Rand.”


“Yay!” I said, enthusiastically.


We described the joke for Mel, and she laughed with us.


“So, whose pie are you going to eat this year?” Mel asked me sweetly. “Mine or hers?”


“Um ... Hers,” I said. “I’ll take yours home with me. Definitely not eating Beth’s though. Last time I did that, there was a hair in it.”


“That’s more than I needed to know,” May told me with a laugh. “So why are you kids calling in the middle of the day? Shouldn’t you be at work?”


That brought Mel’s mood down some. I rocked her gently while I told May about the hospice the night before and Stan’s last wishes.


“Oh, my Lord!” she declared in commiseration. “I’m so sorry, Mel. I know he did something awful to hurt you both, but he’s still your husband. You must feel terrible!”


“It comes, and it goes,” she admitted, a little emotionally. “Rand’s been with me and he took off work for the day so that I wouldn’t be alone. I loved Stan, but it’s more like an affection for an uncle. I’m still really mad at him for what he did, and how he hurt me, but I wasn’t in love with him. We got married because he got me pregnant, and my father insisted. I’m in love with Rand. I don’t know what I’d do without him.”


“You’ll never have to find out,” I assured her quietly, holding her in my arms.


May sniffed.


“You both take care of each other,” she said softly. “You’ve both been banged up enough that you don’t need more heartache, by the sound of it.”


“We intend to take care of each other for a very long time,” I assured her, my voice softening with adoration for my Melody.


“Good. I still want grandchildren out of you, Rand,” she said, making us laugh. “You laugh, but I’m serious. If Beth thinks that you’re any less my, son now that she’s gone off on her own, she’s got another thing coming.”


That put us in better spirits, and we hung up on a high note. Mel kissed me sweetly. “She’s adorable,” she told me and got up. “I’m gonna go check on the work. You stay here.”


I surfed a bit after she left the room and I lost myself in the simple fun of wandering around the internet in the middle of the day. It was after four when she returned with a smile, obviously happy about what she’d seen.


“You can come out. They’re mostly done for the day.”


We let them out after they cleaned up and then we left the house to go check on her place. I’d never seen the house, but I remember Angela reporting its value in the millions. Now I understood why. The garage is a massive structure with three floors. There is an upper and lower garage and the third floor, is where Mr. And Mrs. Tanner live. They’ve been Stan’s housekeeper and groundskeeper for years.


If the garage was ridiculous, it matched the house completely. The house was three more stories of sprawling luxury. I’d heard all about how the house was seven bedrooms so that he could house business clients when they were in town. Stan had written the whole thing off as a business expense, and somehow, he hadn’t been audited.


As we pulled in, Eliza Tanner came out to meet us. She was probably as old as Stan but kept herself in much better shape. Her skin was as dark as I thought possible. I would never call Eliza beautiful and pretty was probably too charitable a word, but when she saw Melody, she smiled with obvious relief that lent her a little radiance.


“Miss Melody!” she said excitedly. “George and I were so worried last night when you didn’t come home. I wanted to call the police, but he made me promise not to, until tonight if we couldn’t reach you. Is everything okay?”


She glanced at me questioningly, but Melody was her employer, so her eyes were drawn back to her.


“Everything is fine, Eliza,” she said soothingly. “Why don’t you call George in and the four of us can have dinner together while I explain what’s happening.”


She began to protest that it wasn’t proper, but Melody cut her off.


“Tonight, we’re not concerned with what’s proper, Eliza,” she said firmly. “Tomorrow, we can decide what’s proper going forward, okay?”


She didn’t look like she was happy about it, but she went to find George, while I got a tour of the garages.


Stan liked cars. He had several classics that all sparkled like new, a few modern luxury cars, several heavily modified modern muscle cars and a single Lamborghini. I’d later learn that the model was the Aventador. At the moment, all I knew was that I was looking at a Lamborghini and its lines were beautiful.


Mel laughed and swatted my arm playfully for looking at another woman. I smiled at her.


“Don’t worry,” I said lightly. “I’m not that much of a car guy, really, but every guy admires a Lamborghini. They’re iconic, they’re beautiful and they’re impractical as hell to drive, most of the time.”


She nodded. “Stan only took these cars out in summer and never on days it might rain. Honestly, it was like he was obsessed with them.”


“It’s a status symbol,” I allowed. “I think I’d like to drive it a time or two before you sell it, if you don’t mind.”


She looked at me oddly.


“It’s yours too, you know,” she reminded me softly. “Stan left half of everything in your name too.”


I shrugged. “I really don’t think of this stuff as mine,” I told her. “It’ll take some getting used to.”


“Well, get used to it,” she told me and took my hand.


She took me down in the elevator (yes, the garage had an elevator) to the lower level and the collection down there was even more distressing. This is where the real antiques were stored. Like I said, I wasn’t a car guy, but if these cars were genuine, there wasn’t a one of them that wasn’t worth less than $250,000 on its own and there were 30 parking bays down here. The wealth he’d amassed here was staggering. I was a little ill just thinking about it.


“Shit!” I breathed. “His auto-insurance was probably more than my salary from the plant for a year,” I admitted, dumbfounded.


She chuckled at that and shrugged.


“I dunno. Stan never told me any of that. I was just glad not to have to deal with it.”


“We’ll get in touch with the accountant and see what he can tell us about bills like that,” I promised.


From there, she took me on a walk around the grounds. It was a little cool, but she snuggled close and I put my arm around her. There was a large pool, a tennis court, a putting green and a closed-in driving range. For those of you that have never seen one, think of it like a batting cage for golfers. There’s a tee and an angled net to catch the ball and drop it back to the ground. I noticed the ground was angled to route the balls into a trough that would feed them back to where they could be collected easily. Stan was obviously a golfer, so I guess that made sense, seeing as he was a high-income businessman. The grounds were immaculate, and I could see that George took pride in his work.


Mel took my hand and we walked back to the house. She showed me around and I had to admit that the place was designed for entertainment. The game room had a pretty awesome pool table and I remembered being pretty good in college. There was a dartboard, two pinball machines, a trio of arcade machines that looked like they were actually modern builds, which suggested that they were probably ROM-boxes with dozens or hundreds of games. There was a large game table with a very expensive poker set laid out as if waiting for guests to arrive. There was a set of shelves built into the far wall that contained a staggering number of board games and parlor games of every description and some that defied description.


From there, she showed me the theater. An actual, honest-to-God theater in the house. It seated six, but she said that it was rarely more than just her in the room. I was struck by how lonely her life must have been, married to a man more devoted to his business and his conquests than to her, in a city, hundreds of miles from all her friends. I gave her hand a squeeze and she looked at me questioningly.


“You’re not alone anymore,” I promised her, and she rewarded me with a smile that lit up the room.


“You’re not planning on spending all your time on business deals?” she asked, moving closer.


“I can’t either of us ever needing to work again. I figured I could live on what I already had indefinitely and that would have included you too. With Stan’s new Will? We could spend years in that game room and not get through all the games in there. You still haven’t shown me the rest of the house and we could keep ourselves entertained here forever.”


“Would you really give up your job to stay with me?” she asked in a very small voice.


I could imagine her as a small girl, asking her daddy for a favor, after hearing that voice.


“The plant I work at is moving to Mobile, Alabama,” I told her. “My job only has a few more months before it’s gone anyway. I’ll work out the rest of the time at the plant and then we’ll be together every day except for when you kick me out to go to the gym or want me to get a hobby because I’m getting on your nerves.”


“Ha!” she laughed at that. “You’re not gonna get on my nerves. I’ll want to hold your hand for the first six months straight. That’s when I’m not holding onto everything else.”


I grinned at her and leaned in to kiss her. “I love you,” I told her ardently.


“I love you too,” she told me, then she whirled, making her blonde hair fan out around her briefly.


“Come on!” she said. “I want to show you the gym!”


“Stan has a gym?” I asked skeptically.


“He put it in for me,” she said and pulled me along, down the hall.


The game room and theater had taken up a lot of the basement. There was a storage area, a swanky-looking bar that belonged in a luxury hotel and ... an elevator.


“We’re taking an elevator to the gym?” I asked her, delighted by the irony of it.


“I’ll show you the stairs later,” she told me with a dramatic sigh. “Right now, it’s about the tour, not the exercise.”


We got off on the ground floor and talked to Eliza, who told us that dinner would be in about an hour and that George had gone to their apartment to clean up, so he wouldn’t track dirt through the house. Mel thanked her sweetly and promised that we’d all sit down and talk over dinner.


She dragged me off to see her gymnasium and it was impressive.


“This piece was built on,” she told me. “There’s no basement under it. We looked into putting in a full basement, but decided that it wasn’t worth the expense and the permits were giving Stan a lot of headaches, so we built this section on a slab.”


I looked around and whistled. There was a lot of natural light from the windows and it was a large space. There was a stair-climber similar to the coveted one at the gym, but newer, a treadmill, stationary bike and every other machine imaginable.


“I’ll give it to Stan, he didn’t go cheap on this.”


“He didn’t want me to go out to a gym, so he built this. He thought I might get a little too much personal training if I went to the gym, you know?” she said, with a smirk.


“I can understand that,” I allowed with a small smile. “You’re extremely attractive and loving and your eyes do something to my mind to make it hard to think when you look at me. It would be very easy for you to tame half the gym if you were interested in bending them to your will.”


She smiled. “I’m only interested in bending one of them to my will,” she said, “and he’s already stolen my heart.”


I took her into my arms and just held her. She was letting me into her world tonight, as much as I’d let her into mine when she promised to help me clean Beth out of my life. She’d done that and more. We stood there in the gym for a while longer, until she remembered we were on the tour. The gym came equipped with free-weights although I’d want to expand the selection and add more focus on the weights I used, since it looked like I was going to be working out here a lot of the time. She showed me the bathroom off the gym, and it was extremely well appointed. There was a whirlpool tub big enough for two, a sauna big enough for six and a shower stall that might have been as big as my whole bathroom.


“I don’t know what he had in mind when he built the shower and the sauna,” she admitted.


“The architect probably just filled in the last of the space when everything else was situated,” I suggested. I looked at the shower with more interest.


“I think I like the shower though,” I admitted, making her grin.


The rest of the house was mostly bedrooms and bathrooms. There was a sitting room and a family room on the first floor, and Stan’s office and a library on the third floor, but the rest of the house was taken up with living space. We returned to the ground floor and I got a look at the dining room before we returned to an industrial style kitchen that was capable of serving an army.


“Dinner’s not quite ready yet, Miss Melody,” Eliza said, keeping up the air of propriety between them.


I wondered if that was normal or if she was making sure to stay proper in front of me.


“It’s okay, Eliza,” she said. “We finished the tour and I wanted to come and see if George was here yet, so I could start the explanation of what is going on.”


“He’s coming across the yard now,” she said, looking out the window in the direction of the garage and their apartment.


When he came inside, I could tell that he was dressed a little fancier than normal. He seemed to take a lot of care with the way he dressed for company.


“Now that we’re all here,” Mel said, after giving George a hug, “I can make some introductions. George and Eliza Tanner, this is Rand Dunn. He’s a member of the group I go to on Thursday nights and a very close friend. Rand, you met Eliza briefly when we arrived. This is her husband, George.”


I shook hands with Eliza first and then with George. Where Eliza was very dark-skinned, George was much lighter. They were both African-American, but they were almost as different in skin tone as race could allow. Mel and I set the kitchen table for four, which caused a little anxiety with Eliza. She’d obviously been of the opinion that a strong divide between employee and employer was the most prudent course, but Mel was in charge here, and I wasn’t going to be the one to deny her.


Mel asked George to sit down, while I helped as much as I could, but this was Eliza’s kitchen. I had no idea where anything was, so I was just getting in the way, until I took the hint and sat down across from George, while Mel helped get everything to the table. Soon we were in the middle of an excellent meal of mashed potatoes, pork chops and string beans. I complimented Eliza on the meal several times and was obvious in my enthusiasm.


It was the first home cooked meal I hadn’t done for myself since last year’s Christmas with May. I think that might have been what smoothed things for me, in retrospect. Melody explained who I was, how we’d originally met, how our spouses were connected and what had happened at the hospice. George had nodded through the explanation of who I was and didn’t look surprised, so when Mel was done, I asked him about it.


“Mr. Weaver talked a lot about the lawsuits this summer,” he said. “I’d hear him talking about it with his lawyer when the two of them were using the driving range, or the putting green,” he explained. “I heard he popped you pretty good when you first met to talk about it.”


I nodded. “I got my clock cleaned,” I confirmed. “He didn’t get to enjoy it though. My lawyer shot him with a taser and fried him for his outburst.”


George chuckled at that.


“Yeah. He was furious about that too,” he said and then fell silent. “He’s really not coming back?” he asked Mel.


She nodded.


“He’s been sedated, so he’s not in any pain anymore,” she said. “They told us it’ll take a couple of days and then he’ll be gone. He didn’t want a wake or funeral, so he’s donated his body to a college that teaches medicine.”


“Why would he do that?” Eliza asked, and I decided to answer that one.


“Stan said to me that he’d understand if I wanted to take a dump on his grave after he was gone,” I started. “He said that, looking back over his life, he realized that I wouldn’t be the only one with a reason to come to his grave and to carry their grudges that far, so he decided there’d be more dignity this way. He also mentioned that it was a chance for him to do some good. I think it sort of gnawed at him that he had hurt a lot of people and had no way to put things right.”


Eliza nodded, but looked sad about that.


“No man should go to his death knowing that his legacy was misery,” she commiserated with her boss. “That’s sad.”


“Well, he hoped his legacy would be helping the two of us past the things he’d done that hurt us,” I told her. “We’re the only two people he knew he could get hold of to at least apologize to for the harm he’d done.”


They both nodded.


“He’s been in business a long time,” George said thoughtfully. “Some people left here happy, some people left here angry. I guess there are too many who walked away angry.”


“So, you two are together now?” Eliza asked.


She was probably trying to steer her husband away from the topic of how many people Stan had angered. I nodded and took Mel’s hand.


“She stayed with me last night after events at the hospice. It wasn’t anything sordid. She was just too upset to drive, and too overwhelmed to be alone. Neither of us were feeling ... frisky last night.”


Eliza nodded. “I can understand that,” she said softly. “It sounds like what he had planned was a hell of a shock for you both. I can only imagine what you must have expected, Mr. Dunn, when you walked into that room. It couldn’t have been anywhere close to what you heard though.”


I nodded in agreement.


“I was stunned when he handed me his revised Will,” I admitted. “I was more stunned that he’d voided their prenup so that she wouldn’t have to worry about it, if she had been intent on getting her revenge.”


We talked it out for a little while, and George seemed to take it in stride. Eliza was starting to warm up, but she’d been very wary, initially. After dinner, Eliza cleaned up and offered to make up a guestroom for me for the night if I was staying.


“He’ll be staying with me, Eliza,” Mel said dryly at the suggestion of separate bedrooms.


She nodded. “I didn’t presume that you’d been sharing a bed last night,” she explained and then changed topics. “Would either of you like dessert?” she asked.


“Yes, please,” Mel answered for both of us.


Eliza hopped up quickly and had produced a cake, as if by magic. She cut us each a wedge of it, and it was all I could do to eat it after I’d stuffed myself on dinner.


“It’s a good thing I told work that I’d be out for a few days,” I told them as I leaned back in my chair, stuffed, satisfied and sleepy. “I’m going to need to spend all day in the gym to work off this delicious meal. Thank you, Eliza. I don’t remember the last time I had a home cooked meal that I didn’t cook.”


She smiled and then patted Mel on the shoulder.


“At least your new man has his priorities in order,” she said lightly.


I chuckled and shrugged.


“I think he’ll like it here,” Mel told her as they both studied me closely. “He seemed very taken with the game room and the gym. I’m told he’s worth taking a look at in the gym, but he doesn’t have anything to wear tomorrow. We have to go back to his place early to meet the work crew, anyway, but I might send him back to work out here, if you want to find an excuse to linger in that part of the house,” she suggested.


“That wouldn’t be proper, Miss Melody,” she chided her with a chuckle.


She shrugged and got up, taking my hand. “Let’s go,” she said. “I want to show you my room and Stan’s. We’ll probably move into one bedroom or the other. Stan’s room is bigger, but we’ll have to clean it out before we can make it our own.”


I nodded and let her lead me out of the kitchen. Eliza promised to have everything cleaned up and breakfast started when we got up in the morning. Mel led me back to the elevator and we took it to the third floor. Melody had shown me the office and the library, but this would be my first look at Stan’s bedroom. She opened the door and I could tell that there hadn’t been anyone living in here in a while. There was a little more dust in the air than in the rest of the house and there was an air of abandonment about the room. It was huge and kept uncluttered to maximize the amount of space, but it looked sterile. I looked in curiously, but neither of us felt like going in there this soon, so we closed the door and she led me back to her room. She was suddenly apprehensive and self-conscious about what I might think about it.


When she opened the door, I could tell it was her room right away. It was warm and inviting and friendly somehow. It was a little smaller than Stan’s room, but where his had been neat in a way that reminded me of a hotel room, Mel’s room was her space. She had pictures of her friends taped to the mirror to remind her of fun they’d had together, and there was a stack of books on her bedside table. It was everything I could imagine a high-school girl’s room being and more. It was cozy, but still had some of the last vestiges of childhood. No, it wasn’t decorated in pink and no, the bed wasn’t a parade of stuffed animals and lace, but it was very feminine and very much catered to the tastes of a young woman. She had a few posters hung up, but where a teenager would have just taped them to the wall, she’d had them framed and hung like pictures.


“You hate it!” she declared, anguished when I hadn’t said anything.


“No!” I said, my eyes snapping back to her. “I don’t hate it. I’m just absorbing the entire room. It’s a chance to get to know you on a different level.”


She took in what I told her and nodded slowly, giving me the chance to look around her room and find out some of the things she liked. She liked girly movies, (from the posters), and the books were of different genres. There were a couple of romances, one of which she told me was written by Claire, a couple of fantasy novels that were all sword and sorcery, a science fiction novel and a mystery. I smiled at that. She was well-read from the relative thickness of the works and interested in a wide variety of subjects.


There was also a huge TV mounted on the wall, so she could watch what she wanted in bed. It was connected to the usual assortment of game consoles, cable box and Blu-ray player. She had a walk-in closet that looked like it was filled to capacity and her own bathroom that put mine to shame. There was a tub and a separate shower that looked like it would fit two people with plenty of room to move around. I thought that might have potential down the road. I lingered, looking around with a slight smile on my face as I got a sense of her living here in this space.


“I love it,” I told her finally, when I’d seen everything.


“Really?!!?” she gushed, obviously relieved that I was pleased.


“Really,” I told her. “It’s your room. How could I not love it? Every inch of it screams that it’s your space.”


“I want you to feel comfortable here too,” she said, coming over to wrap her arms around me.


I kissed her deeply. “I guess I’ll have to spend a lot of time here then,” I said softly.


“You’d better,” she warned me, giving me a playful punch in the gut.


“Hit me too hard there and you could end up wearing that dinner,” I warned her.


She laughed and suggested we settle down and watch a movie together. She picked one out and put it in the player. She kicked off her shoes and then started pulling down the covers on her bed. She got undressed, throwing on a nightshirt and slipping into a fresh pair of panties, not bothered that I was watching her. She was a goddess. If there was an imperfection on her body, I couldn’t see it. She was graceful and alluring in every movement. She was curvy in all the right places and sleek in all the others. She finished what she was doing and then turned to me, crossing her arms and watching me expectantly.


I came to my senses and smiled, stripping down slowly. I was aware that she was watching me, and I tried to give her a feast for her eyes. When I was done, I looked at her and she had an appreciative smile on her face. She motioned for me to turn around and when I had my back turned, she came to me. I could feel her hands on my back, feeling the muscles underneath my skin. I suddenly wished I’d talked to Craig more and gotten pointers on how to pose effectively. I tensed my muscles as she ran her hands over them, flexing for her inspection.


She made appreciative noises, cooing as I tightened my back for her to feel the muscles harden beneath her touch.


“That’s beautiful,” she told me, with a gasp.


I’m not really sure she even meant to say it out loud at that point. She snaked her arms around me and started running her fingers over my stomach and chest. She loved my abs and spent a long time, using her fingers to trace the contours of my body. She finally stepped back and came around to stand in front of me.


“Do you have any idea what you do to me?” she asked me softly, searching my eyes.


I nodded. “The same thing you do to me,” I told her and drew her into my arms, holding her close. “Seeing you changing had me thinking all sorts of impure thoughts. Even now, I’m thinking about how gorgeous you look all the time, but especially those brief glances you’ve given me of your perfect body. I want to get rid of that nightshirt and worship your skin for hours.”


She groaned, and her hands stroked my back as I held her. She let them drift lower, until she was running them over my ass, feeling it boldly through the thin material of my underwear.


“You’re going to make it hard for me to sleep tonight, aren’t you?” she accused me playfully.


“Not at all,” I teased. “I suppose I could go home though, if you don’t trust me to behave.” I made the offer, knowing the answer I was about to get.


“If you try to leave this room before morning, I will kick your well-shaped ass!” she growled and then she stretched up to kiss me deeply, her hands still engrossed in the task of finding every curve of my ass.


I chuckled and filled my hands with the material of her nightshirt, lifting it up and daring her to raise her arms to let me pull it over her head. She looked up at me questioningly.


“I don’t know if I can behave myself a second night in a row,” she told me softly.


I searched her eyes.


“Do you want me to stay and risk it, or would you prefer to wait and have me go home for tonight?” I asked her. “Neither one of those options will make me feel disappointed in you,” I told her quickly assuring her.


“I think ... I think I want us to wait,” she said finally, with a visible application of willpower.


I nodded. “I understand,” I told her and kissed her sweetly, before I went to where I’d dropped my clothes.


She sighed.


“If I thought I could control myself, I’d put you in bed and curl up with you, but the more I touch you, the more I hunger for you. I’m sorry,” she told me, scrambling to get dressed herself.


I picked up the shirt she’d worn all day today and pulled it over my head draping the one I’d worn today over her pillows.


“You don’t have anything to apologize for,” I told her and kissed her again. “If you want to wait, we wait. That’s all there is to it.”


“You’re not mad?” she asked sheepishly.


“Don’t be ridiculous,” I scoffed. “Of course, I’m not mad. Take me home and I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow.”


She looked grateful and hugged me tightly. “I’m sorry! I never meant to get you worked up and then send you home.”


“It’s okay,” I told her, hugging her back and then I remembered something and laughed. “It’s probably for the best. Beth complained that Wednesdays were pork chops and missionary sex when she was talking about how routine our lives became. I’d hate our first time to be after pork chops on a Wednesday.”


That made her laugh too. “You think we can manage to have sex in her bed while we’re down there?” she asked playfully.


“Maybe,” I shrugged. “It depends on May. Beth may piss her off to the point where she’d be happy to keep Glen busy while we do it, or she might not. I don’t think we really want to start a war with Beth. She’d lose, but she’d whine about it and that’s almost worse than her winning.”


She chuckled about that and finished getting dressed again to take me home.


“Are you sure you’re not upset by going home?”


“Babe, you’re worth waiting for,” I told her. “I don’t want you to ever look back with regrets about us. I’ll wait as long as I need to for you to be comfortable with it.”


She bit her lip and nodded.


“Okay,” she said, and we went downstairs.


Eliza was just finishing up with the dinner dishes as we were passing by.


“Eliza, I’m gonna take Rand home. We decided that we’re not quite ready for him to spend the night yet.”


Eliza looked up and smiled.


“Okay, Miss,” she said warmly. “I’m done here so you’ll have the house to yourself when you get back.”


I thanked Eliza again for dinner and she scoffed that it was nothing.


All the way home, Melody kept up a steady stream of chatter, nervously filling the car with conversation until I stopped her.


“Mel, babe,” I said, putting a hand on her arm delicately. “Relax. You haven’t done anything wrong. I’m not mad, or disappointed, or hurt. I’m glad. If you’re not ready to make love, then I’m glad you had enough faith in me to say so, instead of biting your tongue and pushing forward.”


“What if I’m never ready?” she asked, worried. “What if I never feel like the time is right?”


“We’ll get there,” I promised. “We’ll figure it out. Whether it’s before Christmas or after, it doesn’t matter.”


When she dropped me off, she kissed me deeply and then drove off before she could change her mind and stay the night.


Chapter 12


I decided to take the opportunity to go shopping for the kitchen. I went to the local Walmart Super-Center and started wandering the produce section, picking up what I thought I’d need in the next few days. I was picking a bundle of celery when Bill Kennedy walked up to me. Bill lives on the same street and I figured that he’d spotted me and decided to talk about things with me and Beth.


“Rand,” he said. “I see you’re getting some work done to the house. I have to say, I’m a little hurt that you didn’t come to me when you were looking for a contractor. What gives? I thought we were friends.”


I put the celery in my cart and eyed him curiously.


“Hi, Bill,” I said carefully.


I wasn’t sure what Beth had said to him, but he was acting like the divorce hadn’t really happened.


“Fancy meeting you here. I am getting some work done to the house and frankly, I probably would have given you a call about it except for a couple of things. For starters, a friend of mine is paying for the renovations and she hired the contractor. Aside from that, we haven’t spoken since my birthday in May. After six months, I didn’t figure we really WERE friends, Bill.”


He paled at that last part.


“Well, it’s really not like that,” he explained. “No one’s really been sure how to react to the whole thing with you and Beth.”


“Bill, you invited her to the neighborhood barbecue that you host at the end of every summer,” I told him. “The pictures were on Facebook. I had it out with her the other night. She didn’t tell you the whole truth about what happened in our divorce and as a result, the neighborhood has firmly sided with her. Some of you have been spying on me and reporting back to her, inviting her to all the parties and quietly excluding me. I’m not being a dick about it, but why WOULD I call you for a job after six months of you not even being able to be civil enough to say hello to me?”


He looked confused about the whole thing.


“What do you mean, she didn’t tell us the whole truth?” he demanded.


“Bill, I had no idea she’d taken a lover. I was still in love with my wife. You know how I found out she was having an affair? When I tested positive for an STD and knew I had been completely faithful to my wife for ten damn years. That’s when it all came out. She lied, she cheated, she humiliated me by introducing me to her lover at her company Christmas party. She started fights with me every day, so I wouldn’t see the evidence of what she was doing with him and then the one time she has sex with me since last Christmas, on my birthday, she gives me the fucking Clap. To top it all off, she says she just doesn’t love me anymore and I’m more like a friend to her. To make herself feel better about it all, she didn’t fight me in the divorce. All she asked me for was enough money to start over in Atlanta, $100,000, and her SUV paid for. I gave her a half-million and what did she tell all our friends? Not that she and I had agreed on that amount, just that I’d gotten almost everything. You all decided that I was an asshole to treat her that way and cut me off. Now you’re standing here, bitching to me that I didn’t call you when I had a job to do?”


“I didn’t know all that,” he said, looking upset.


“Well, Beth told me that she was going to be calling all our friends to let them know the whole story. Maybe you’re on her list or maybe she was lying to me, once again, when she told me that she’d call. I don’t really know or care anymore,” I told him.


“I’ll see what I can find out,” he said, sounding chagrined. “So, what are you getting done at the house? I’m not trying to horn in, but I’ve seen the trucks every morning, and I’m curious.”


“Me too,” I said lightly. “I have a friend helping me redecorate the house. She suggested that the Master Bedroom and bathroom needed a renovation, not just a coat of paint and rearranging the furniture. She made me promise not to peek before it’s done, but she guaranteed that it’s spectacular.”


He nodded and made some more polite, but painfully awkward conversation. I let him go when he started to mention that he had to run, and I continued shopping. When I got home, I put everything away and decided to turn in early. I wasn’t sure what tomorrow would be like, but probably busy.


The next morning, I got up, checked the mail and started breakfast. It was about nine when the work crew arrived. Since Mel wasn’t with them, I glanced down the street, wondering where she was, but figuring that she was held up and was on her way.


By eleven, I was starting to worry. I went to my study and called her phone, but it went to voicemail. I left her a message and told her that I loved her. When I still hadn’t heard from her after lunch, I started to get a sinking feeling. I called her house and talked to Eliza. She confirmed that she’d left early that morning but hadn’t said where she was going. I was practically frantic, and I called her cellphone again, getting the voicemail a second time.


“Melody! It’s Rand! I’m really worried about you, Babe. I called Eliza and she said you left this morning early. Please! Call me when you get this! I just want to make sure you’re okay. I love you. Bye.”


I hung up and couldn’t shake the horrible feeling that something was terribly wrong. I paced around the house all day, listening to the workmen upstairs. They finished for the day and told me before they left that they’d be finished tomorrow for sure. I thanked them and let them out before I returned to my pacing. The minutes ticked away. She wasn’t answering her phone, Eliza hadn’t seen her. I called her lawyer and he told me he hadn’t heard from her all day. I watched the clock and didn’t know what to do, but group was at 7 and if she was going to be anywhere, it would be there. I couldn’t face dinner without seeing her and figuring out what had happened.


I got to Claire’s house and parked, feeling sick and nervous and flustered. I didn’t see her car, and I wasn’t the first to arrive. I rang the bell on the very nice Victorian home and Claire let me in. She didn’t say anything, which should have clued me in, but I was locked into my own thoughts. Claire led me into the sitting room where we’d be talking, and I smiled nervously, saying hello to everyone. That’s when I noticed. They were all watching me and not speaking.


“What’s going on?” I asked, picking up on the tone of the room.


“Why don’t you take a seat, Rand?” Claire suggested, guiding me into a chair and taking one herself. Everyone was here except for Mel.


“Theresa?” she prompted. “This is your show.”


She nodded and stood facing me.


“Melody came to see me today,” she said, and I started to feel cold. “She talked to me for a long time and then she gave me this for you.”


She pulled out an envelope and handed it to me. I tore it open and inside was the key I’d given her and a letter, I opened the letter and started to read.



My dearest Rand


I’m sorry for making you read this instead of coming to see you myself. You deserve so much better than life has given you. I’m not sure I can live up to that. That’s why I have to go away. You deserve so much more than a girl who’s still a scared child half the time and a grieving widow the rest. To my surprise, I really am grieving. I wasn’t in love with Stan, but he was nice to me most of the time. I’ll contact my lawyer with details of where to find me if necessary. He’ll also know that he’s to follow your orders and help you any way he can, but he’s not to tell you where I am. I’m no good to anyone right now, least of all you.


I know you’ll be upset about this and I wish I hadn’t hurt you. I know how much you’ve been hurt in the past. Don’t wait for me. I don’t know when or even IF I’ll be back. I have to work on me before I can stand beside you. I hope that someday we’ll meet again and that what we felt in that first kiss is still there. If you’ve moved on, then I’ll know that you’re happy and I’ll be relieved that I didn’t hurt you too badly.


All my love,


Melody




I stared at the page, not understanding. I read the words a second time, but they said the same thing. She was gone. GONE! How could she be gone?!!? We were going to be together! We were MEANT to be together! How could things have gone so wrong? What was in her head to leave without even saying goodbye?


“Rand?” a voice said, trying to interrupt my thoughts. “Are you okay?”


I looked up at Theresa and held out the letter.


“Why?!!?” I croaked. “I ... I don’t understand.”


“Neither do I,” she said sympathetically. “She said she’s a mess but couldn’t figure out what was going on in her head. She just kept claiming that she was a mess and you deserved better. She said she needed to be better. In the end, she just made me drive her to the airport and then take her car home.”


I don’t remember much of the rest of the night. I cried some, but mostly, I was numb. I drove home, and the message light was blinking on the house phone. It was her.


“Hi, Rand,” she started. “I’m sorry to do this to you. I really am. I listened to your messages a little while ago and wanted to wait until I knew you’d be at group before I called. Theresa’s going to help you get everything finished on Saturday. I hope she explained. I just ... You deserve better than what I can offer right now. I’m sorry. I ... I’ll understand if you meet someone. I want you to be happy. I love you, Rand. Goodbye.”


I wept and wanted to hit something. I took several deep breaths and decided that I needed to find her. Even if we never spoke again, I needed to know that she was okay. I went to my bed that night with plans in my head. The next morning, after I let the workmen in, I called Angela. I told her what happened and asked her for the number of the best investigator she knew.


“She sounds pretty adamant that she doesn’t want to be found, Rand,” she pointed out. “Are you sure you want to do that?”


“What do you suggest then?” I asked. “I just found this girl and she gives me a Dear John letter telling me that I deserve better? If better exists, I don’t want it! I want her!”


“Okay, I get it,” she said and sighed. “I’ll give you the number, but I strongly recommend you wait and see how it plays out.”


I wrote down the name and number and we talked some more about it. She said she’d get in touch with Melody’s lawyer and see if she could at least get details that would indicate that she was safe.


I promised not to call before Monday. That would give me some time to calm down, give her some time to rethink her decision and come home to me. It was the hardest promise that I’ve ever kept in my life. The day dragged by. When the workmen left, they told me that it was perfect, just like they’d promised and offered me a tour. I told them that I’d promised not to peek at the room until Melody was with me to see my reaction. Once they left, I called Belinda to ask if she and Mary could help Theresa tomorrow with the furniture that was arriving in the morning.


“I didn’t think you’d need help,” she commented lightly.


“I promised Melody that I wouldn’t look at that room until she revealed it to me,” I said softly.


“Come on, Rand! You can’t be serious. You don’t even know IF she’s coming back. You can’t put your life on hold for a maybe.”


“Then what should I do?” I asked sharply. “Come back to yoga class and see who’s willing to take a tumble? Go back to work for the two months I still have a job? Pretend this wasn’t one kick to the balls too many for me to pick myself up again? If I walk into that room, I’m admitting that she’s never coming back to show it to me herself! Maybe that’s sad and pathetic, but when I look in that room without her, I’m throwing away the hope that she’ll be back. I’m not ready to do that, okay? I have to cling to that because ... I don’t wanna go back to what I was before. When I lose that hope, what else do I have?”


“Us,” she said firmly. “Lean on us. We’ll be there for you. I promise.”


“I know,” I said and sighed. “Look, if you’ve got something else going on tomorrow, I’ll figure something out, but I’m not going in there without her. Just tell me and I’ll make some calls.”


“No! No, we’ll be there,” she promised. “Just hang in there. We’ll get you through this.”


“Sure,” I said softly, and we hung up.


I decided to go to the gym since I hadn’t been there in days. I gathered up my things and was about to leave when the house phone rang. I answered it, hoping it was Mel, but it was just her lawyer.


“Stan just passed,” he told me. “I thought you’d want to know.”


“Thanks,” I told him. “Have you contacted her to let her know yet?”


“Yeah,” he admitted. “She said that I’m to take your orders as if they were hers for now and that if something needed her, for you to contact me and I’d pass it along to her. She’s already clarified that she only wants messages affecting the estate and the coming events.”


“Fine,” I said, my temper starting to flare a little. “Next time you’re talking to her, ask her if she’s going to continue to work on the staff Christmas party. If not, she should call the hotel and give them my contact information. She should also contact the hotel in Atlanta if she already made a reservation and cancel that too. Call me after you talk to her and let me know what her preference is but tell her I will not attend the Christmas party. I’ll handle the details if she won’t, but I’m not showing up for it. She won’t have to worry about running into me there.”


“Okay. Would you like me to call you back with the details tonight?” he asked delicately.


“Just leave a message on the house phone. I’m going out,” I told him.


I was probably a little curt with him, but he’d probably heard enough from her that he knew that there was trouble between us.


“Okay. If I can get hold of her tonight, I’ll remind her of those details,” he promised.


I hung up at that point. There was nothing left to say. I stayed at the gym until I was exhausted and came home to fall into bed half-dead. Saturday, I woke up and took a shower before starting my day. I had breakfast and then answered the door when Theresa knocked. She gave me a hug and then asked me what time the furniture would arrive.


“I dunno,” I said dully. “One more detail that she left me to figure out on my own.”


Yeah, I was bitter this morning. Sue me. Theresa smiled and tried to put the best face on it.


“Well, come on,” she said. “You can show me the room before it gets cluttered.”


“You go,” I told her. “I haven’t seen it.”


“You didn’t look at it after the work was done?”


“I promised Melody that I wouldn’t peek at the room before she showed it to me,” I told her. “I have Belinda and her girlfriend coming to help set everything up in there. I’ll carry it up the stairs, but I just can’t go in there. Maybe someday, but as soon as I open that door, I’ll close the door on her.”


She nodded sympathetically.


“So, you expect to keep using your own guest-room and the master bedroom goes from being a symbol of your ex-wife’s betrayal, to a shrine to Mel?” she pointed out.


“I guess so,” I said. “Honestly, I asked her to make that room a place she’d want to spend time. I asked her to put her personal stamp on it. So, I guess it’s my own fault.”


When the other ladies showed up, I left them to talk and went out to the backyard. Mel had never been here. It still felt okay to be here. I hated this feeling. I hated that I felt this deeply about her after only a week in her company. Most of all, I hated that she’d told me the same thing Beth had, that she wanted me to be happy. Everyone was so fucking supportive about me finding someone on their way out the fucking door. I don’t know how long I stood there, but when Belinda touched my arm, I jumped.


“Furniture’s here,” she said gently. “You okay?”


“Not really,” I said angrily. “Let’s go get this done so I can stop messing up your Saturday.”


She followed me back in and I did as much of the heavy lifting as I could, bringing stuff to the top of the stairs without really looking at it. I saw shapes and picked them up. I wasn’t the least bit curious about any of it. I just did it. It didn’t take very long and then the ladies were going to put everything in place and get it ready.


I went to my study and listened to my messages from last night. The message from the lawyer was that she’d oversee the details of the party but hoped I would be the one to attend. He further informed me that she’d made the booking to the Four Seasons in Atlanta in my name and it was non-refundable, so I was free to use it. I saved the message and replayed Mel’s message from the other night. I knew I was torturing myself. I knew I should delete it, get drunk tonight and take tomorrow to decide to throw myself back into being a gym rat to push the pain away. Bella came to the door of the study, having heard her voice and looked at me quizzically. I replayed it for her, and she shook her head sadly.


“Funny how both of the women who left me are so supportive of me finding someone, so long as it’s someone else,” I commented bitterly.


“Give it a little time,” she urged me. “Hopefully she’ll work through whatever problem she’s having and come back even more in love.”


I laughed bitterly.


“Sure,” I said. “She’s planning on surprising me right before Christmas and confessing her love for me. It’ll be the best Christmas gift I could have asked for and we’ll live happily ever after.” My voice twisted painfully on the word happily. “Sounds like the plot of a shitty romance movie.”


Eventually, I got hold of myself and thanked the three of them for helping out. I took them out to an early dinner to repay them for giving up their Saturday.


“You’re really not going to use that room until she comes back?” Theresa asked gently.


I shook my head. “No, keeping that promise is my lifeline. If I look into that room without her, then I’m giving up on her coming back to show it to me.”


She nodded. “How long do you intend to stick to that?”


“I dunno,” I said. “A year? Two? Maybe I’ll sell the house and never set foot in that room again. I really haven’t set a timeline for giving up on her. I know that I can’t do it today. I doubt tomorrow is the day. We’ll see how long this drags out.”


She nodded thoughtfully.


“What if she asked you to move in there?” she asked, prodding me.


“She won’t,” I told her. “You three are the only ones I’ve told that I’m not going in there.”


“I kind of expect that she’ll call me at some point to find out what your reaction to the room was,” she admitted softly. “I’m not in contact with her, but if she calls me, what do you want me to tell her?”


“I won’t ask you to lie for me,” I promised. “Tell her the truth. Tell her that I promised not to go into that room without her showing it to me and that I’m holding onto that promise.”


She nodded. “Okay,” she said and let the topic drop.


That night, I went back to the gym. Craig gave me some pointers and showed me several of the poses and flexes used at competitions. Sunday, I went for a long run on my own before making lunch and going to the gym again. It was rapidly becoming my addiction and I wasn’t shy about overdoing it. That became my routine. I’d go to yoga class in the morning, work all day, have dinner and then back to the gym until I was tired enough to sleep.


Each day, there were no calls, no contact, no variation. I talked to Angela in the middle of the week. I’d waited until well past Monday, but her advice was unchanged. She advocated respecting Melody’s wishes and leaving the ball in her court. After wrestling with the options, I tore up the investigator’s number to avoid the temptation of changing my mind.


Thanksgiving was an empty, lonely day for me. I sat at the dinner table, eating alone.


“Happy Thanksgiving, Melody,” I said to the empty room and dried my eyes before I could eat the steak I’d cooked for myself.


I was contacted ten days into December by the lawyer to ask if I’d made a decision about the party. “Mrs. Weaver will not be attending the party,” he told me. “She did express concerns that it should be attended by you to show that the ownership was involved and still thinking of the employees.”


“I told you to inform Mrs. Weaver that I would not be attending the party specifically so that she would be able to attend without fear that I would take the opportunity to ambush her,” I reminded him. “I have no desire to face my former wife’s former co-workers. I’d been willing to attend when Mrs. Weaver had agreed to go with me, so we could provide support to each other, but otherwise I have NO interest in going.”


“I understand that, Mr. Dunn,” he assured me. “I really do. But we have the employees’ bonuses and, due to their confidential nature, we need an officer of the company to hand them out. In Mrs. Weaver’s absence, and since you’re the host of the party, you’re the only one who can fulfill that duty. I’m sorry for this, but Mrs. Weaver insisted you do it.”


I seethed inside.


“Fine,” I said, my temper on a short leash. “Is there anything else Mrs. Weaver insisted on or am I free to run along and carry out her commands?”


“She, uh, mentioned that your previous suits will probably not fit you. She’s scheduled a fitting for a new formal wardrobe.”


He gave me the appointment details.


“Do you have more good news for me?” I asked wearily.


“She also specified that you’re being picked up by limo on the day of the party and escorted to the hotel. That’s it. I swear. Don’t shoot the messenger.”


I hung up without commenting and stewed for the rest of the day. I skipped dinner and went right to the gym. I pushed my workout like I was personally angry with the machines and weights.


When I went to my appointment the following week, the shop was empty except for the seamstress and three assistants. I was stripped, measured, fitted, critiqued, remeasured, fitted again and on it went. I was there for four hours with them discussing differing cuts and styles amongst themselves while I stood by disinterestedly. I was finally dismissed and was told that there would be a final fitting in three days, the day before the party.


By this point, I’d become something of a fiend in the gym. The more I thought about Melody, the more time I spent there and the more time I spent there, the more I thought about Mel. I’d gotten calls from Eliza at least once a week to invite me to dinner with her and George, just to stay in touch, she said. But I think she was more interested in checking to see if I’d heard from Melody. The two of us had been frantic when she disappeared. We had no idea where Mel was or how she was doing. Her lawyer seemed to be the only one in the know and he wasn’t talking.


Chapter 13


The plant was starting to empty out as people started moving to Alabama for their transfer. We really weren’t producing much of anything at this point anyway. Most of the orders were staggered to give a little downtime over Christmas. I was presiding over a skeleton crew and we were preparing to shut down the plant already. By mid-January, I’d either be out of a job or on my way to Mobile. Given how my life here was, Mobile was starting to sound better and better. Hell, that teaching hospital that Stan talked about was sounding like a better place than here.


My fitting went well, and I was forced to admit that I looked good in the new outfits. There were four suits, a tuxedo, matching shoes, ties, tie-clasps, cuff-links, a new Rolex watch and all the trimmings that suits need, like handkerchiefs, dress socks and, apparently, silk underwear. I was drilled on what went with what and may God forgive me if I get it wrong. I left the appointment and stopped by the lawyer’s office to get the envelopes for the bonuses. He asked me to sit and talk to him for a few moments.


“How are you holding up?” Mr. Lawton asked, gently.


“Are you asking or is Mrs. Weaver making certain that the ownership is represented at tomorrow’s party?” I asked coolly.


“You understand that she’s asked me not to pass on any information of a personal nature,” he said. “I know this has put you under a lot of strain and I am sympathetic.”


“I’ll be at the damned party,” I told him. “I’ll paint a smile into my face and pass out presents and bonuses and be everyone’s favorite Santa. I’ll field all the questions about the future of the company and be purposely vague about where Mrs. Weaver is, but assure everyone that her thoughts and best wishes for the holidays are with the staff.”


“That’s great, but that’s not what I mean,” he said and loosened his tie a little bit. “I know you and Mrs. Weaver were close. Close enough that Mr. Weaver could see the writing on the wall. That’s why he changed things.”


I shrugged. “Whatever he felt the circumstances were, they seem to have changed. How I feel about Mrs. Weaver seems to be increasingly irrelevant. I do appreciate your sympathy. Maybe I’ll feel like discussing matters in the new year. Right now, I’m concentrating on getting through the next thirty-six hours without killing someone, myself included. Then maybe, I’ll sign over my inheritance to her and take off myself.”


He nodded with an understanding expression on his face, and I took the box of envelopes. Thank God, they were labeled so I wouldn’t have to guess.


The next day was the worst day of the past year, and possibly my whole life. I showed up to meet the party planner three hours before the party and nothing was ready. The decorations weren’t right, the dinner was going to be late, the DJ was having technical problems, the only thing that seemed to be ready was the suite that Mrs. Fucking Weaver had booked. As much as I wanted to go upstairs and have a drink or twelve, I had to handle the details.


“Stop!” I finally said.


“Are the appetizers and the Champagne fountain on schedule?”


The manager nodded.


“Great! Lead with that. Is the mic working?”


He nodded again.


“Perfect. Then we can do the presentations of bonuses before dinner instead of afterwards. That gives the kitchen some time to get everything ready. You think they can manage if we buy them an extra half-hour?”


“I’ll check with them and we’ll see if there’s something else that we can think of to stretch things out.”


“If they can’t adjust, then we’ll just have to make a few speeches and hope they don’t eat the tablecloths,” I said, feeling a throbbing in my temples.


He took off and I went to find out what the DJ had problems with. It turns out that he was getting feedback from the mic that he’d never encountered before. It went away when we turned off the mic, so we promised to do that when we were done with the announcements and presentations. I put out fires like that for three hours, after locking the box of envelopes in the hotel safe. The last thing I wanted was for that to grow legs and walk away.


By the time all the details were ironed out, the party was about to start. I was off to greet the first arrivals, introduce myself to the staff, some of whom knew me from their close contact with Beth and others who’d heard that I’d sued the pants off Stan. There was a mixture of curiosity and scandal that greeted me as I shook hand after hand, making sure that everyone there got a moment of my time. That took a great part of the evening and before I got more than a sip of Champagne to wet my lips, it was time to get the bonuses from the hotel safe and start the presentations.


In the end, we bought the kitchens enough time to catch up, and the late dinner went off without any more hitches. I circulated among the crowd during the dancing and dessert portion of the mess and was asked about Beth and Mrs. Weaver - several times. The irony of being forced to answer for the absences of the only two women I’ve kissed passionately as an adult was not lost on me. I was trying to work my way over to the bar to have a drink when our party planner needed to see me about the packaged gifts.


I sighed and followed along. The throbbing in my head was getting worse. I spent another twenty minutes with him, reviewing the specific gifts that were in the packages to make certain that they were suitable. This was the first time that I’d seen any of this crap or heard a damn thing about them, so I nodded mutely as he explained that Mrs. Weaver had been in contact about the presents several times and these were the final selection.


“Look, man. There’s a good chance that you’ve spoken more with Mrs. Weaver than I have at this point. If this is what she approved, then it is fine with me,” I told him.


He seemed pleased by my approval and showed me the selection and the distribution with even more enthusiasm. I was finally able to slip away, but was drawn into a discussion with several of Beth’s former co-workers who were interested in how she was doing these days.


“Last I heard, she was dating a cop and looking for a decent apartment or house. Her current place is a little cramped,” I told them.


I didn’t want to tell them she was living with her parents and that she was happier under their roof than she’d been under ours.


“Wasn’t there some sort of scandal around the time she was leaving?” one of them mentioned, half-drunk, but a little too interested in my reaction to make me think she didn’t know the details.


“We got a divorce,” I said dismissively. “That was plenty scandalous enough for me,” I told her directly.


“Yeah, but why?” she pressed, looking to see what would come loose if she shook the tree. “I mean, you two seemed pretty comfortable at last year’s party, right?”


“Most people seem happy at a casual glance,” I said carefully. “When we look deeper, sometimes the smile we see hides the pain in a person’s eyes. It’s not always easy to see the line between curiosity and compassion. When in doubt, I always offer compassion rather than indulge curiosity.”


While she was puzzling that out, I excused myself and got the fuck out of there. I wanted a drink and I was starting to want my shotgun. I wasn’t sure what I’d do if I had it, but the smart money was 50/50 on trashing the room or putting the barrel under my chin and painting the ceiling. I’d been here too long. I checked my fancy new watch and saw that it was nearly midnight. Thank God, I could finally get out of there.


I went to the hotel lobby and asked them to have my limo brought around and went outside to wait for it. I stood out there for half an hour before I got the message that there’d been a screw-up and the limo had only been hired to get me to the hotel, since I had the suite for the evening. Just turn up the headache a little more. I walked back into the hotel and asked them to call me a cab.


“Is there a problem with your suite, sir?” the desk clerk asked delicately. “I’m sure we can get you anything you need if it’s a matter of needing something in the room.”


I closed my eyes and rubbed my temple. I was miserable. I was here attending this fucking party for a woman that wouldn’t even talk to me on the phone and I’d gotten so much run-around and bullshit all night that I’d skipped dinner, hadn’t had more than a sip of the Champagne and all I wanted was to go home, drink until I passed out, and forget this fucking day had ever happened.


“I wouldn’t know if there’s a problem with the suite,” I growled irritably. “I haven’t been to the fu ... to the suite since I got here, nearly 10 hours ago. I’m tired, I’m hungry, I’m irritable, I’m sober, I’m stranded here like I’m in some fucking Twilight Zone episode and I’ve been the happy recipient of every problem your party planner couldn’t handle on his own since I walked in the front door. I want to go home, eat something, drink until I throw up, break something, sleep it off and pretend that this entire day was a bad dream. Now, can you call me a cab, or do I have to walk the seven miles to my house?”


I delivered the whole rant in a quiet rasp. Neither my head nor my throat could handle the yelling that I would have loved to do at this point. To his credit, the guy was a professional and did his job.


“I apologize profusely for your bad experience today, Sir,” he said, mortified by what I was telling him. “If you tell me what you’d like to eat, I’ll have room service bring it directly to your suite. There’s already a fully stocked bar in the room and anything else you need, like extra towels, dry-cleaning services or anything that you can’t find in your suite, we would be happy to locate for you, compliments of the hotel to apologize for the bad day you’ve suffered.”


My head was pounding, and he just kept talking, telling me how sorry he was for all of it.


“Fine!” I said. I seemed to be saying that a lot lately. “Where is this fucking suite anyway?”


I growled, pulling out the keycard and looking at the number on the cardboard envelope.


“You’re on the 23rd floor, Sir,” he said helpfully, matching the info on the card. “Suite 2301. If you’ll take the executive elevator, your card will grant you access to the upper floors. What would you like me to send up for dinner, Sir?”


“Steak,” I shouted, and started toward the elevator. If he called me ‘Sir’ one more time, I might have strangled him.


I got in the elevator and swiped my card before mashing the button marked 23. I rode the elevator up to the floor, and by the time I got there, I was in rough shape. The headache was getting worse. The constant litany of questions about my wife and Mrs. Weaver (I barely ever thought of her as Melody anymore: it hurt too much) had me so upset that I was starting to shake with the effort of holding myself together. I was exhausted, physically and emotionally. I found the right door and opened it quietly. I was in extreme distress and on the verge of a breakdown, but that wasn’t the fault of the other guests in the hotel. I eased the door shut and then looked at the surroundings.


The part of the suite I could see was huge. Fortunately, I could see the bar. I went over to it and made note of the number of tiny bottles. That was probably enough to numb the pain for now. I grabbed three of them and poured myself a drink. I didn’t pay attention, just grabbing three of them and dumping them in a glass.


Tequila, rum and vodka burn going down when you drink them all at once. I didn’t care. I slugged it back and then poured another. While those were simmering in my stomach, I went to the bathroom and got a towel, bringing it back the bar and half-filling it with ice, putting it on the back of my neck.


How I could have missed it, I’ll never know, except that I was worn down to nothing. I sat in one of the chairs in the suite’s living room and looked at the night sky. I wondered where she was, if she was looking up at the stars right then, if she ever thought of me. I was weeping softly, but it was getting louder. I couldn’t do this anymore. This night, this party had punched me in the face repeatedly from the time I got up this morning to this very moment. It had been more cruelty than I could handle.


I put the towel on the coffee table and buried my head in my hands, breaking for the first time since she’d left. I loved her. I couldn’t help it, wouldn’t change it and probably shouldn’t have felt it in the first place, but it had been a burning coal in the depths of my soul. That one place that I’d told Angela that only she could touch was on fire. I felt her presence everywhere. I’d see a flash of blonde hair and my head would whip around to follow it, I’d hear laughter that sounded almost like hers. Even here, I thought I caught a hint of her perfume. A previous guest or someone in the hall must have worn the same brand.


I rocked back and forth, lost. I was lost without her. I’d found myself when I was in her arms and now, she was gone. I’d moved forward out of inertia, telling myself that she’d get over it, that she’d call, that she’d write, that she’d return. None of that happened. I hurt all the time, being apart from her. I couldn’t fathom how she endured this. I couldn’t. I couldn’t stand this. Angela had convinced me not to go looking for her, to respect her wishes and hope against hope that she’d return to me. How was I supposed to do that when losing her meant losing myself too? All too soon, the weeping turned to broken, ragged sobs as I sat there, my face buried in my hands.


“Rand?” a voice at my shoulder whispered at the same time I felt the touch of fingers running through my short hair.


Chapter 14


I gasped and stumbled out of the chair in shock, flinching away from whoever was here with me and tripped over the edge of the coffee table, sprawling out on the floor. I rolled over, gasping and still crying as grief warred with shock at not being alone in the suite. I looked up into those piercing blue eyes and was shattered all over again, my face contorting as the sight of those eyes sent me into a new round of grief. I bawled, wondering if I was asleep or awake or if I’d finally gone mad and was seeing her here, haunting me in my mind.


“Oh my God!” the ghost whispered. “I had no idea you’d taken it this badly!”


She reached for the towel full of ice and picked it up before coming for me. Her fingers felt solid enough as she touched my face.


“Oh, Baby!” she murmured in sympathy to this pain. “I’m so sorry I put you through this!”


She was patting my face and neck with the cold towel as she gently smoothed my hair. I reached out to see if she was real at first and then I snaked my arms around her, crying on her shoulder, my thoughts a jumble. I was truly shattered in that hotel suite. I couldn’t have made sense, if my life depended on it.


She just held on and quietly assured me that she was there and wasn’t going anywhere, that she was back and mine and was indeed real. I must have babbled something about going crazy or ghosts or something. She got the message somehow that I wasn’t sure she was really here with me. It took a while, but I finally calmed down some and she was able to steer me into a chair. She plopped down in my lap and wrapped her arms around my neck, pulling my head down onto her shoulder.


She was still whispering apologies to me when there was a knock at the door. She told me to stay there and she got up to answer the door. They wheeled the room service cart into the room and set the place setting and food on the dining table before retreating, leaving the cart in the room with us to put out into the hall when we were finished.


She came and got me, urging me to eat something. I sat at the table and looked at the steak in front of me and started to pick at it. I’d been staggered by weeks of being frantic with worry and pain, pummeled by hosting the party, brutalized by the constant stream of questions about her and Beth, stunned by her appearance and was more than a little drunk as the booze sloshed in my empty stomach.


“What happened?” I whispered to her after a few bites.


I was finally concluding that she wasn’t a ghost or a hallucination since room service had spoken to her when they set the table. She looked pained.


“I got scared,” she said. “That night that we went back to the house, I wanted you so much, it scared me. I dropped you off and I called my best friend from high school. She told me ... well, she gave me a lot of advice and some of it was good, but this was clearly the worst thing I could have done. She told me that we got too hot, too fast. She said we needed to cool off and that I needed to make sure that you felt as deeply about me as I did about you. She suggested we spend some time apart and told me to come out to see her for a while, since she was on the other side of the country at UCLA. So, I went, and hung around and moped. She laughed that I had it so bad. I told Theresa that I was leaving, and I think I might have been out of my mind at that point, because I did a really bad job of explaining why. Anyway, all I could think about was you. Tanya tried to get me to go to parties and date guys while I was out there.”


She made a soothing noise and touched my arm comfortingly when I raised my head at that.


“She was trying to get me to go on double-dates with her. I think she wanted to get a sense of how deeply in love I was with you. Well, it must have worked because last week, she told me that, since I was so in love with you that there was no hope for other men. Then she told me to go home and take you to bed. That’s when I called and got the message to you that I wanted you to attend the party tonight. I set up the fitting for the suits and had all the bonuses waiting for you. I wanted to surprise you by being here in the suite when you came up after the party.”


“You surprised me alright,” I murmured, looking at my plate.


I picked at it some more and found my appetite had recovered a little.


“Have you talked to anyone?” I asked, carefully.


I wasn’t sure how much anger there was toward her among the rest of our support group for how she’d left. She shook her head.


“I was off the grid. I knew that the group would have your back and I didn’t want to put them in the middle. I just asked Theresa to help you with the bedroom and deliver the letter. How did you like the changes?” she asked delicately.


I looked at her and she was obviously on pins and needles about my reaction.


“I haven’t seen it,” I told her flatly.


That took her by surprise.


“Why not?” she blurted in shock.


“I promised I wouldn’t look at it until you revealed it,” I said and busied myself in separating a piece of fat from the piece of meat I was cutting. “I wouldn’t go in there without you. If I did, I’d be admitting that you weren’t coming back.”


She gasped at that, connecting the dots between what she’d done and how it had spilled over into my life.


“So, you’re still sleeping in the guest-room?”


I nodded and took a bite of the steak. I wasn’t thrilled with it. It was overcooked and was getting cold, but it gave me something to focus on.


“That bed is the only one we ever shared. When I laid down to sleep, that was the place I felt closest to you.”


She leaned against me, hugging my arm.


“I’m so sorry I left, and sorrier that I was too stupid to explain why. Like I said in the letter, I was a grieving widow half the time and a scared girl the rest. My life has been full of bad decisions and I was scared out of my mind that you were another bad decision and terrified you were a good one and I was gonna screw it up. My sister stole the first boy I had a crush on. I let Stan sweep me off my feet - and then you came along. I was scared that I was making another mistake.”


“You were so good, and I was such a fuck-up that I couldn’t figure out whether I’d finally lucked-out or paid my dues or whatever. I was scared that you were gonna end up being another chapter in my life that ended with me miserable. I know, that’s awful to say, but we’d only known each other for a week, and I was seriously going to jump into bed with you. If that’s not bad decision-making, I don’t know what is.”


“When Tanya told me to go home, she said she’d never seen anyone this deep in love with anyone. She never saw me this in love with Drake, or with Stan, not ever. I had no idea how crushed you were. I instructed Mr. Lawton not to pass any personal messages either way. I think he wanted to, but I told him that if he mentioned anything, I’d hang up and call Angela to keep in touch. I figured she might be capable of resisting temptation.”


I nodded.


“I almost hired an investigator to try to find you,” I said. “She convinced me not to.”


“I probably wouldn’t have been hard to find,” she admitted. “I hadn’t stopped using my bank accounts or credit cards.” She was silent for a minute. “So, when you came into the suite ... does it ... I mean, did you get overwhelmed by it, a lot?”


I shook my head.


“Most of the time, I shed a few tears and just hoped you’re doing okay. Today ... was awful. The party was a disaster. Nothing was right. I was run off my feet all night trying to keep the schedule working. Decorations weren’t put up until just before the party, the DJ had problems, the kitchen couldn’t have dinner on time and the list of problems went on forever.”


“I’m sorry,” she said. “Some of that was my fault. I asked the party planner if he could keep you from coming up to the suite before the party. I was hoping to surprise you. Instead, you surprised me.”


“I wish you’d surprised me before the party and been with me down there,” I said. “Part of what did me in was that everyone at the party knows that Stan and Beth were screwing around at last year’s party. Hell, for all I know, they might have snuck away for a quickie while I was there. Anyway, there were a lot of people that asked some very smug questions about where you were, why I was hosting and what happened with Beth. I couldn’t get away from it all night. Then I asked the desk to have the limo brought around and waited outside for a half-hour before they told me it was only supposed to drop me here.”


“You were trying to leave?” she asked, surprised. “Why? The suite was waiting here for you.”


“I was miserable. I still have a pounding headache. I just wanted to go home, hang up my suit, put on something comfortable, get drunk and bawl my eyes out.”


She looked pained.


“Oh God, I’m sorry. I wish I’d had you come up to the suite as soon as you arrived, now that I know. See what I mean?!!? I’m a total fuck-up!!! I wanted tonight to be perfect and I made you miserable all day! Fuck!!! What can I do?!!?” she asked. “Let me rub your shoulders.”


She started to get up and I reached out for her hand, stopping her.


“Just tell me you love me, and that we’ll make all our decisions together from now on,” I told her.


“I do love you!” she told me ardently, “and I swear I’ll let you keep me from making any more fuck-up decisions for the rest of my life! Just please, tell me you forgive me for screwing this all up!”


“Mel, I forgave you the second I looked into your eyes,” I said. “I’ve been lost without you. I couldn’t turn my back on you. I’ve been less than half alive without you here with me.”


She beamed at me and now she was crying, and I was holding her, the remains of my steak forgotten, but that was for the best. After a trip on the elevator for 23 floors and taking time for us to catch up between bites, it was ice cold now. I’d eaten most of it, but the rest was a lost cause. But that was irrelevant right now. All that mattered was that Melody was back. I held her and thanked all the Gods in all the Heavens that she was. I’d never known I was incomplete until I’d met her. Being separated from that feeling had been agony.


She wept for a long time, clinging to me desperately. She blubbered and tried to talk to me about her month apart in between breaking down, but it was all disjointed. In the end, I just held her and felt right for the first time since I’d read her letter. She’d become my life. Without her, there was nothing.


Eventually, she calmed down and just snuggled against my chest. She’d been feeling the strain too, and tonight was the release of all her anxieties. She’d been scared by her feelings, uncertain of mine, terrified she’d ruin things and insecure about her ability to hold onto me, having had her sister poach her first boyfriend from her. Once her sister mentioned that she’d shown interest in Stan, it led to Mel diving in head-first.


“Feel better?” I asked gently.


She didn’t speak, but nodded, holding me tighter. She was breathing deeply and when I looked down, I found that she’d fallen asleep on me. I supposed that made a certain degree of sense. I felt like I was ready for bed. I picked her up and slid my chair back from the table. I looked around the suite and took her into the bedroom. The bed was turned down, so I laid her on it gently and went to clean up. The ice in the towel went into the sink and the remains of the steak went onto the cart, which I pushed out into the hall. I looked in the bar fridge and pulled out a can of Coke. I wanted something to drink and more booze was the last thing I needed for tonight. I drained the can while I loosened my tie and undid the collar button.


I went to the window, looked out at the city and breathed deeply. Did I accept Melody’s explanation that she’d been running scared? Yeah, I suppose I did. She was young and naive and what experience she had was horrific and scarring. I thought that she was probably half-mad with fear by the time she’d gotten to LA.


I wished she’d talked to me. It would have calmed my anxiety a lot this past month and might have given me more certainty that she was coming back. I’d had the group, and both individually and as a unit, they’d been amazing, but I knew there was a certain amount of pity in their eyes when mention of Melody had come up. Terri, in particular, had gone above and beyond to be supportive, giving up most of her Saturdays to come hang out.


I returned to the bedroom and really looked at her. She’d been dressed in jeans and a t-shirt. I smiled at the realization that it was the shirt I’d left at her place, the last night that we’d been together. I tucked her into bed and then left the room. I needed to think. I started to go through my phone contacts, wondering who’d still be awake at 2AM. I sent Terri a text, asking if she was still awake.


“Sure. Just watching movies. Having a bad night?” was the immediate reply.


“I think I’d like to talk if you’re up for it...”


“Sure, tonight was that big thing you had to do for Melody, right? I was kind of expecting you to have a tough time tonight. Call.”


I smiled and tapped the phone icon to switch to call and she picked up right away.


“Hi,” I said quietly.


“Hey,” she said sympathetically. “Tell Aunt Terri where it hurts,” she prompted me. “Start from the beginning.”


I sighed and started to talk to her slowly about the whole thing. The party details, the problems, the changes, the bonuses, the dance, the half-drunk comments, all of it.


“Shit! No wonder you feel down tonight. You think she stuck it to you on purpose?” she asked.


I laughed a little at that.


“I know she did. She didn’t plan on me skipping dinner or the pounding headache, but she wanted me busy before and during the party.”


“Why?” she blurted, surprised that she’d do something like that.


“I’ll get to that,” I promised.


I told her about how miserable I was and about finally seeing the party to the end of the night and asking for the limousine to take me home only to wait outside for a half-hour before they could find me to tell me that it was only booked to deliver me to the hotel, and it was long gone.


“I wanted a cab, but the hotel staff was falling over themselves in their insistence that they make it right.”


“Why didn’t you call?” she scolded me lightly. “I would have picked you up.”


“You already do too much,” I told her. “Besides, it was midnight and I wasn’t thinking right. So, I came upstairs, poured myself as much booze as I thought I could stomach at once and then sat down to cry myself stupid ... and then she was here,” I said.


“What?!!? She’s there?!!? Now???”


“Yeah. She’d been waiting to surprise me and heard me fall apart. The first that I knew that I wasn’t alone in the suite was when she ran her fingers through my hair and spoke my name,” I said and got up to get another Coke from the bar. “I nearly had a stroke from the shock. I bolted up out of the chair and promptly fell on my face. I rolled over and looked up at her ... I thought I was going crazy. I’ve been holding onto hope this whole entire time. I ... I thought that I’d crossed from hope into delusion. I guess I even asked her if she was real, while I sat there on the floor babbling incoherently.”


“Sweet, merciful Jesus!” she breathed. “She just up and disappeared and then she ambushes you like that after making you entertain her employees? Please, tell me that she at least told you what was in her head that started this in the first place!”


“She did,” I said quietly. “But I think you need to hear that from her, though. She admitted that she did a really bad job of explaining it to you before she left. She’s a little clearer about it now. She’s been kind of a mess too, from what she said. However, her head seems to be on straight again.”


“Pffft!” was the heartfelt reply. “She could have ended it any time,” she pointed out. “So why now? Why tonight?”


“She worked through the issue,” I said carefully. “I don’t want you to think I’m dodging your question, but she needs to be the one to tell you. She and I talked, and she admitted she had no idea that I was taking it so hard. Tonight, when I got back to the suite, I hit the wall, to borrow a NASCAR expression. I was in complete despair when she first approached me. She didn’t realize that it had broken me this badly.”


“No kidding!” she said. “I mean, you look like a million bucks, but that’s only because you go to the gym when you’re stressed. I kind of hate you for that. I eat chocolate icing from the tub when I’m upset.”


“I told you,” I reminded her. “I visualize the weights as my problems and I just push them away until I get too tired to push anymore.”


“That works for you, Muscles, but the rest of us visualize our problems as chocolate frosting and we handle them one large spoonful at a time.”


That got us both laughing some.


“I’m glad you’re still able to laugh,” she said, sounding relieved. “Bella, Steph and I have been worried that you’d shatter when she returned.”


“I did,” I told her. “I didn’t stay shattered though. I got the worst of it out and then I started pulling the pieces together.”


“Okay,” she said, getting a handle on what I’d told her. “How do you feel about her being back? I know you love her, but she left you with a fat pack of hurt and not a lot of reason.”


“I’m ... I’m doing okay,” I said. “I’ll take some time to recuperate, but I was kind of soulless without her here. I’d walk around, do my work, hit the gym like a fiend and sleep. You and Bella and all the rest of the group have been amazing and gotten me through it and I know that if she hadn’t come back, you’d have continued to help me find myself again. Having her back has soothed a lot of the hurt. I think we both have a lot of talking to do, and a lot of recovery before we’re perfect, but we’ll get there.”


“You’re really okay with her running out on you and dumping all this in your lap?” she asked.


“She had a good reason for what she did. Could she have handled it better? Sure, she could. Remember though, she’s not even 21 yet. She’s young and almost all her experience comes from her marriage to Stan.”


“So, you’re saying she’s young and confused?” she asked skeptically.


“You saw her the day she left,” I pointed out. “Was she making a lot of sense?”


“Not really,” she admitted. “She just kept going on about how you deserved better and she was just a child.”


“Exactly. I’ll help explain it, but she should be the one to tell you what was in her head,” I said gently.


“Fair enough,” she said with a sigh. “So now what? Why are you wasting time calling me if she’s there with you?”


“Because I kind of needed to talk about it with my friend,” I told her. “I might have called Jason if it had been earlier - for the guy perspective - but he has his own thing going on too, so I’m not sure he’d be available.”


“Yeah, I know,” she giggled. “Keep it to yourself though. He likes to think he’s covering it up.”


“It’ll come out eventually. Claire already knows. I’d bet money on it. She analyses us for her books too closely to miss it. Bella’s going to lose her mind when he finally announces it though.”


She laughed. “Well, I think our group is mostly done at this point,” she said. “Bella doesn’t need it nearly as much as she thinks she does. Claire is mentoring us all and writing books based on us. You’ve needed us for support for Mel, more than Beth, and I don’t particularly care about Tyrone anymore. I mean, yeah, I still won’t talk to my sister and that means my parents too, but my Aunt Janice is good to me, so that’s enough family for me.”


“You’ve always got me, aunt Terri,” I teased her a little. “Besides, I don’t think the group stays together because we’re in desperate need. We’re friends. We look out for each other.”


“That’s true,” she allowed. “So how do you want to do this? Just bring her to the next meeting, or what?”


“I think this calls for dinner tomorrow night. I’m thinking that we book Sergio’s banquet room and do it there.”


I’d introduced the rest of the group to Sergio’s over the past month and we’d occasionally split a pizza cake between the six of us. Sometimes on Saturdays, Terri and I would get together with Bella and Mary and split one between the four of us. Bella complained that I was making her fat, from time to time, but she always waited until the meal was done before she said so.


“You want me to make the calls?” she asked. “I can see you being a little ... busy for the day.”


I chuckled.


“I’ll do it,” I promised. “I’ll text you with the time I can get the room for.”


We chatted a little more, mostly with her trying to be sure that I was okay and me assuring her that I was much better than I’d been. I put the phone aside and sighed, taking a moment to untie my tie and open a few more buttons on my shirt. I wondered if I should crawl into bed with her or try to find out if the couch pulled out into a bed. I’d just decided to kick of my shoes and lie down when she came to the bedroom door, looking for me.


“How come you didn’t come to bed?” she asked, pouting a little.


“I wanted to talk to Theresa before it got too late,” I told her. “So, I came out here where I wouldn’t disturb you. I ... also wasn’t sure that you wanted to have me in there tonight.”


“This is your suite,” she told me. “If I crawl into your bed, then you should feel free to join me ... Unless you and Theresa...” she trailed off, unable to say it.


I shook my head and got up to go to her.


“No, Terri has just been a very good friend to me lately, and given me wonderful support,” I assured her. “I wanted to set up dinner for the group tomorrow as sort of a welcome home.”


She nodded and bit her lip.


“They’re gonna kill me!” she said anxiously.


“No, they’re not,” I scoffed, and wrapped my arms around her. “Bella might threaten to, and Claire may interrogate you for two days to find out everything that happened, but no one’s going to kill you.”


She nodded and gave me a nervous, anguished look.


“Promise you’ll stick with me?” she begged.


“Of course,” I told her. “Except for trips to the ladies’ room. They’d frown on me following you in there.”


She laughed at that and kissed me.


“What else are we doing tomorrow?” she asked.


“I remember you promised me a tour of my new bedroom,” I reminded her. “I think Eliza and George might want to know you’re back, too.”


“Have you talked to them much?” she asked awkwardly.


“They have me over for dinner about once a week,” I told her. “They’re nice. They’re nearly as worried about you as I’ve been.”


She nodded. “I was tempted to call Eliza a couple of times, but I was afraid she might tell you where I was, and I wasn’t ready to talk to you.”


“It’s okay. Eliza never lost faith that you’d come back to us,” I promised her. “She and I were certain we hadn’t seen the last of you.”


She slipped her arms around my waist and held on tight.


“How did you know?” she asked.


“Because I couldn’t live without you,” I said simply. “How are you feeling now? You said Tanya pushed you to come home. How do you feel?”


“I still feel like you deserve better,” she said with a sigh. “I’m such a fuck-up! I’m worried that you’ll spend the rest of your life cleaning up after me when I screw things up. I don’t know how to stop making bad decisions! I don’t even know I’m doing it.”


“Babe! We all make mistakes. I made the most colossal mistake of all time when I married Beth. Her father told me that I’d never be good enough for his princess and told me to just turn-tail and run, and that was on our wedding day. I should have taken that as a sign that I wasn’t where I should be.”


She laughed. “That’s pretty bad,” she admitted. “If you’d met me then, though, I wasn’t even in high school. I don’t think they allow that kind of dating.”


“Probably not, but that’s not the point. The point is that you don’t have a corner on the market for making bad decisions. So long as we make them together, that’s all that matters. Don’t shut me out again and we’ll be fine. I’ll love you for the rest of your life and you’ll love me for the rest of mine, and hopefully we both live to be an embarrassment to our grandchildren.”


She smiled at that. “You’re really okay with having kids with a child like me?” she asked, and I think she was a little more playful than serious this time.


“We’ll teach them about good decision-making together,” I told her. “We’ve already made all the bad decisions. All that’s left are the good ones. The best decision either of us can make is to turn to each other. I’m sure Tanya meant well, and you said she gave you some good advice, but next time something’s bothering you, talk to me, first. I’ll listen and try to give you the best advice possible. Then talk to Terri and Eliza. Tanya knew you in high school, but she’s changed and so have you. She’s going on dates, hanging out at parties, and living the college experience. You organize parties and then order me in to do your bidding.”


She giggled.


“You know, you had the party planner going out of his mind. He kept trying to invent things that would take time to fix and you kept shooting holes in his plans. Moving dinner and doing the bonuses first fixed two of the problems he was sure that you’d be stuck on: the dinner and the DJ.”


“He was talking to you through the night?” I asked.


She nodded. “He was starting to panic. He figured that you’d find time to sneak upstairs when people started arriving, but you just started playing host. I think he wants to talk to you before we check out tomorrow.”


I chuckled. “Well, so long as he doesn’t try to get me to look over any more details, I suppose I owe him an apology. I started getting annoyed by the time he was showing me what was in the gift bags.”


She giggled again.


“That wasn’t me,” she promised. “He was acting all on his own by that point, but we did expend a lot of energy on the gifts, so he was probably worried you wouldn’t like them.”


I shrugged. “They all seemed pretty generic to me. They were mostly bathroom kits and things like that.”


“Yeah. It’s hard to get generic gifts for a hundred people,” she admitted and then shook her head. “Come to bed. Enough worrying about the party and our friends and kids! Worry about getting out of that tux.”


She took my hand and led me back to the bedroom, starting to unbutton the rest of the shirt. The cufflinks, tie clasp and the Rolex went on the night table. She stood behind me and pulled the coat from my shoulders, her fingers tracing along my arms as she slid the jacket off and then went to hang it up.


“I think you’ve gotten hotter since I left,” she commented, returning to me to wrap her arms around me from behind.


She slowly pulled my shirt tails free from my waistband and unbuttoned the last button before letting the tails hang free. She pulled it off, as she had with the jacket and draped it over the back of a chair absently. I was wearing an undershirt with it and it was tight, showing off my physique nicely, I had to admit. Six months in the gym hadn’t exactly made me a narcissist, but I was aware of the improvement in myself.


Mel wasn’t satisfied though, she reached around me and worked my belt and zipper open. I looked over my shoulder at her and she smiled before lowering herself to her knees, drawing my pants down. I lifted one foot and then the other for her to free me of my pants, leaving me standing in underwear, socks and the undershirt. She carefully draped the pants over the same chair my shirt was occupying.


“Definitely hotter,” she said more firmly.


She returned to me and kissed me sweetly before sitting on the bed.


“You can do the rest. I want to watch.”


I smiled and shrugged. I pulled off my socks and tossed them in the direction of the chair before I grasped the bottom of my undershirt. After a month of getting tips from Craig about posing, I knew how to get the most out of taking off a shirt, so I used every trick. She cooed with delight as I flexed my muscles, slowly lifting the shirt as I revealed my stomach and chest, inch by inch. When I finally tossed it on the chair, I gave my pecs an extra bounce for her amusement. I’d never had pecs when I was with Beth. I’d never had most of the muscles I had now.


I decided to tease her and hooked my thumbs in the waistband of the designer underwear she’d insisted on including with the suits. Her eyes got big and she looked at me as if wondering whether I was serious or not. So was I. I decided that fair was fair and left them on but sitting much lower on my hips than normal.


“I think you’re a little over-dressed,” I told her softly, and she blinked.


“What?” she asked, not catching what I’d said. Yeah. She was in her own little world.


“I said, I think you’re a little over-dressed,” I repeated, approaching her slowly.


I took her hands and lifted her to her feet before I turned her around, so her back was to me.


“Let’s see...” I mused playfully. “Should we keep this shirt?”


I toyed with the hem as if trying to decide whether to pull it off or leave it on her.


“Do I get a vote?” she asked softly, looking at me over her shoulder.


“Always,” I assured her.


My hands came to rest over her stomach as I held her and waited for her decision. She bit her lip and tried to order her thoughts.


“The last time we were in this position, I slammed on the brakes. You were completely supportive and understanding, and afterwards, I ran as fast and as far as I could. There’s a saying that if you love something, set it free. If it comes back to you, it’s yours forever.” She blushed a little bit. “I came back. My vote is that we not slow down this time. I still worry that you could do better than me, but I want you. Always.”


“Babe,” I whispered to her and kissed her neck. “What ‘better’ could I possibly ask for? You’re beautiful, you’re sweet, you’re generous, you’re kind, you’re compassionate.”


“I’m dumb,” she broke in a little glumly.


“Says who?” I asked sternly. “I haven’t seen any evidence of stupidity except your disappearing act, but we discussed that. Everyone makes mistakes.”


She hung her head.


“Sorry. I guess I’m screwing this up, huh?” she asked sheepishly.


“Tonight, we’re going to work on nothing more than being close,” I told her. “Tomorrow, we’ll start to overhaul your self-image. For tonight, I want to lie in bed with the woman of my dreams. I want to feel you in my arms and spend all night convincing myself that you’re real and really here.”


“Oh, I’m real,” she promised, and leaned back against me.


I made the decision for both of us then. I pulled the shirt up and she lifted her arms, so I could pull it over her head. It went onto the pile of clothes on the chair to be followed by her bra a minute later. I pulled her against me again and she reached up to run her fingers through my hair as I kissed her. She was trembling with anticipation and so was I. I didn’t know if we’d make love tonight, but we were certainly going to be dressed for it. I unzipped her designer jeans and then started to push them over her hips.


Her breath caught as she let me pull her jeans down. I slid to my knees behind her and stared at her perfect ass as I worked the tight jeans down to her knees. She lifted her left foot and I slowly worked her leg free. Before she put her foot back down, I pulled off her ankle sock and kissed her foot. She giggled nervously at the slight tickle, and I repeated the gesture with her other sock once the jeans were added to the chair.


I raised my hands to her hips again, holding her in place as I took in the sight of her ass. I started to kiss and nibble on her cheeks, luxuriating in how soft her skin was and how perfectly round the cheeks were. I saw the pink string of her thong disappearing between them and licked delicately at the top of her cleft, tickling her and making her shiver and moan in arousal. I finally decided that even if we didn’t make love tonight, I wanted nothing between us. I pulled the thong down and held it while she stepped out of it. I tossed it onto the chair absently and went back to kissing her ass.


She groaned and moved so her feet were spread in a clear invitation to continue. I moved a little, so my knees were between her feet and used both hands to squeeze her ass, crushing her globes together and prying them apart by turns to give me glances at her center. I pulled her ass open and delved into it, tickling her anus with my tongue. She jumped and squealed in response.


“What are you doing?!!?” she gasped. She didn’t pull away, though.


“Worshiping your ass,” I said and swirled my tongue around her pucker more deliberately as I kneaded her cheeks in both hands.


I gave her rosebud a few more licks and then dipped my head lower, running my tongue through the folds of her pussy. That got a groan of approval from her and she leaned forward, giving me a better angle. She was so wet, she was practically dripping, and I lapped it up, tasting her for the first time. I loved it. I’d never been a fan of Beth’s taste, but Melody was different, somehow. Maybe it was because she was so much more turned on than I can ever remember Beth being. Even in the dim light of the bedroom, I could tell that her petals were red and inflamed. I knelt there on the floor, pulling her tighter against my face by the grip I had on her ass and she was loving every second of it.


“Fuck, that’s so good!” she gasped. “Right there! Right! Yes! Like that! Uh-huh! I’m gonna ... I’m gonna...”


She trembled and sucked in her breath, holding it as I kept up what I’d been doing. She tensed up and then I could feel the muscles of her channel clench.


“UNGH! I’m cumming!!!” she squealed, trembling and grinding her hips, mashing her clit against my chin as I tongued her entrance.


“AAAAAAH!!!!” she cried, cumming hard.


I let go of her ass and wrapped my arms around her hips to hold her steady, but also to help support her weight as her orgasm rolled over her. She was vocal and enthusiastic, and I could taste her cum on my tongue, sharper somehow than her normal lubrication was, but every bit as good. I ate her to a second orgasm before my jaw was too sore to continue, and I pulled her down into my arms on the floor for the moment, kissing her deeply and letting her recover from her visit to Rapture.


She kissed me back enthusiastically, if a little dreamily, and curled up with me, purring contentedly. I stroked her bare skin and her golden hair and whispered to her that I loved her. That made her shiver and I decided to move this to the bed. I gathered her in my arms and stood awkwardly, taking her to the bed and laying her down gently with her head on the pillow. I quickly shed my shorts and slid in beside her. I wasn’t assuming she was in any condition to reciprocate or that she was emotionally ready to go further, but I wanted to be naked with her. I pulled her into my arms, and she curled up contentedly, already sleeping peacefully, to my amusement.


I whispered that I loved her, and I pulled the blankets over us, drifting in the euphoria of having her back in my arms. Eventually sleep claimed me too.


Chapter 15


I woke when the bed shifted. It was early. The sky was still gray with predawn gloom. We’d left the lights on in the rest of the suite, so there was plenty of light to see her pad to the bathroom - still naked. I watched her butt sway deliciously and promised myself that I was going to spend a lot of time in close contact with that ass.


She hadn’t closed the door, so I could see her perched on the toilet, her head drooping as she drifted between consciousness and sleep. She peed, wiped, flushed and was washing her hands before I decided I should follow her example. I scooped her up in my arms, kissing her deeply as we passed. She smiled at me lazily and hugged me before going back to bed. I did my business and when I turned, she was watching from the bed curiously. I washed my hands and returned to bed. She was watching my member move back and forth as I walked, and I smirked.


“See anything you like?” I asked softly, sliding back into bed.


She nodded and kissed me again.


“Sleep now, sex later,” she promised and rolled over, so she could spoon with me, her back pressed against my chest.


I was starting to settle down when she wriggled and reached down to take my cock and reposition it, so it was between her legs, trapped against her pussy by her thighs. I made a soft sound that wasn’t quite a purr, but conveyed my approval, just the same before I drifted off to sleep again. I woke to the sound of the phone ringing. I reached over to grab the bedside phone and answered it.


“Hello?” I said thickly.


“Hello, Mr. Dunn?” said the party planner’s voice. “I hope I’m not catching you at a bad time. I was hoping that I could stop by your suite before you check out.”


I looked at the clock and saw that it was almost 9:30.


“No, we were just waking up,” I lied. “If you’ll give us about a half-hour to shower and dress, you can stop by around 10, if that’s okay.”


“Certainly,” he said and promised to see us in a half-hour.


When I hung up, Mel was stretching and looking delicious, but I’d already promised, so I sighed and went to start the shower. She joined me a moment later and we rushed through our shower together. She had fresh clothes, but I was left to struggle back into my suit and try to look respectable. I chose not to wear the tie and leave the collar open since it was Saturday and I’d had enough of formal-wear for one day. I was just about to put the jacket on when there was a knock at the suite door.


When I answered the door, he was standing there with someone from room service. He led the man in with a cart and explained.


“I thought I’d take the liberty of bringing a light breakfast as a peace offering,” he said apologetically.


I chuckled and nodded to the dining table where he set service for three and then retreated, leaving coffee, tea, two carafes of juices and an array of pastries for us to serve ourselves. I poured coffee for myself and a second for him. Melody appeared from the bedroom, looking delicious in her own right. She was dressed casually in jeans and a UCLA sweat-shirt. She kissed me and stole my coffee, mixing it to her taste. I poured myself a fresh cup and added sugar.


“Still like it black and sweet?” she smirked. “Are you sure I don’t have to have a talk with Theresa?” she asked playfully, taking a couple of turnovers for her breakfast.


I gave her a dirty look but spoiled it with a smirk of my own. Instead of rising to the bait, I turned to talk to our guest.


“So, I got most of the explanation for yesterday when I got up here last night,” I assured him. “You did an excellent job of keeping me busy.”


“Me? You kept me running all night!” he groaned. “As a party planner, I know all the spots where a party can go from perfect to disaster. I figured I’d throw you a couple of curves early and it’d keep you reeling until the party started. Have you ever planned a large event like this?”


I shook my head and returned to the table with a cup and a plate to join them.


“No,” I admitted. “I’m an engineer, though, so there’s a lot of problem solving in my job.”


“Well, you were good enough to keep me scrambling to stay ahead of you,” he complimented me. “I do feel like I owe you an apology though. You looked like you were pretty fed up by the time I took you aside to look at the gift-bags. You actually looked like you were going to ‘Hulk-out’ right there in the ballroom if you didn’t get a few minutes of peace. I figured that a chat about the gifts would get you away from the crowds for a bit.”


I chuckled in spite of myself.


“I was getting a lot of questions that I didn’t want to answer,” I admitted. “I was trying to get to the bar when you caught me.”


“You nearly gave poor Larry a stroke when you called for your limo. He’s the front desk clerk you spoke to last night. He wasn’t in on the whole thing, so he raised hell when you told him about the party. I had to talk my boss down off the ledge when he heard.”


“Sorry about that,” I said sheepishly. “I didn’t intend to get you into any trouble.”


“It’s totally understandable and, was settled as soon as I explained the details,” he assured us both. “Larry had himself a little fit when he heard the news though, so his concern wasn’t part of the plan.”


“He fit in perfectly then. He was ... eager for me to give him a chance to make it right. I was starting to wonder if he’d be fired if I left the hotel last night.”


“No, but our whole staff is committed to the comfort and satisfaction of our guests, so his distress was genuine,” he told us.


We kept up a pleasant chat about last night’s event with him supplying details that I hadn’t known and mostly informing Mel that it had gone off perfectly, despite his best efforts.


“I have to say, I’ve never purposely sabotaged a party, but it was certainly a learning experience. You made it much harder than I would have thought.”


I was in much better spirits this morning, so that made me laugh a little.


“I hope I wasn’t too hard on you last night,” I told him, meaning it.


He scoffed and shook his head.


“You’re a pussycat compared to a headstrong bride with her last-minute changes,” he said lightly. “I wanted to meet with you before you left though, so that I could assure you that’s not normally how a party planned by the Ritz-Carlton goes. We’re far more professional than you saw last night.”


With that, he left us with handshakes and hopes that we’d consider having our next party here. We finished our coffee and looked around the suite. I collected my phone, she finished packing and then we were ready to check out. Mel signed all the paperwork and they had a car brought around to take us back to my place. We decided that I needed to change and then we’d take my car over to her place to see Eliza and George. I hung up the suit and she asked if I was ready to see the bedroom.


I thought about it and now seemed like a perfect time. I dressed quickly and then let her lead me to the bedroom door. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but this wasn’t it. After five days of work, I thought they might have changed the room in some dramatic way, but they hadn’t added windows or put in a skylight or anything like that. The room was repainted in a very light silver-gray and was minimally furnished. Everything had just been shapes when I brought it upstairs that Saturday and now I understood why.


It had been wrapped with thin layers of foam to protect it. There was a large bundle of the stuff in the corner where the girls had left it piled neatly. The bed was an interesting piece. It was a four-poster but had a very modern look to it. In fact, the posts looked almost like a steel frame, more than a traditional bed. The rest of the bedroom set had a similarly austere, modern look, but each piece looked elegant in its own way. Everything matched that silver hue of the walls, making that the theme of the room. Even the pillows and bedding were gray and silver.


“It’s perfect!” I told her, squeezing her hand.


“Really? You like it? You’re not just saying that?” She gushed, bouncing on her toes.


I nodded. “You set out to re-imagine this room in a way to banish Beth’s presence from here. She’d hate this room,” I grinned and started to laugh.


She joined me and threw her arms around me.


“I’m so glad you love it!” she enthused. “We’re not done yet though. You haven’t seen the bathroom.”


She dragged me to the bathroom door and turned on the light. If the bedroom was different, the bath was unrecognizable. The tub had been replaced with a very roomy shower stall, walled in with glass and a shower-head at each end of the stall. All the fixtures had been replaced and even the walls had been done over with a new tile. Where the bedroom’s palette was silver, everything here was golden.


The room was tiled in a color that looked very close to a yellow sandstone, the fixtures were all golden, including the brand-new toilet. Even the lights had a more yellow tone than the rest of the house. There were separate lights around the mirror that I suspect were closer to a pure white light, so she could apply make-up without the normal lighting biasing the look. If there was ever a bathroom that belonged in a luxury hotel, we were standing in it.


“Wow!” was the best my vocabulary could supply. “You got this all done in a week? This looks amazing!”


She grinned, basking in the thrill of having gotten it right. She showed me around the room, pointing out a switch for the infra-red heat lamp in the ceiling and the separate light switch for the mirror lights, which she confirmed were there so that her make-up would look correct.


“I love it!” I told her honestly, looking around.


It was amazing. The room had radiated warmth from the moment she’d turned on the light. I noticed that the door was painted to match the room on either side and the knob had matched, golden on this side and silver on the other. I had no illusion that there was a fleck of real gold in the room ... At least I hoped she hadn’t gone to that much expense. She caught me looking more closely at the shower and grinned at me.


“Yeah, I had them build it for two. I’m sure there’s room for three in there if you really do like it black and sweet,” she teased.


I gave her a speculative smile and chuckled. “Are you trying to tell me that you want Terri or are you worried that I’ve been closer to her than just friends?”


“Terri’s beautiful,” she said lightly as she shrugged. “She’s single, you’re single, I didn’t exactly leave under the best of circumstances, and I did put her in the perfect position to pick up the pieces and help you put them back together,” she admitted.


“That’s all true,” I told her, wrapping my arms around her. “None of it led to her and me being more than friends though. If I’d taken her to bed, it would have been after I’d seen this room on my own. There was just no room in my heart for anyone else while I was certain you were coming back.”


She nodded. “That’s been kind of worrying me a lot,” she confessed. “I did sort of set it up for her to run the table.”


I shrugged. “I don’t know that Terri even thinks of me that way,” I said, kissing her forehead. “I certainly wasn’t in the mindset to notice anyone but you.”


“So, you didn’t end up seducing Mary while I was away?” she asked, reminding me of that practical joke.


“No, I had her and Bella help out with the bedroom. At that point, it was pretty obvious that I was love-sick. Now then, I should probably call Sergio’s though, if we want to be sure to get the banquet room.”


I kissed her again and then took one last look at the bathroom, stunned at how good it looked. We went downstairs, and I made the reservations. We’d have the room from 6 until 9. After that, they needed to get the room ready for a post-game party for the local high school basketball crowd.


Then I made the calls to the rest of the group. I asked Belinda to bring Mary since she’d been around for a lot of the fallout after Mel had disappeared. I asked Jason if he was bringing a date, teasing him a little. He got flustered. He’d eventually admit it, but when he was ready. The rest of the calls were routine, and I texted the reservation time to Theresa, so she’d be there on time.


Melody brought her suitcase upstairs while I was talking to Claire and started unpacking some of it, clearly intending to mark her territory right away. She grinned at me when I got off the phone as she took her makeup into the bathroom to claim her portion of the sink. I suspected that it would be much larger and more prominent than the corner I would be relegated to, but that was okay. I was used to sharing a bathroom with a woman. I was looking forward to it again, truthfully.


I leaned against the door frame and watched her claim parts of the closet and bureau for herself, humming softly in between chatting with me.


“So, we need to go see Eliza and George, huh?” she said awkwardly. “They’re gonna kill me.”


“Well, we could put it off and invite them to Sergio’s,” I offered. “They might turn on each other over who has the right to get to you first. The bad news is that they might decide that taking turns sounds like a good idea.”


“Thanks! A lot of help you are!” she said, exasperated. “Seriously! Eliza’s gonna skin me alive.”


“Let’s go talk to them, then,” I suggested. “I’m with you, so it’s not like you have to face them alone. I think seeing the two of us together will cool whatever anger she might have developed this past month.”


She nodded and looked at the suitcase as if wondering if she could use it as an excuse to put it off, but then sighed.


“Alright. Let’s do this.”


“Remember, I love you, no matter what,” I reminded her.


She immediately dug in her suitcase again, digging out a small picture frame and showed it to me. It was the note I’d written her before we’d gone into the room to talk to Stan. She’d kept it and had it framed. She set it on one of the nightstands, claiming her side of the bed just that easily.


“Alright,” she said, taking a deep breath. “Let’s go before I lose my nerve,” she urged me.


She fidgeted on the drive over, her anxiety showing through.


“It’s okay. Eliza’s going to be glad you’re back and safe. She might be unhappy about the details, but she’ll listen.”


She nodded but didn’t look particularly convinced. I pulled up to the gate and punched in the code Eliza had given me for the system.


“You have a code for the gate, now?” she gaped at me.


“Yeah,” I told her with a rueful shrug. “I sort of sat out here for an hour one night because Eliza had to step out for something unexpectedly and George was out in the back corner of the lot. After that, she set up a code for me. She figured I was here often enough that it made sense. I hope you don’t mind.”


“Rand, Stan left everything to us jointly. The house is half yours. You have the right to sell your place and move in here.”


“I wouldn’t do that unless we talked about it first. Since we didn’t, I wouldn’t,” I said lightly and pulled up to the garage.


I drove into the upper garage and parked in the center row between the parked cars.


“I wouldn’t have minded,” she said as we got out. “I kind of figured that you’d be using the gym, either way.”


I shrugged. “I probably will, now that you’re back,” I admitted. “Until you were back, and we talked about what happened, I wasn’t going to intrude here.”


“God! I really am a fuck-up!” she sighed. “I didn’t want you to stay away, Rand. I should have been clearer on what I intended when I left. I’m sorry. This is your place now. Live in the house, swim in the pool, play the games, drive the cars, drink the booze. It’s all yours as much as mine.”


We crossed to the elevator and took it to the third floor. There were two apartments up here. The garage was massive. One apartment stood unused and the other one was Eliza and George’s. I knocked on their door and heard Eliza call out that she was coming.


“I saw you pull in,” she said as she opened the door. “Funny for you to stop by on a ... Saturday,” she said faintly, seeing Melody with me.


She looked at us both, settling her eyes on me.


“You found her!”


She swept Mel up in a hug, tearing up a little.


“Oh! Thank God you found her!”


She turned her attention to Mel and if we hadn’t been so frantic this past month, it would have been funny.


“Are you okay?” she started off and before Mel had time to answer, she took off on a run of questions.


“Where did you go? What have you been doing? Why didn’t you call me? Do you know how much we worried about you? Why would you do that?! Don’t you ever worry me like that again! I should paddle your backside from now ‘til Christmas! Oh! I’m just glad you’re safe, girl!”


She pulled us into the apartment and George looked up from his comfortable chair, turning off the game when he saw Mel. He came to hug her too, showing how deeply he’d worried about her. George wasn’t a very demonstrative guy most of the time. Then Mel was parked onto the couch and we spent the next hour explaining to them what had happened and how she’d found me and not the other way around. When it was over, Eliza wasn’t particularly thrilled that she’d run, but she was more understanding. I knew I needed to try to soften her displeasure.


“Eliza,” I said, drawing her attention. “Mel feels pretty awful about how things played out. She got advice from a friend who meant well, but ultimately has a different outlook on life than Melody does now, so she couldn’t have known how many loose ends she was leaving behind. Hell, she probably didn’t think to point out to Mel that she should have taken a little time to figure out how to tell everyone she needed some time to process everything. But it happened, and it sucked for a while, but we have her back and that’s what matters. I don’t want her to feel worse than she does already. I think we both understand that you’re upset with her and I think we can both appreciate why you’re upset but give her time to explain, and allow her the chance to talk it out. We have to see some of our friends for dinner to try to explain it to them. It’ll take some time, but she had good reasons to be upset that week. Let’s give her a break, huh?”


Eliza nodded and hugged Mel again, telling her how glad she was that she was safe. After that, things were pleasant, if a little awkward. Hopefully, they’d reconnect over time. For now, they were okay though. We left there in plenty of time to get to the restaurant to meet the rest of the group for our reservation. We were the first to arrive and I ordered two of their pizza-cakes, figuring that food and plenty of it would blunt the worst of the bloodlust when they laid eyes on Mel. Well, most of them would be okay, but Bella was sometimes ... a little enthusiastic about protecting people she was close to. I’d become one of those people over the past couple of months. That made me smile. I hoped Mary would help me keep her in check.


Mel was a nervous wreck, leading up to dinner. I held her hand and was grateful when Theresa was the first to arrive. She noticed our hands and smiled, coming to hug Mel and then me before taking a seat on Mel’s other side. The others arrived shortly after that and their reactions were everything we’d come to expect. Claire looked thoughtful, Stephanie was surprised and concerned, Jason looked surprised, but accepted that she was back without question and Belinda. Bella handled it in her typical style.


“Where the fuck have you been?!!?” Bella demanded to know loudly.


To her credit, she didn’t lunge over the table. Mel was shrinking in on herself when I stepped in.


“Melody has a lot of explaining to do,” I admitted calmly. “That’s why I arranged for dinner tonight. I ordered the cakes for us so they would be ready a little quicker. Please, let’s all just sit and talk it out.”


I greeted Mary warmly, like she was one of us. She’d been around a lot more this past month, so she knew all of us. Everyone took their seats and a waitress came around for our drink orders. She came back with a tray of drinks a few minutes later and promised she’d check for refills often. That left us alone for a while, so we got into it.


“Why don’t I start?” I suggested, and everyone nodded in agreement.


“About a week ago, I was contacted by Mr. Lawton, Melody’s lawyer. He informed me that she wanted me to host the staff Christmas party for the savings and loan, since she was still out of town.” They knew all that, but it set the background. “I’d made it clear that I wasn’t going, but he pushed, and I finally gave in and said I’d do it. There was an appointment with a tailor for a fitting and I was outfitted with a new wardrobe. Last night was the event. It was...” I paused to take a breath and shake my head, “the most horrible day of my life, I think. Besides the party falling apart every fifteen minutes, the guests took the opportunity to demand answers about Mel, Beth and Stan, since they all knew that I had history with that whole debacle.”


I paused and took a drink before I continued.


“In any case, I’d played host, gave out checks, passed out gifts, greeted everyone personally, mingled with the guests, talked to the spouses and resolved any problems that arose. I was an emotional wreck, I’d skipped dinner to keep the party running, was up well past the point I normally go to bed and I had a pounding headache. When the party was done, I just wanted to go home and get drunk enough to black the worst of the night out of my head. The hotel informed me though, that the car service was only supposed to deliver me to the hotel. Since I had a suite reserved, there wasn’t a car waiting for me. The hotel staff talked me into using the suite instead of taking a cab at that point, so I went upstairs and promptly broke down. After 10 hours of handling the party and listening to people ask grating questions about Beth and Mel and Stan, I ... I was burned out. I couldn’t handle it anymore and went to pieces. That was the moment she said my name and touched my head. She’d been hoping that our reunion would be filled with laughter and joy. She never dreamed that she’d come into the room and find me sobbing.”


Melody was staring at her lap, her head hung in shame at what I’d been through yesterday. I reached out and took her hand, holding it in both of mind and kissing her fingers.


“I’m telling you all what happened last night because it’s relevant to the reason Mel left in the first place and because there was only one thing that would have saved me from the bad thoughts that were going through my head. I’m very grateful she was on hand to rescue me.”


Claire took over when I fell silent.


“So, what was the reason you left, dear?” she asked.


Mel’s fingers clenched on mine for support and I squeezed back.


“I ... I’m a fuck-up,” she said. “Every decision I’ve ever made has been terrible. Rand’s bad day yesterday could have been avoided if I’d just brought him up to the suite right away and gone to the party with him instead of wanting to surprise him afterwards. But I made the worst decision possible, like always, and look how it ended up.


“When I left ... Rand was perfect. He’s got the body of a Greek God, he’s smart, funny, he’s got the most amazing eyes, he’s kind and romantic and gentle and understanding and considerate. He’s level-headed and responsible and dependable and ... He’s perfect! The more time I spent with him, the more I knew that I wasn’t good enough. I screw up all the time! My sister is with the first boyfriend I ever had, Stan cheated on me constantly and then I met Rand and I was scared. I was so fucking scared because he’s ... everything I’ve ever dreamed of. I was afraid that he was another bad decision or that if he wasn’t, I’d screw it all up and he’d hate me. So, I panicked and called my best friend from high school. She told me that it was a case of us getting too close, too fast and that we needed to cool off. She invited me out there to visit and get my head on straight.”


She took a moment to gather herself and went on from there, her voice thick with emotion. I knew she was upset, so I held onto her hand tightly, ready to hold on tight if she looked like she was going to bolt.


“So, cue Melody doing something stupid ... AGAIN!” she spat, angry at herself. “I do a shitty job of explaining things to Theresa, I do a terrible job writing out to Rand what was going on, I fail at correcting the mistake when I called his voicemail that night and I missed every opportunity to make things right by refusing to take any personal messages from my lawyer. I came back with no idea that Rand had taken this so badly and no idea how badly I’d fucked-up this time.”


She finally wound down and I put my arm around her comfortingly and looked around. Claire was looking thoughtful at this explanation and I thought she might be wishing she had her laptop to take notes. Jason was sympathetic, but I don’t think he really had much hostility toward her, to begin with. She’d never been anything but nice to him, so he had no reason to rock the boat. Stephanie looked skeptical, but generally accepting of what she’d said. It was Belinda and Theresa who surprised me.


“Yeah,” Belinda said. “I get what you’re saying. When shit went down with Jimmie, there was part of me that believed it was true, that I wasn’t good enough.”


Theresa wasn’t buying it though.


“Seriously? That’s why you took off? You were young and stupid? Shit! Everyone here has been young and stupid. We all trusted someone that fucked us over. You’ll have to do better than that! I’ve been hanging out with Rand on Saturdays because it’s the only time of the week that he’s not at work, the gym, group or in bed. You know what those four places have in common? He spends the entire time thinking of you. If he could have put an end to this, he’d have done it in heartbeat. You and I are friends, Mel, but you fucked him up, big time, when you left. You need to do a hell of a lot better than ‘cold feet’.”


“Terri,” I said sharply to get her attention.


She was rapidly crossing over into ranting and that was going to spiral out of control in a hurry.


“I’ve talked to Mel a little about this. Let me try to explain.”


She fell silent, but she was obviously sullen about it, and indignant at the explanation. She nodded, and I took a deep breath.


“Mel’s experience with love and dating comes from four places,” I started. “The first boy she ever fell for was snatched away from her by her sister. You all know what that’s like. Then along comes Stan. He’s older, well-dressed, rich, charming and paying attention to her. Her sister starts making noises about taking him away from her too, so she rushes into bed with him. She gets pregnant, she gets married, loses the baby and is stuck with a philandering husband in another city, isolated, hundreds of miles from her friends.”


“Her best friend, in particular, is someone she always trusted and cared about. She told me that they fooled around a little, so that girl was the one person she trusted. Then she gets involved with me, and a week later, she’s prepared to throw caution to the wind. We’ve both said we loved each other by that point and she’s half out of her mind with lust, love and panic. The one person who she’s given herself to and not been hurt by, told her to get out of town and cool off to see if it’s real. Her husband is on his death-bed and she’s confused by his last gesture to both of us, angry for what he did and for him leaving her alone, grieving because he was still her husband, no matter what he did.”


“To top it off, she’s deeply in love with me and feeling guilty as sin for how she’d talked about wanting us to be together as soon as Stan breathed his last. She needed time, space and perspective. The only thing she did wrong was mishandle how she told us she was leaving. Now that I’ve talked to her, I understand a little better. She’s truly convinced herself that she’s stupid because of the decisions she’s made that have gone poorly for her.”


Terri looked a little chastised by that. She nodded.


“Okay. That’s a little better than just scared,” she admitted. “I’m sorry. It’s just been so frustrating this past month, not knowing where you were and seeing him get more depressed all the time. You know he goes to the gym when he’s hurting, right? So that Greek-God body? That’s pain and it’s not the kind that you can slap an ice-pack on. I’ll shut up about it now. I just wanted you to know that we all wanted to help. If you’d called any of us, we’d have done everything possible to make things right.”


Mel nodded, her head hung low, tears now flowing freely as she was getting a first-class lesson in facing angry friends.


“I’m sorry!” she whispered solemnly between sobs. “I know I fucked up. I don’t know why I keep fucking everything up! I swear, I’m not doing it on purpose.”


“Hey,” I said, giving her a squeeze. “No one here thinks you did this on purpose,” I assured her. “You’re among friends. Some of those friends are a little frustrated that you didn’t turn to them, but they still love you. Look around. No one has hate in their eyes.”


She didn’t want to, but she raised her head and looked to me first, her eyes pleading with me not to hate her. I smiled at her and leaned in to kiss her lightly. She slowly looked around the table and got smiles back from everyone, though Theresa was still pretty miffed with that explanation.


About that time, our waitress came back with two pitchers of soda for the table rather than bother us for individual refills. She told us that our order would be in shortly and came back with a stack of plates that she set out for each of us before going to bring dinner. This was sincerely my favorite item on their menu and everyone else seemed to agree. It was probably the restaurant’s best-seller. When she brought back the pair of cakes and set them out, we thanked her and dug in. I took a piece for myself and then got one for Mel, while everyone else served themselves.


Mel looked at me, anguished, with her eyes continuing to leak tears.


“I don’t think I can eat,” she whispered to me.


I put my lips to her ear.


“Still upset by everything?” I breathed for her alone.


When she nodded, I made a sympathetic sound.


“I have a cure for that,” I told her. “You might not like it though.”


“I’ll take it!” she whispered to me urgently.


I chuckled and reached up to cup the other side of her neck and started kissing and nibbling on her neck, making her squeak in surprise before she relaxed into it. Her squeak drew everyone’s attention though and they all watched with interest as I necked with her, making her slowly forget that they were there. She finally groaned and pushed me away, her cheeks flushed.


“You keep that up and we’re gonna get ourselves kicked out of here,” she warned breathlessly.


I smirked and turned toward my plate.


“Then we should probably enjoy our meal here, if it might be our last,” I told her.


She growled at me, but picked up her fork and started to eat, looking less stressed and more relaxed. That got us some smiles and a chuckle or two. Terri caught my eye before we started eating and I could tell she was still irritated by the entire situation, but she was starting to accept the explanation.


Conversation then turned to what Mel had done while she was away. She talked about seeing her friend and trying to sort out her feelings, about seeing some of the city and about Tanya’s attempts to get her to have fun. She didn’t shy away from her friend’s efforts to set her up on dates. She was in a room full of people who had been cheated on. If she’d glossed over some of it, they would have been all over it.


“Mel.”


Theresa said toward the end of the meal, speaking up for the first time since her earlier outburst. She sounded calmer, but like she still wasn’t pleased. She waited for Melody to turn toward her before continuing.


“I think you should call your friend, thank her for her help and then delete her number,” she said evenly. “That girl tried to get you to go out with other guys, took you out to parties and set you up on dates while you were trying to work through your feelings for Rand. She’s not your friend. A friend would have listened to you, acted as a sounding board, talked to you and tried to help you understand your situation, without pressuring you to do what they wanted. Maybe she meant to help, but if so, she’s even more dangerous to you than if she was trying to wreck your life.”


Mel was shocked. “What? What do you mean?” she demanded, floored by the thought of leaving Tanya behind.


Terri took a deep breath and explained it to her with a thick note of stretched patience in her voice.


“Tanya told you to leave Rand and go out to LA, right? When you got there, did she spend days talking to you about you and Rand? Did the two of you sit down and dish over how powerful your feelings were?”


Mel thought about it and shrugged.


“I mean, not days, but we talked.”


“You got there on a Thursday,” Terri said. “What did you do Friday night?”


“She wanted to go to a party,” she said, not following what Terri meant.


“And did she introduce you to a lot of guys at that party?” she asked.


“I guess,” she shrugged. “I don’t really remember. I wasn’t interested in meeting people at that point.”


“Fair enough,” she said. “What did you guys do on Saturday?”


“We went out to dinner,” Mel answered.


“Just the two of you?”


“No, she invited a couple of friends to tag along,” Mel told her, confused.


“Guys or girls?” Terri pressed.


“Guys,” she said, clearly not seeing it.


“Where did you guys go for dinner? Somewhere casual or fancy?”


“It was a nice place, I guess.”


“And you picked up the tab?” Terri asked.


“Sure. Tanya’s a starving student. It’s not very often she gets to go nice places.”


“Okay, what did you guys do after dinner?”


“We went out to a club she knew,” Mel asked. “Why are you asking all these questions?”


“Please give me a moment and I promise that I’ll explain,” she said and took Mel’s hand. “What did you guys do Sunday?”


“She said she had to study Sunday, so I took a tour of some of the Hollywood landmarks,” she said.


“Okay. Did she leave with one of the guys on Saturday or did you two go home together and then separate?”


“Well, she invited us all back to her place for another drink, but I went back to the hotel instead,” she admitted.


“Okay, I think that’s enough details. The rest of your time in LA was like that though, right?”


“I guess. Why?” she wanted to know.


“You realize that you were on a date the weekend that you got to LA. She took you to a party to try to hook you up with another guy, then she took you out on a date the next night. You know what Muscles did on Friday and Saturday nights? He went to the gym. That’s all he does. He treats the weight like it’s his pain and he tries to push it away. The more pain he’s in, the more weight he pushes. That’s how much this hurt him. He drags his way through the rest of his day and then gets to the gym where he can feel like it hurts a little less.”


“Your, ahem, ‘friend’ was doing everything she could to break you and Rand apart. Maybe she wanted her lover back, maybe she just wanted you to pay for her partying, but she didn’t do shit to help you solve your problem, did she? She just kept setting you up on dates and introducing you to guys until she ran out of people that she could tempt you with. Was she also hitting on you when you were out there? Rand said you’d had a thing in high school.”


She bit her lip thinking about everything that had happened, her eyes flitting back and forth.


“I told her I didn’t want to,” she said. “I told her that I’d be cheating on Rand if I did. She said that I wasn’t even in a relationship, since I’d only known Rand for a week. We’d been apart for longer than we’d been together. I told her that ... I told her I loved him, and I couldn’t do that to him, so she shrugged and said she’d never seen me this serious about anyone before and told me to go home if I was that sure. She said to take him to bed and...” she trailed off and started trembling.


The pieces were falling into place in her head.


“Why would she do that?!!? She was my friend! I trusted her!”


Terri looked pained that she’d drawn that out and pushed her toward me gently. I gathered her into my arms and held her while she cried tears of hurt and rage. She’d been taken advantage of by the girl that was her best friend. It was the next in a long line of betrayals.


“I think this calls for a little more personal a touch than a call,” I said softly. “I think we should put our heads together and wreck this bitch.”


I wasn’t prone to acts of revenge, but she’d pried the two of us apart and tried to seduce Mel away to take advantage of her. Mel looked up at me.


“I’m sorry!” she blurted. “I would never do anything to hurt you! I thought she was helping me! I swear!”


“You remember what Stan asked me to do?” I asked her gently, kissing her tears away. “He asked me to take care of you. I think he knew that you were a little too trusting and naive. He left part of his estate to me in case someone found a way to take advantage of you. This way, I’ll always have control of some of the estate, so that I can protect you.”


She put her head down.


“Even he knew I needed a keeper,” she mumbled bitterly. “Why am I seriously so fucking stupid?!!? Everyone else can see trouble and I can’t! What’s wrong with me?!!?”


“There’s nothing wrong with you, Babe,” I told her, looking around the room for a little support. “You’ve just had the bad luck to meet people that are manipulative and cruel and selfish. Your real friends are in this room. We’ve all been hurt by people we thought we could trust. Not one of us would betray you like Tanya did. We’ll all look out for you, from now on. I promise.”


She nodded miserably.


“Thanks. I really appreciate it. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I ... obviously can’t make decisions without something going wrong.”


“You came back,” I said. “That’s turned out okay,” I reminded her.


She laughed bitterly. “Everyone hates me for running away!” she shot back.


“No one hates you,” I told her. “They were hurt that you didn’t think you could turn to them, and upset that you disappeared without an explanation. They wouldn’t have been upset if they didn’t care. How did Tanya react when you told her you were leaving?”


“I didn’t talk to her about it. I just left her place and went back to the hotel to think. The next day I called Mr. Lawton to talk to you about the Christmas party. I haven’t spoken to Tanya since. I ... I wanted to call her, but the way we left things was too awkward, you know?”


I nodded. “Has she tried to call you?” I asked.


“No,” she admitted. “She texted me a couple of times, but I never texted back.”


I nodded.


“Maybe once we decide how to deal with her, we’ll have you message her back.” I suggested.


I then looked around the room. “I think I’d like some suggestions on how you think we should handle this? Tanya was Mel’s friend and she trusted her, but she seems to have abused that trust.”


“I think you should just call her, tell her that you’re done as friends and that you thought she was a better person than this,” Jason said lightly. “Don’t screw around with it. If you want to make her sorry, tell her that not only is she missing out on her friend, but also on your generosity. Tell her you hoped she enjoyed you picking up the tab for a couple of dinners, because that was the price to see her true colors.”


Mary nodded. “I know I’m not part of the group, but you should definitely cut her off. Take pictures of the nice things you guys have and the places you both go and tell her that she would have been part of that life, but she fucked it up.”


Belinda thought about it for a moment.


“If I were a mean bitch, I’d say you should feed her some GHB and make video of her getting fucked in the most humiliating ways possible and then use the video to blackmail her for years to come. Or just send a copy anonymously to everyone on campus at her college ... and her family.”


“That might be going a little too far,” I said judiciously. “Let’s put a pin in that for now and promise to stay on your good side from now on. And everyone, let’s try to keep the options legal.”


Stephanie smiled a little.


“I shot my husband,” she said lightly. “What I think might be going a little too far and what a judge might think ... there might be some difference. Hmm ... Seduce her, use her, throw her away?”


“What do you mean?” Mel asked, latching onto the idea.


“Well, you’re both attractive people. Like you, she appears to be bisexual, Rand ... Rand hasn’t shown any inclinations toward that, but I don’t judge. My point is that if the two of you wine and dine her, you could probably seduce her fairly easily, to the point where she might not even notice that she’s flunking out of school. She might not notice any of it slipping away if you keep the party going long enough. Her apartment, her career, her friends and family. Then you leave her. She could try to get back to school, but it gets harder after a while. I know.”


She’d gone back to college and was now an account manager for an advertising firm in town.


“That has possibilities, but I’m not sure either of us wants to invest a lot of time into this. It’s probably the most complete revenge we could think of without landing in prison for drugging her.”


Terri was thinking about it, so I moved on to Claire, who’d sat next to me. She smiled.


“I had similar thoughts to Belinda,” she confessed. “Although I kept going where she stopped. I know someone that runs a farm where the animals are trained to ... well, let’s just say there’s humiliation and then there’s dehumanizing. I think your best bet, really, is to live well and send her occasional updates on your happiness.”


I nodded. That seemed to be the general consensus of the group.


“Terri,” I prompted. “You’ve been awfully quiet. What do you think?”


“I think...” she sighed. “If I was honest about it, I think I’d want to know more about Claire’s friend with the farm. If I had a chance to get revenge on my sister for screwing my husband, I don’t think I’d want to stop with sending her postcards from exotic places. I think I’d want her to feel it deep in the pit of her stomach.


“I’d also want someone to talk me out of it. Revenge isn’t one of those things that you can do without it changing you. I’d feel awesome for a while, but then that feeling would fade to wondering if they’d suffered enough.”


“My advice is to call her up and tell her that you know what she tried to do and that she’s out. Tell her you might have invited her along on the vacations or even back to your bed if you want her to know that she fucked up. Show her the pictures of the house and garage, if you want her to swallow her tongue. I almost did when I saw the Lamborghini in the garage. Make sure she knows that if she’d been a good and loyal friend, you would have included her in your life and all that could have been hers to share. If she was interested in the money, that’ll get under her skin. If she was interested in seducing Mel, telling her she could have had you, will do the job. Then walk away and let her take that on the chin.”


“I think I like that,” Mel nodded in agreement. “I want to do it face to face though, and I want you with me.” She looked deep into my eyes, searching my soul. “You know how easy it is to confuse me and how gullible I am. We should do that together.”


I nodded. I was personally with Claire on how far to go, but then, if I’d had the details when things erupted with Beth, I might have sent her for a weekend of adventure. But with my luck, Beth would have liked it.


“Okay,” I said. “I guess we’re decided. We confront her and tell her we would have made her welcome in our home and our bed and we leave her to stew about it. When do you want to do it?”


“When we go to DC for New Years. We can drop that on her and deal with my sister at the same time,” she added. “Just promise me you won’t leave me for her?” she asked in a small, timid voice.


“You don’t even need to worry,” I told her. “Our package arrived a few days after Thanksgiving.”


“Package?” Terri asked curiously.


“Mel was afraid that her sister would seduce me while we were visiting, so I offered to wear a chastity device while we’re in Washington.”


That got some interest and they all wanted to know what it looked like, what it did, how it felt to wear it and a dozen other questions.


“I haven’t even taken it out of the shipping box,” I told them. “I don’t imagine it’s comfortable to wear, but Mel was terrified that Allison was going to lure me away with promises of endless sex.”


“Then why go at all?” Claire asked pointedly.


“Mom asked me to,” Mel said in a small voice. “I know that Allison won’t care, and Dad’s not exactly shy about telling me that I’ve screwed up my life, but Mom still wants me to come.”


“You know, your relationship with your family is nearly identical to my relationship with Beth’s family,” I pointed out to her, making her laugh in surprise.


“I guess,” she allowed. “That would make Beth your sister though.”


I shrugged. “She’s more like a sister that doesn’t particularly like me than anything else.”


“True. Does ... Does May hate me?” she asked, cringing in anticipation.


“I didn’t tell her anything except that you had to be out of town for a bit,” I said. “I didn’t see the point in worrying her until it was time for me to head down there.”


She nodded, relieved. “Thanks for that,” she said. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting her.”


“She’ll be thrilled to meet you,” I assured her.


We all ordered dessert when the waitress returned at the end of dinner and settled down to talk about holiday plans. Claire was visiting her nephew in Vermont, Terri was going to her Aunt’s for dinner, Mary and Bella were going away again to Augusta. Bella’s parents didn’t approve of Mary, so they chose to spend more time with Mary’s parents, who were supportive. We were going to Atlanta and then off to Washington from there. That left only two people.


“What are you doing, Jason?” I asked lightly.


“Same thing I did for Thanksgiving,” he said with a smile.


“What was that?” I asked. “You said you were going away, but I never heard the details.”


He gave me a dirty look that I pretended not to see. “Well, there’s, um...”


“Oh, for God’s sake, Jason!” Stephanie said giving him a rueful shake of her head. “They know already. Jason’s coming home with me to meet my parents. I met his at Thanksgiving. We’ve been dancing around how we feel about each other because the group has a rule about members dating. It’s clear from the smug smirks on everyone’s faces, though that one of us,” she shot a look at Jason, “isn’t quite so good at covering his tracks.”


Bella took the news rather well. She shrugged. “I don’t think we’re going to need to meet much longer anyway,” she said lightly. “With Mel back and wrapped around Rand, I think our last major crisis is behind us,” she said comfortingly.


“Who said we have to be in crisis to meet?” I asked before anyone else could say a word. “Honestly, seeing Stan at the hospice and forgiving him for his part in everything washed away the last of my bitterness. Mel and I will go down to Atlanta for Christmas and tease Beth a little, but that’s Mel’s chance to have the same kind of closure with her, more than anything for me. I do want to see the look on her face when she sees the new me, and I want to see her lock eyes on Mel, but that’s more for the laugh factor and not to punish her. The point is that I don’t want to drop out of the group.”


“You’re my friends, my best friends. Mary and Bella, you guys are always there to help me start my day. Jason, you’re the one I go out for beers with when there’s a night we want to just do guy things. Steph, I never had a sister, but if I did, I’d like to think she’d be a lot like you. Claire, your questions have given me a clarity about myself that I might never have had otherwise. When I’m really being honest with myself and asking hard questions, it’s your voice that I hear in my head. Theresa ... Terri, I don’t know how to even describe how much you mean to me. You got me through this past month. I don’t know what I would have done without you. You’ve been my cheerleader, my protector, my biggest supporter and a shoulder when I needed it. I don’t wanna lose any of you. Maybe we don’t need to meet as a group, but we shouldn’t drift apart. You guys ... You guys are my family. I love you all.”


Yeah, we got a little misty-eyed over that, and there were a lot of mutual declarations of love and support and hugs and a few chaste kisses. Jason and Stephanie shared a very loving kiss in front of us for the first time. We returned to our seats just as dessert arrived and returned to the conversation over cake or pie.


“So that’s everyone on the holidays, huh? We’ll be back on January 3rd and then it’s back to work for me on the 5th,” I told them.


“When does work finish up for you?” Mel asked interested.


“Probably around the end of January, unless something else comes up. Did you have something in mind?” I asked.


She shrugged. “I was thinking that it would be nice for us to take a cruise or something once you were done.”


I nodded. “I think that sounds amazing,” I enthused. “I’m told I need to really work on my tan.”


“Says who?” she asked curiously.


“Here we go!” Belinda groaned. “Bromance off the port bow.”


I gave her a smirk. She teased me about Craig a lot.


“One of the guys at the gym has been suggesting I go out for some of the body-building competitions. Bella likes to tease me that he has a crush on me.”


“He does! You watch yourself in the showers. He’s always got a little more bounce in his shorts after he watches you pose. One of these days he’ll give you the pointer he really wants you to have,” she snorted.


That got a round of laughter from everyone, including me. I didn’t tell her that Craig had already hit on me, but when I told him that I was completely straight, he immediately backed off. He even offered to have one of the other guys take over coaching me if it made me uncomfortable to work with him. I’d told him that he was the guy that Belinda had recommended when I started out, so if it wasn’t a problem for him, I wasn’t going to get weird.


When the laughter died down, I shrugged.


“Even if he was carrying a torch, Craig’s the guy that Belinda recommended if I wanted to get serious,” I told Mel. “She promised that he wasn’t into drugs and knew his stuff. If I can stand the attention from the women at the gym, I can put up with him looking.”


“Yeah, but that’s different,” Mary said. “If you weren’t attached, you’d be willing to return their attention.”


“Not Margot!” I countered. “If I can put up with her looking like she wants to find me under her tree on Christmas morning, then I can put up with Craig taking long looks.”


That made Bella and Mary laugh, but no one else understood.


“Margot is a widow in her mid-60’s and has skin like leather and not the soft leather they use for gloves, more like the texture of a worn-out catcher’s mitt that’s been left out in the rain. I know this because she shows off that skin and tries to rub herself on every surface she can. She lopes around the gym pretending to work out while hoping to find a boy-toy to spend her twilight years with.”


“She likes you,” Mary teased. “I bet she gives great blowjobs once she takes her teeth out.”


That got more laughter at my expense and absolutely no sympathy for my plight.


“Are those the only people that hit on you at the gym?” Mel wanted to know, “Gay guys and retired women?”


“God no!” I laughed. “They’re just the embarrassing ones. Belinda had to ask me to move back to the back of class. Nothing was getting done while I was up front, and we had to call off the prank we were playing on Mary. She was getting twitchy from all the teasing when I was around. Another week of it and I’d have found her meowing and curled around my ankles.”


Even Mary laughed at that, but claimed she wasn’t that bad. I got teased a little more and then we decided to break up the party. Mel received a lot of hugs and so did I before we were left alone. I settled up the bill and then we were standing in the parking lot, trying to decide what to do.


“Let’s go back to your place and talk to May,” she suggested. “It’s Sunday night, so she’ll definitely be home.”


I nodded and smiled at that suggestion.


“That sounds good.”


The drive to the house was uneventful except for each of us being very playful about touching. When we got to the house, we went to the study and she perched on my lap, curling up there comfortably, gently touching my neck and running her fingers through my hair.


Chapter 16


“Hello?” May said when we called.


“Hi, May,” I said, feeling relaxed with a full stomach and Mel playing with my hair and looking at me the way she was. “How are we doing for Christmas?”


“Hi, Rand!” she said, sounding pleased. “Everything’s good here. I told Glen you were coming. He didn’t put up quite the fight that I expected. Beth said she’d invited you some time back but hadn’t been sure you were interested in coming. She seemed surprised when I told her I’d talked you into coming.”


“She gone out for the night?” I asked lightly.


“Not yet, but soon. She’s getting ready now. So, when will you be getting in?”


“We’re going to rent a car and drive down on the 22nd, so we’ve got a day to look around and check for any last-minute gifts,” I told her.


“Why are you renting a car?” she asked, confused.


“We’re going to fly out from Atlanta to meet her parents in DC,” I said. “Our flight is booked for the 27th in the afternoon. Then we’re going to fly back to Charlotte on the 3rd and relax for a day before I have to go back to work.”


“That’s a lot of travel in a short time,” she sympathized. “So, you decided not to take the transfer for sure?”


“Yeah. I think you and I both know that my life is here,” I told her.


“I take it that she’s back in town since you’re in such a good mood?” she asked quietly.


“I got back yesterday,” Mel said sweetly, adding to the conversation for the first time. “I would have spoken up sooner, but I wasn’t sure if the coast was clear or not.”


“Beth’s getting dressed and Glen’s watching some war movie in the den,” she told us, delighting in the surprise.


“I had a thought for something for Glen this Christmas that I think he’d like,” I said carefully. “Is the basement still unfinished?”


“Yes,” she said carefully. “What did you have in mind?”


“We’ll pick him up a sand table. One of the guys I work with uses one. War guys build dioramas of famous battles on them. He can build the geography of the battle and then set the troop placements.”


“You think he’d like that?” she asked, skeptically. “You know how he feels about you.”


“Well, you and Beth have both said that he’s softened since our talk. It’s a gift that appeals to war buffs and it’s a chance for us to bury the hatchet,” I said. “If he uses it, it also gets him out of the den long enough for you to watch something you’ll like, instead of sitting through a marathon of the best of John Wayne Goes to War.”


“That’s very thoughtful,” she agreed. “Are you shopping for Beth too?” she asked gently.


“Probably, but I’m at a loss as to what to buy her. She and I haven’t really talked about her interests since she got home, other than a word or two about Roger.”


“I think she may be moving out sometime soon,” she confided. “Her dates sometimes run over into the next day on the weekends, but you didn’t hear that from me.”


“My lips are sealed. You have any suggestions about gifts?” I asked.


I really didn’t know Beth anymore. I was okay with that. I really wanted to get on with my life and wanted her to get on with hers.


“I’ve got Beth handled,” Mel said smugly.


That worried me. When your girlfriend says that she has your ex-wife handled, that can’t be a good thing. It usually involves a shovel, a lot of bleach and a solid alibi. She saw the look on my face and laughed.


“You worry too much. When we get off the phone, I’ll tell you what we’re getting for Beth and for May. You’ll approve.”


I nodded, trusting her. We talked for a little while and then Mel fell silent when Beth came to the phone, choosing instead to busy herself with small kisses around my throat and down my neck to distract me. She delighted in making it hard for me to keep up the conversation, but I managed to say hi to Beth and told her I was looking forward to Christmas.


“You sound stressed, Rand,” she commented. “If this is too much, just say so. I’ll make sure Mom understands and you know how the Colonel will react. It’s okay if you’re not up to it,” she told me supportively. “This year is going to be a little awkward. If you’re not ready to meet Roger, I understand.”


“It’s not that, Beth,” I told her quickly as Mel’s fingers started fiddling with my belt. “I’m just ... I’m making some adjustments in my study and I’m trying not to topple anything over.”


I gave Mel a look that told her to behave herself and she just smirked and unbuckled my belt slowly. It was like she wanted Beth to catch on.


“Okay,” Beth said finally. “So long as you’re sure that it’s not going to be too hard on you.”


“Oh, trust me, if it gets too hard, I’m learning how to return things to normal,” I assured her.


At the same time, I had a hand sliding up Mel’s back and I unhooked her bra. Her breasts weren’t huge, so the clasp wasn’t the god-awful security vault that had kept Beth’s D-Cups in place. She had my zipper down, by that point and was starting to run her hand over my length, separated by nothing more than my underwear. I moved my other hand to her breast, pushing her shirt and bra up to give me access to palm it pleasantly. Her nipple was hard as a rock, different from the rubbery texture I was used to with Beth.


“Good,” Beth said at the same time Mel gave a breathless gasp at my attentions.


She straightened up and whipped her shirt and bra off, dropping them to the floor before she started tugging my shirt up, obviously wanting me as topless as she was. I lifted my hands and let her strip me as Beth kept talking.


“Look, I know this could be awkward and I really appreciate you making an effort. Mom’s got a real soft spot for you. It means a lot to her that you’re coming.”


“It’s been too long since I’ve cum,” I said, giving Mel a smirk that set her off into silent laughter.


She buried her face in my neck, shaking with silent mirth at the double meaning. I glanced at the phone again where Beth was listening and changed the subject.


“So, May says you’re on your way out. Things with Roger starting to get serious?” I asked, hoping that talking about herself would distract her for a minute.


“I think so,” she admitted. “That doesn’t bother you, does it?” she asked gently.


“Not at all,” I told her. “You and I are long gone, Beth. I can’t begrudge you looking to the future. You’ve had a lot more time to get used to the end of our marriage than I have. For you, it was a lingering illness that became worse over a couple of years. For me, it was a bullet to the temple. Once I got over the shock, I started moving towards the same place you were. You were right. There was no real passion between us. We were comfortable together, and the best that could be said was that we really didn’t have a reason not to stay together until Stan came along. In his own way, he did us a favor. We were just going through the motions and the affair was the shock that made us realize we were hurting ourselves by staying comfortable and not looking for what makes us happy. If Roger thrills you to your toes, then he’s who you should be with.”


“Thanks,” she said, sounding like she was grateful for the support. “You ... you know that I’m sorry things didn’t work out, right?” she said quietly.


“Yeah, I know,” I said. “You probably could have gotten a little better in the divorce if you’d fought, but you decided that I needed the money to rebuild more than you did.”


“I have Mom and Dad,” she pointed out. “You really didn’t have anyone to fall back on. I figured ... Oh, Hell. I didn’t deserve to walk away with half of everything. You did more than half the work in the marriage and you did all of it, that past year. I felt it was my chance to make things even with you.”


She was quiet for a moment.


“You know that when you find someone ... I’ll ... I’ll want to meet her. I’ll want to see you happy.”


“I’m counting on it,” I smiled.


“You should. I’ll give you my honest opinion,” she promised. “So ... did you hear any more about Stan?” she asked delicately.


“He died about a month ago,” I told her, “just before Thanksgiving.”


“What?!!?” she gasped. “You told me you’d call me!”


“There was no funeral,” I said simply. “I went to see him in the hospice. He ... sent word that he wanted to see me. He told me that he knew that any grave site would be used as a toilet by people with longer grudges than mine.”


“You went to see him?!!? Why?”


“I didn’t see the harm. I was complying with the last wish of a dying man. No matter what he’d done to me before, he asked me for the chance to repent in person. We talked for a while. He told me that he’d been compelled to seek out thrills for most of his life. He apologized and told me that he understood if I couldn’t forgive him, but that he wanted to say the words to me. Honestly, I haven’t talked about it except with the people in my group until now.”


“What did you tell him?” she asked in rapt attention, all thoughts of her date with Roger driven from her mind.


“On his death bed, seeing how much he was suffering, I didn’t feel like holding onto that hate anymore. He wasn’t in good shape. He passed away a few days after we met. He said he was donating his body to a teaching hospital. That way, there’s nowhere for the villagers to congregate with pitchforks and torches.”


“So, you ... forgave him? After everything he did?” she was shocked.


“Hell, Beth, it was you that pointed out that our marriage was dead before he came along. He just filled in the grave. Other people have much better reasons to hate him. If they can let go of that, then I can too. Besides, the guy was ... genuine. He knew he was dying. He didn’t ask for forgiveness as much as understanding. He regretted how much pain he’d spread all our lives.”


“Fair enough,” she sighed. “You were never mean to me over the whole thing, so I guess I can understand your being able to let it go.”


Mel had calmed down from her laughter as soon as Stan’s death had come up, clinging to me tightly. I held her just as closely. We both heard the doorbell on the other end of the phone and Beth swore softly.


“That’s Roger,” she said. “Look, I’ve gotta go. I’ll see you next week and we’ll talk about it more, okay?”


“Sounds good,” I told her lightly. “There’s more to tell, but I think we should do that in person.”


“I’ll pass you back to Mom to say goodbye. See you soon, Rand.”


Then she was gone on her date. We heard the door slam.


“You certainly brought her mood down,” May commented. “I take it you told her about her former boss from her end of the conversation. Did she figure out you were bringing Melody to Christmas?”


“Rand managed to avoid telling her that I’d be there,” Mel confirmed. “He did give her a couple of innuendos that I found funny, but she might not.”


She was a little more subdued, but not melancholy. I was glad of that. She ran her fingers over my chest affectionately and I kissed her neck lightly, just reminding her that I was here and loved her, more than trying to start something.


“Well, she’ll figure it out sooner or later,” May said. “Christmas morning, when she lays eyes on the two of you together, that might clue her in.”


We made plans for spending Christmas Eve baking with her and letting Glen meet Melody. She promised that she’d call as soon as the coast was clear. We were going to take a couple of days to look around the city and do some shopping.


When we hung up, I wrapped my arms around Mel.


“You were certainly eager to have Beth figure out you were here,” I commented with a smile.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she declared, hiding her face in my neck so I wouldn’t see her smile.


“No?”


I asked and then started to tickle her, making her shriek in surprise and jump out of my lap. I grabbed her and pulled her back down into my lap and tickled her mercilessly.


“NO!” she squealed. “NONONO! Don’t tickle me! I’ll pee! Seriously, if you make me laugh too hard, I’ll pee myself,” she begged.


“Kinky,” I laughed and tickled her a little more, making her scream in protest, writhing and trying to get away from my fingers.


“RAAANNND!” she whined loudly until I stopped and just held her, while she calmed down.


I kissed her neck and whispered that I loved her, and she purred contentedly. I stroked her back fully, luxuriating in the feel of her skin under my fingers.


“You’re so beautiful,” I told her. “Sometimes I look at you. and I wonder how I got so lucky.”


She wrapped her arms around my neck and started nibbling on my ear.


“You say the sweetest things to me,” she breathed between kisses as she explored my ear and neck with her lips.


She licked the curve of my ear and ran her hands through my hair lovingly.


“It’s starting to get late,” she observed. “Do we get dressed and go to the big house or stay here?” she asked.


“I think it’s too much effort to get dressed. We’re already halfway to naked and we still have to christen our new bed.”


She purred at that.


“Yesss!” she hissed happily.


I idly pulled her belt open and started toying with the button on her jeans. She quickly shifted so I could reach it more easily. A second later, I had her zipper open and was touching the soft skin of her stomach, teasing her as we necked like teenagers. She moaned against my neck as I moaned against hers, amazed at how turned on I was. I’d only been this crazed in my earliest days of puberty. I was on fire. and I could feel her moving against me with the same urgency.


She shifted and suddenly she was straddling my lap, facing me. The chair wasn’t meant to be comfortable for two and we were cramped, but it felt good to have her in my arms. My hands found their way into her jeans, cupping her ass easily now that they were unzipped.


“You seem to like my ass a lot,” she teased, grabbing my earlobe with her teeth and pulling slightly. “Are you gonna fuck me there? I’ve never done that. You’d be my first. Are you gonna take my last virginity, Mister?”


She was speaking in her little girl voice and it was the dirtiest thing imaginable. The beast inside me that hungered for her, roared its approval for this plan and demanded to plunder her body like a wild animal.


Fortunately, I also loved this girl with all my heart, and I knew that giving into those base urges would hurt like hell for her and the loss of her trust would pain me as well.


“Someday, Baby-girl, I’ll fuck your ass, but tonight, I want you too much to be the kind of gentle I need to be for that. Tonight, I need you too much.”


She growled pleasantly at that thought.


“I want that!” she whispered to me excitedly and bit my neck lightly. “I want to feel your need. We can be gentle and loving later, but I ... I’ve never had a man so turned on that he’s forceful with me. I’ve watched a lot of the stuff you sent me and liked it. I want it. I want you to take me. I want you so much, I’m creaming my panties for you right now. I need wild tonight. Make me your woman!”


Okay, that last part reeked of the kinds of trashy bodice ripper novels that Claire sometimes wrote under a separate pseudonym from her normal work, but Mel was young and had probably read a few through her teenage years. Instead of commenting on it, I wrapped my arms around her waist, holding her close to me and stood up, lifting her with me. She wrapped her arms around my neck and her legs around my waist once we were clear of the chair. For my part, I slid my hands back down into her pants and held her against me by a double handful of her ass. I pulled her tight and ground my cock against her, letting her feel how hard it was for her.


“Fuck!” she groaned as I moved against her like we were already fucking. “I want you so much, Rand! It still scares me, but I want it too much to run away again. I promise.”


“Stand for me, Baby,” I whispered to her and she put her feet down reluctantly.


I kissed her deeply, my tongue snaking out to flick against her lips before her own responded in kind. I pushed her jeans and panties down over her hips as we kissed, and she moaned into my mouth, releasing her arms from around my neck long enough to grab mine and shove them down hurriedly. We were clearly not going to last long this time. We were burning too hot to keep things running steady. This first time was going to be nuclear. We separated long enough to shed the rest of our clothing, panting as we did.


“Birth control?” I thought to ask. I hadn’t bought condoms in years.


“I’m on year two of an IUS,” she said. “I got one right after I lost the baby. I know we’re both clean, since we’ve both been without since we got the same thing. from the same source the last time either of us had sex. We’re clean, safe and so fucking ready.”


She yanked off her socks and was back in my arms again, both of us now completely naked. I lifted her back into my arms, and she wrapped her legs around me, pulling me against her pussy as I carried her out of the study and headed for the stairs. She was trying to angle it so that I impaled her right there, but I wanted to christen that room, and the best time was our first time.


I climbed the stairs carefully as our tongues fought for control even as she moved her hips insistently, seeking my cock with each thrust of her pelvis. I finally reached the top of the stairs with her pulling me off-balance every time she tried to mount me. It would have been funny if I hadn’t been worried, we’d end up falling down the stairs and breaking bones. I opened the door to the bedroom... our bedroom and carried her inside. I yanked the covers down off the bed one handed and laid her down on the mattress for the first time.


She looked up at me with love and lust and devotion and a little trepidation, but she pulled me down into bed with her as eagerly as I could have asked for. I lowered myself into her arms, aware of how much bigger than her I was. She was tiny and delicate, and I was very careful not to hurt her as I settled only a portion of my weight on her.


We kissed for what seemed like hours, with my cock nudging against her thigh and the edge of her pussy maddeningly. I moved to start kissing my way down her body and she stopped me, shaking her head.


“I told you, I’ve been creaming all day,” she said. “I don’t need foreplay. Just ... Love me. Fuck me. Make me so sore tomorrow that I can’t walk, and we have to stay in bed.”


I nodded and kissed her again.


“I love you Mel. More than life itself.”


I meant it. I reached between us and teased my cock in between her lips, sliding it up and down a few times, making her groan.


“I love you too!” she gasped, whimpering in need. “Please, Rand! Don’t make me wait anymore.”


I smiled and positioned the tip against her opening and then leaned forward without pushing into her. I wanted to be kissing her when I pushed into her depths for the first time. My tongue slipped into her mouth and I pressed my hips forward. She squealed into my mouth and tensed, her hands clutching me desperately.


“OH, GOD!” she cried when she broke the kiss.


She threw her head back and let out a wild sound like an animal in heat. I felt her whole body quake as she came. As primed as she was, the feeling of me thrusting into her the first time was all it took. She whimpered and mewled through what I judged to be a fairly strong orgasm. I had no idea. I was making small motions with my hips while she rode that wave of pleasure and then when she calmed, I started to move.


“You made me cum!” she gasped. “I’ve never been able to cum like this before!” she whimpered and looked at me in awe and surprise and rapture. “It’s ... I’m cumming again! AAHHHH!!!”


She had her eyes shut tight as she trembled in another orgasm. This one was stronger than the first. I’d been worried that I might have to work hard to get her to one before she drove me over the edge, but she’d had two and I’d barely started climbing toward my own. I’d be lying if I told you that it wasn’t an ego boost.


This time instead of backing off, I fucked through her orgasm. She loved that and went wild, clutching me with her hands and scratching my back in the desire to pull me closer. Her ankles draped over my thighs limply as I stroked into her firmly, both of us finding unbelievable pleasure in each other. She’d gone from her second orgasm to a third and a fourth and by the time I was starting to feel my balls starting to tighten up, she was whimpering and moaning her way toward her fifth.


“Ungh!” I grunted. “I’m ... I’m ready!”


“Do it!” she bellowed, on the edge of cumming with me.


We were both desperate to cum and she was slamming her hips up at me enthusiastically as I pounded into her tight pussy like a man possessed. I felt her pussy tighten or maybe I swelled up in anticipation of my own orgasm. Either way, the pressure I felt on my cock suddenly increased and that was all it took for both of us. I roared, and I could feel the bolt of lightning start at the base of my cock and slam up my spine to my brain with each pulse of my cock inside her. I could feel cum blasting out of the tip, filling her with what felt like gallons of it.


She was screaming right along with me, her last orgasm making her even more vocal and hyper in the throes of passion. She positively thrashed beneath me, slamming her hips against me. I took the hint and kept my own moving, if a little raggedly, due to post-orgasm sensitivity. I stayed firm enough through my recovery period to keep thrusting into her, bringing her to two more orgasms before I felt like I was completely back in the hunt for my second cum.


This time, I gathered her up into my arms and sat up, drawing her into my lap and thrusting up into her. It was a little hard on the knees over the long term, but I thought it was well worth the effort tonight. She wrapped her arms around my neck and buried her face in my shoulder, sobbing and moaning and babbling her love and promising to be mine forever. I held her ass in both hands and half-guided, half-lifted her up and down my length, fucking her through three more strong orgasms before her fourth overcame her. She sobbed something unintelligible, her mind so scrambled that she couldn’t even form words. This orgasm was stronger than the others, and I could feel her whole body tremble and then clench in my arms as it washed over her.


The sound that ripped from her throat wasn’t human. I’m not even sure it was of this world. It sounded more fitting for an exorcism than making love. She threw her head back and spasmed in time with her final orgasm, her whole body shuddering and writhing before she collapsed in my arms.


“No more!” she begged in a small voice, her body trembling in shock at how much she’d cum and how hard that last one had been.


I stopped moving at that point and held her tenderly. I was still buried in her as far as I could get, and she very slowly relaxed into my arms, purring contentedly and making cooing sounds. I stroked her back and realized that we were both covered in sweat. I was still hard, having been coaxed back into readiness before she ran out of gas, but both of us were content with me being buried in her pussy for now.


“You wore me out,” she admitted shakily, her fingers combing through my hair as her perfect eyes gazed into mine, pouring her love into me. “That was the most amazing thing I’ve ever felt!” she whispered. “You remember when I said your ex must be defective? I think that was the smartest thing I’ve ever said. She really thought you were boring? Fuck! Do you know how much I’d look forward to Wednesdays if this was what was in store once dinner was done?”


She put her head down on my shoulder and trembled. I could feel her pussy clench in aftershocks as she slowly came down from far more orgasms than she was used to.


“I love you, Melody,” I whispered to her, making her sigh and snuggle in tighter, pleased and secure in herself for the moment. “Hold on tight, Baby-girl.”


I gave her a second to get settled in my arms and then lifted her up, carrying her to the shower and letting her cling to me while I set up the shower temperature. I lifted her off my cock, making her whimper at the movement and possibly at the loss of our connection. When the tip pulled loose, the cum finally started to leak from inside her, making her giggle as she squeezed her pussy to push it out onto the tile to be washed down the drain.


We washed up and I shampooed her hair. I’d done this for Beth once or twice, but she said she could do it herself in less time, so I gave up trying a long ago. I know I compared Mel to Beth a lot, but I can only say in my own defense that Mel never came out losing to Beth, so I thought it was okay to think I traded up in every way imaginable. This was another one of those times.


“Oh my God!” she groaned, leaning back against me as we sat on the small bench against the back wall of the shower. “Do this forever!” she gushed in obvious approval. “I love this!”


“Mel, sweetie,” I said, amused. “You’re sure it’s not annoying for me to do this? I know it takes more time when I do it.”


She looked over her shoulder, picking up on the mention of how much time it takes.


“Beth didn’t like the attention?” she asked, incredulous. “Man, she really was dumb. The time is what makes it awesome. It’s time you’re spending with me. It’s you, paying attention to me. It wouldn’t matter if it was a slow scalp massage like this or a pedicure or a regular massage or painting my toenails for me, all of which are awesome, by the way. It’s the fact that you want to that makes it special.”


I chuckled and kept working on her hair slowly, loving the feel of her soapy locks sliding through my fingers.


“I tried doing this for Beth when we were first together, and she got annoyed because I took forever to wash her hair like this.”


“Honey,” Mel said sympathetically, “your ex-wife is starting to make me look smart.”


That got me laughing and I hugged her from behind.


“You know that I regularly compare the two of you in my head, right? You’ve always come out on top of Beth. Always.”


“Even in bed?” she asked coyly, glancing at me over her shoulder.


“Yes, even in bed,” I told her.


Beth and I rarely ever had sex past one orgasm apiece and that had been enough for me.


“Even though I left you hanging the second time?” she prompted.


“There wouldn’t have been a second time with Beth,” I told her, going back to her hair.


She preened a little at that and settled back against me to let me finish. We rinsed her hair, conditioned it and repeated the whole thing.


“You know, I’ve had spa treatments that were less relaxing than this,” she told me. “That’s what we’re getting Beth and May, by the way. We’re gonna find the best spa in town and get them a spa day. We might get May more than one, but that’s okay. We like her more.”


We chuckled at that and shut off the shower while I sat her down and combed out her hair, drying the comb with a towel between strokes. She sat and smiled at me while I took care of her. We chatted about inconsequential things while I combed out her hair and slowly dried it. I plugged in her hair drier and turned it on low, playing it over her hair as I combed it until we decided that it was completely untangled and dry enough for bed.


By this time, my hard-on had gone away, and I was completely okay with that. Mel had other ideas though.


“Stand here,” she said, indicating a spot near the bed. “Spread your legs and put your hands on the bed.”


I looked at her curiously but adopted the pose she asked for. It had me awkwardly bent over and I wondered what she was about to do.


“Last night you did something for me while I was standing just like this,” she reminded me. “Do you remember?”


“I’ll never forget,” I assured her.


“Good,” she said, tracing her fingers over my back, admiringly, “because it’s your turn. Just hold still and let your Baby-girl love you.”


I was surprised but didn’t balk at the revelation. She knelt down behind me and ran her hands up my legs slowly, cooing at the muscle she felt beneath the skin. Her hands glided over my ass, squeezing the cheeks as she inspected her prize from behind.


“Your body is all muscle!” she said, appreciatively. “I love how it feels.”


Then I felt her lips descend on my right cheek as she kissed it affectionately. After that, the talking stopped. Her hands, lips and tongue were all over my ass from the hips to the center. She deliberated drew her tongue from the top of my cleft, licking slowly down into the valley of my ass, tickling ever so slowly closer to my own pucker. I let her explore, feeling her tongue licking over me there. I flexed the opening a little, making her laugh delightedly before she returned to her mission. She circled over it and it felt ... amazing. It was wet and unexpected and erotic. She reached up with one hand and started stroking my cock. I hadn’t realized that I was back to being painfully erect, but as she stroked my length, I moaned softly.


I rolled my hips a little and my breathing was starting to get ragged as she brought me more pleasure than I could have imagined. Her tongue was wiggling against my opening now, pressing into me a tiny little bit as she coaxed my ass to open for her invasion. Her lips were planted on the tender skin around it as she writhed her tongue against me insistently.


“Mel!” I breathed urgently. “If you keep this up ... I’m close, Baby. So close!”


My legs trembled, and I could feel myself rapidly approach that point where I couldn’t stop it. As soon as I said that, her lips were off my ass and she twisted around, scooting between my legs to wrap those same lips around the head of my cock, sucking hard and swirling her tongue around the head as she kept pumping the shaft. I groaned and knew this one was going to finish me off for now.


Then I felt her finger pressing into my ass. I’d heard of prostate massaging before, but ... WOW! She pressed her fingertip against it, and it was like she’d thrown a switch. Lightning coursed through my body and I screamed in surprise and rapture. If I hadn’t had my hands planted firmly on the bed to maintain my balance, I would have grabbed her by the head and fucked her mouth hard at that point.


As it was, my hips bucked unexpectedly, and I plunged deeper into her mouth than she’d anticipated, making her choke a little as the tip tickled her tonsils. The whole sensation had pushed me over the edge though, and I bellowed that I was cumming. She kept jacking my cock with one hand, stroking my prostate with the other and sucking me like there was no tomorrow.


I threw back my head and just let it happen. I erupted in her mouth again and again, my screams bouncing off the walls as she milked the cum from my balls mercilessly. She kept up the onslaught, well past the point I was uncomfortable, long past the point that I was so sensitive that it was painful.


I was worried she was actually trying to revive me for round three, but eventually, she released me from her mouth and her finger withdrew from my ass, leaving me in peace to recover. She stroked my softening length a few more times and then kissed the very tip of my cock lightly, her tongue licking up one last tiny drop of cum.


My knees were shaking and when she crawled out from between my legs, I stepped forward and collapsed onto the bed, my mind reeling.


“Was that okay?” she asked uncertainly, crawling into my arms and holding me tight.


“Okay?!!?” I repeated incredulously. “I don’t think I’ve ever cum that hard in my life,” I said, still a little disoriented. “I still don’t know if I can stand up. Oh, Baby-girl! That was so much better than okay. That was ... mind-blowing, life-changing, world-shaking!”


I let my head loll back limply, my mind still adrift in the cloud of ecstasy that she’d wrapped it in. She giggled sweetly.


“Better than Beth?” she asked me playfully.


I raised my head to look at her.


“Do you really need to ask?” I asked wryly. “You do everything better than Beth. Don’t feel like you’re in competition with her. Or if you do, feel like you’re so far ahead on points, that she’d have to shoot you repeatedly and have bribe sex with everyone in the South to make up the difference.”


“She doesn’t own a gun, does she?” She asked with a laugh.


“I got all the firearms in the divorce,” I told her.


“Really? You have guns?” she asked, surprised.


“Just a couple of pistols my dad owned and a shotgun,” I told her. “Beth never had one of her own. They’re in a gun-safe in the garage.”


She nodded. “I’ve never shot a gun before. Will you take me sometime?”


“Sure. I go out to the range every few months. We’ll get you into a gun safety course and then we’ll go to the range together.”


She grinned at that, excited to do things with me. She was a treasure. I couldn’t believe she didn’t see herself that way. It astounded me. After I’d recovered, we went downstairs and nibbled in the kitchen, not bothering with clothes while we had drinks and made a sandwich. We gathered up our clothes and took them upstairs with us, starting the process of moving my clothes from the guest-room back to our room.


“You’re gonna need more clothes,” she said knowingly. “You’ll need some things to wear at the big house. If we hadn’t just renovated this room, I’d suggest selling this place and moving in there full-time.”


“Well, we can do some shopping while we’re in Atlanta and DC and have the hotel ship some of it home,” I suggested and picked her up in my arms, carrying her to bed.


She squeaked in protest. “What are you doing?”


“It’s not pillow talk if we’re not resting on pillows,” I told her firmly, putting an end to us going through my wardrobe.


Both of us tucked into bed - after changing the sheets due to an unfortunate wet spot. As soon as we settled in, we came together, cuddling in the middle of the bed comfortably while we talked. We decided on a Christmas present for Eliza and George, all our friends and a little something for Beth’s boyfriend, Roger. I’d shopped for most of our friends but wasn’t sure how much she wanted to spend for Eliza and George.


“We’ll book them a cruise,” she said. “They live on the property and barely do any traveling. They never had kids, so they never had to help anyone move into dorms, or go visit grandchildren, or anything like that.”


“Well, what about sending them to one of the all-inclusive resorts in the Caribbean?” I suggested. “We can send them with some extra money in case of an emergency and the resort takes care of meals, drinks, activities, you name it.”


“I like it. We can book it for around the same time we’re going away.”


“We could even book it for the same place, if you want,” I said. “We can travel together, meet for dinner and then separate to do our own thing during the day.”


“Let’s not go quite that far,” she said, patting my chest lightly. “We don’t want to be looking over their shoulders on their vacation.”


“Okay,” I said lightly. “I guess we don’t want them looking over ours either,” I admitted, pulling her close.


“I was thinking that we could look into a yacht in the Mediterranean for our vacation,” she admitted.


I shrugged. “If that’s what you want,” I said lightly.


“What do you want?” she asked, wanting my input.


“I’d be happy just staying home with you,” I confessed. “I’d love to see some places and take some adventures with you, but there’s so much to see here in the States before we’d ever need our passports, and it could honestly take years to do it all.”


She purred at the admission that I was happy just spending time with her. “Well, I’m not quite the pampered trophy wife that I look like. What did you have in mind?”


“I’ve never been to Miami,” I suggested, “and we have a condo there, so I’m told.”


She got excited about that and told me that I’d love it there, talking to me about the sights and the beaches and everything there was to do.


“We should try to plan a vacation for every state to see something different,” she suggested when she wound down about Miami.


We talked about that for a while, each of us suggesting vacations to let us see the country.


“I love you,” she breathed as we trailed off, unable to think of any more reasons to visit different states.


“I love you too,” I told her softly and rolled onto my back, pulling her on top of me


“Mmm!” she murmured in approval. “I like this. You think we can sleep like this?”


“So long as you don’t accidentally knee me in the crotch,” I told her. “I’m comfy.”


She stretched up and kissed me in response, before curling up to put her head on my chest where she could listen to my heartbeat. She started to relax more and more, conversation over for now.


That’s how we drifted off.


Chapter 17


I felt Mel stir and then the two of us needed to go to the bathroom.


I followed her in and watched her perch on the toilet cutely, peeing forcefully into the bowl while I waited my turn. She wiped, and then got up, lifting the seat out of courtesy. That impressed me. Most women I’d known wouldn’t have thought of that. She moved to the sink and washed her hands while I pissed. I took a bit of toilet paper and wiped the last drop from the head before I flushed our combined urine and went to wash my hands, noticing that she was watching me with some interest. That was understandable. I was always curious about how women managed, so it was natural that she had some of the same inclinations. We returned to bed and drifted for a little while longer before I woke up again. Her blue eyes were watching me, and she broke into a smile when she saw me looking back.


“God! You’re so beautiful!” I told her. “Do you have any idea what most women would do to look that good first thing in the morning?” I asked her.


She blushed, making her look even better and shook her head.


“You’re gonna give me a swelled head if you keep talking like that,” she warned me. “I’m not all that special. I mean, I know I’m not hideous or anything, but I’m just me.”


“And I love you,” I said simply. “Swelled head and all.”


That got her laughing and she kissed me before stretching, her body still pressed to mine. We got up and showered, discovering the only problem with the new shower: the hot water tank wasn’t designed for a double-head shower. We barely made it out before the water turned icy.


“I’ll take care of it,” she promised. “I’ll call the contractor tomorrow about a tankless water heater.”


“Yeah, I was going to look into one when the current unit gave out,” I admitted. “It never seemed like it was worth a big change if the tank was working. I guess it’s time to get rid of it, though.”


She nodded, and we got dressed. I’d been away from the gym for three straight days and I felt completely lazy. My last workout was Friday’s yoga class. We packed a bag for me, including a few sets of workout clothes and traveled to Mel’s place. It was weird having two places to call home. Not that I really thought of this place as my home, but it was technically half mine once probate was finished. I knew that, while it was a formality and will take many months, it was in the lawyer’s hands.


Eliza and George were just getting back from shopping as we arrived, and they greeted us warmly.


“There’s really not much in the kitchen to eat,” she admitted regretfully. “We didn’t know when you’d be back for sure.”


“That’s fine. We’re just here to use the gym and get a few of Rand’s clothes into the house,” Mel said dismissively. “We can eat out or at his place, until you can restock the kitchen,” she said lightly. “Don’t worry. He’s almost as handy as you are around the kitchen.”


“I’ve noticed that he’s willing to help,” Eliza nodded, the two of them chatting about me pleasantly as if I wasn’t there.


“Get used to it,” George told me wisely. “Until your input is needed, you’re a conversation topic, not a conversation participant.”


“Isn’t there a football game you could be watching?” Eliza asked him sharply. “Rand doesn’t need you corrupting him. He’s nice, useful in the kitchen and almost half-trained.”


George grinned and gave his wife a kiss on the cheek, before shrugging apologetically at me and retreating to their apartment. I chuckled and got my bag out of the car to carry it into the house. Eliza walked with us, keeping up the conversation with Mel.


“The kitchen isn’t the only place he’s handy,” Mel giggled, blushing.


“He’s up to the tasks you’ve set for him so far?”


Eliza gave me an appraising look as if she was weighing and measuring me. I was starting to blush almost as much as Mel was.


“He wore me out last night. Thank the Lord, I decided to install the extra sound-proofing in the bedroom. Otherwise the neighbors might have called 911 on us.”


I guess that explained why it had taken five days and the bedroom didn’t look that much different.


“Well, I guess all those muscles are good for something,” was all she said, but I could tell that she was amused as the three of us walked into the house.


“I’ve been meaning to ask what you wanted done with Stan’s clothes and things?” Eliza asked.


“I’m sure there’s a charity that we can donate most of his things to,” Mel said, her mood dampened by mention of Stan. “Donate his clothes and all his pillows, sheets, bedding and towels to charity. Maybe someone else will get some use out of them.”


She nodded. “I didn’t think you’d want to keep them, and they’d have to be altered heavily to fit Rand here.”


I touched Mel’s arm lightly. “Jason’s not that much different in body type than Stan was. He might be able to use some of it, especially a high-end suit or two.”


She thought about it and nodded. “I never thought about that. Jason would kind of be perfect.”


I was sent to Mel’s room to change and see if I could find a spot for my clothes. I was in my workout gear and looking around for an empty drawer or space in the closet when she came in.


“Jason and Steph are going to stop by after dinner to look over what he might like from Stan’s wardrobe,” she told me and laughed at the trouble I was having finding somewhere to unpack. “I guess I’m a clothes-horse, huh?”


I shrugged. “Is this going to be our room or are you planning on us taking over the Master Bedroom and turning this one back into a guest-room?” I asked.


“We’ll probably move in there,” she allowed. “There’s more closet space. But before we do, I want to give it the same treatment we gave your bedroom. I wonder if any of our other friends need beds.”


She was clearly musing about that while we were working out. I pushed harder than normal, wanting to make up for the missed days on my workout. I particularly appreciated the stair-climber. I could feel the burn in my legs and glutes when I was done with that machine. If there was one complaint that I had about the gym, it was that there wasn’t enough weight for my liking, but that was to be expected. Stan hadn’t been shopping with an eye toward making Mel a power-lifter.


I did what I could with machines and the weights that we had on hand and made a silent promise to order more as soon as I could. After my workout, I noticed that Mel and Eliza were watching me move around the room with purpose. I smiled as they whispered together. Eliza had done a little shopping and had put together a light lunch for us before we went to try out the theater and watch a movie together. We spent the afternoon like that, holding hands and talking quietly about the movie as we watched it. It was a perfectly relaxing afternoon.


We went out for an early dinner and then back to the house to go through clothes with Jason and Stephanie. It was tedious work, but every time that we cleared a drawer, I was tasked with packing the contents and carrying the bags down to Jason’s car. When the trunk was full, I started packing them in the backseat. We were about half-done when I told them that the car was full. Melody quickly volunteered my car to help.


By the time we were done, we were all starved, so Stephanie suggested we all go for a late meal. We dropped all the clothes off at Jason’s apartment and decided to try sushi. I was skeptical, but Craig had encouraged me to add more fish to my diet. I was told there was a lot more to it than just fish. I think the funniest thing about the whole trip was how miserable poor Jason was. This was definitely not his preferred way to dine. I wasn’t a fan either, but I didn’t hate it like he did.


“So, you two are pretty serious, huh?” I asked Stephanie when we were settled.


“Yeah. Meeting parents, telling our friends, though I do want to know how long you’ve known,” she commented.


“Not nearly as long as Terri,” I chuckled. “She started pointing out the clues to me a few weeks ago.”


“Yeah, Jason hasn’t been very good at subterfuge,” she said dryly.


“Maybe not, but it was you that I noticed first,” I told her. “Every time he slipped, your eyes came out of your head and I could picture steam coming out of your ears. At first, I thought you were pissed at him for something, but then I started to pay attention to when he’d get dirty looks and it started to come together for me.”


She gaped and then looked around the table at us. Mel hadn’t been around to see it, so she didn’t know, and Jason had always been too busy cringing from her ire to notice the quiet looks of amusement that Terri and I had shared. She started trying to speak a few times, stuttering to a halt right away before she deflated.


“Okay, I guess we were both bad at covering it up,” she admitted.


Jason wisely kept his mouth shut. He probably knew that her instant reaction would be to slug him if he said anything wrong. Instead, I shrugged.


“I don’t think it’s that big of a deal,” I admitted. “You’re both adults and both of you have every reason to want to celebrate your happiness. How long have you two been seeing each other anyway?”


“About four months,” Jason admitted. “We started shortly before you joined the group. We were actually considering dropping out of the group but when you fell into our laps as a miserable mess, we decided to stay and help.”


“Thanks,” I said dryly, but laughed with the rest of them. “I wasn’t that bad!”


“Dude!” he protested. “You fainted. If there was ever a checklist of the signs that you’re a mess, you aced it.”


We laughed about it, and admitted that I had indeed lost consciousness, but I asserted that it was because Mel was so beautiful. That earned me a kiss - and the declaration that I was full of shit. We had a pleasant evening, talking through our meal about nothing in particular and enjoying the company. Jason and Stephanie were very affectionate, reveling in the freedom of not having to hide their relationship.


When we split up, we promised we’d see them after the holidays and watched them drive away.


We decided to spend the night at my place since there was food for breakfast. I warned her that I was an early riser, but I might be convinced to sleep in a little. I was working tomorrow before we shut down the plant for the holidays, but after that, I was all hers. We curled up on the couch and watched a couple of movies before turning in.


The next few days were sort of a blur of work, gym, Mel and shopping. We got new smart-watches for Bella and Mary. I picked them out specifically because they were supposed to have a great app for the gym. For Stephanie, we got a set of china that we thought she’d appreciate, since she was the kind of woman to cherish things like that. Claire was a little more difficult to shop for, but we got her a wine of the month club membership for a year. We figured a similar gift for Jason would get us shot by Steph, so we got him something he’d love even more.


Jason was a huge wrestling freak. We lived in Charlotte, which was the home of wrestling legend, Ric Flair. I was never a huge fan, but Jason would often invite me over for Sunday night to watch wrestling events and would wax poetic about the “golden age” of the 1990’s, so I went to the WWE shop and bought him a championship belt replica, complete with the side panels that supposedly go with it. Express shipping would have it at the house before we got back from DC ... I hoped.


Terri’s gift was going to be a little more difficult. I told Mel that if there was one person that I’d want to go overboard on for Christmas, it was her. She agreed. Theresa had been an incredible friend to both of us and we wanted to make her feel our appreciation for all that she’d done for both of us. Mel promised that she had an idea, but DC was the place to get it, so that set my mind at ease.


I’d gotten Glen his new sand table, along with an impressive kit of materials for putting together his first battlefield diorama. In this case, I’d selected Gettysburg, but I’d also included a book of battle plans for famous battles - and not so famous battles - that was said to be the gold standard for the purposes of these types of tables. It covered battles from ancient times right up to Desert Storm and laid out the geography and troop placements for each one. There were materials and guides for building models and constructing terrain and all the trimmings. Even if he hated it, at least I tried. If this week went bad, then at least we could promise each other not to repeat the experience next year, but I didn’t want there to be the slightest reason for anyone to turn snide over our visit. Even Beth had no reason to be upset by Mel’s presence.


“What about your parents?” I asked the night before we were driving to Atlanta. “Shouldn’t we have bought for them?”


She shook her head.


“Nope,” she said lightly. “We agreed a while ago not to bother with gifts at Christmas. They don’t even know you’re coming yet, sort of like Beth’s not expecting me.”


“You’re sure that they’re not going to be pissed?” I asked lightly.


“At this point, I don’t care. If they’re pissed off, we can do our own thing for a few days in the city. New Year’s should be fun, with or without them,” she said quietly, but I could tell that she was boiling inside. “Don’t get me wrong, I want Mom to like you. I’ve given up on my father approving of anything I’ve ever done and my sister ... My sister will probably try to seduce you on principle just to see if she can take one more thing from me.”


“That reminds me!” I said.


I bounded up to get the package from my study where I’d put it on the shelf when it had arrived. We spent part of the evening fitting it and making sure that it was perfect for what we wanted it for. She looked at the final results skeptically.


“That can’t be fun to wear,” she commented critically.


I shrugged and shook my head.


“It wouldn’t be a lifestyle choice I’d want to make,” I confirmed, “but for a few days, I can manage to ensure that your peace of mind - and my own - is secure.”


“You’re worried?”


“Girls like that sometimes turn dirty after their nice act fails to get the response they think it should. From what you’ve told me about your dear sister, I wouldn’t put it past her to scream rape if I didn’t choose to bend to her will,” I said slowly. “I’m not saying she will. Just that she could, and I want some defense.”


She thought about that for a few minutes and nodded.


“I think I have a better idea then,” she said with a smirk. “Serves her right too.”


“What’s on your mind?” I asked, nervous all of a sudden.


“You’ll see,” she promised. “All you need to know right now is that we’re leaving this home and that I have a plan.”


“Babe,” I said gently. “You remember that conversation we had about bad decisions?” I asked, jogging her memory.


She sighed.


“You’re right. I’m an incurable fuck-up! Pack it and forget what I said.”


“No. That’s not what I’m saying,” I told her. “We promised to make decisions together. If you have a plan, tell me what it is, so we’re both on the same page.”


She nodded, hanging her head. “I was gonna put cameras in our suite and tell you to let her seduce you. I know I can trust you. It’s her that I can’t trust. My idea was for you to take her and do to her what you did to me and then show the tape to all her friends.”


“I won’t do that,” I said lightly. “I’d never hurt you deliberately, especially not by cheating on you.”


“You wouldn’t be cheating though,” she said. “We would be baiting her. She’s taken every chance she could to hurt me. She took my first boyfriend, she talked about crawling into Stan’s bed and I know she’ll try to pounce on you. I’m saying that if we don’t do anything, she’s going to keep looking for a way in.”


I’m of the opinion that we should cut her out, then. You and she obviously aren’t friends. You don’t have any particular faith in your father’s affection for you. Why don’t we cancel and just invite your Mom to come down instead? We can host her here without all the worry and potential problems.”


“Next time,” Mel promised. “I want to expose Allison almost as much as I want to show you off. She’s been a bitch to me forever and no one really believes it. She spied, and schemed and stole and blamed shit on me the whole time we were growing up.”


“So now you want to set up the board and watch her trash her own life for once?” I asked knowingly.


“Haven’t you ever had someone like that? A neighbor or cousin or something?”


“Yeah, growing up, there was a girl in my old neighborhood that was like that,” I admitted. “When she was sixteen, she got pregnant and tried to blame the guy she was dating. His life was shit until the baby was born.”


“That changed things?” she asked, surprised. “I would have thought it would have been diapers and bottles forever after that.”


“The baby was black,” I said. “They were both white as sheets. By that time, they were both seventeen. When he graduated from high school, he disowned his family for the shit they gave him, and then joined the Marines. He walked up to her parents at graduation and told them that they’d helped ruin his life and destroyed his family. I was standing near enough to hear when he told them that they’d raised their daughter to ruin lives rather than take responsibility, and the best thing they could do was take custody of her baby and sell her back to whatever ... guy had made her his whore in the first place. He didn’t call him a guy though. We’re in the South. Racism is still taught in some houses. Or maybe that whole thing turned him bitter. I don’t really know. All I know is that I wrote him a couple of times when he went for training. We’d been friends and had some classes together, but I never heard back.”


“So, whatever happened to her?” she asked, curious how things ended up for the girl.


“She gave the baby up for adoption,” I said. “I dunno what happened to it, or even whether it was a boy or a girl, but he or she would be about 12 or 13 now. Caprice ended up going to college, but I’d heard she got pregnant again in her second year and had to drop out. Her parents got a real wake-up call when John told them that he was going into the Marines, because he had nothing here to come back to. I don’t know if they disowned her or if she even finished college, but she never came back here and neither did he.”


“I do know that the summer before she left for college was a mess. Her parents were cold to her and most of her friends abandoned her. She’d told everyone that John was her baby’s father. When the truth hit ... Well, no one ever really discussed why everyone hated her, but by the time I was packing up to go to college, no one would admit to being sad to see her go.”


She nodded, liking that story from the smile on her face.


“Caprice, huh?” she mused. “Maybe her parents knew what they had on their hands all along.”


“Maybe,” I agreed. “My point is that life caught up to her, and it’ll catch up to Allison too. If this is really what you want, we’ll talk about it, but I’d really rather be on the sidelines when she makes the wrong play, not in the middle of the field.”


“Don’t pack the cage,” she told me. “We’ll either buy some cameras or stay away from her. If she does manage to separate us though ... Don’t be gentle. I want her to be so sore that she takes days before she can walk comfortably.”


I laughed, and we went upstairs to finish packing, tossing the cage in the back of a drawer. We’d rented an SUV for the drive down and for our travels around Atlanta. Most of our stuff was packed and waiting by the door. We were getting Beth and May’s gifts when we got to Atlanta from a spa that was well recommended.


The next morning, I let Mel sleep in and went to yoga class. I’d returned to the back of the class since my antics, and Bella had appreciated the gesture, though several of the women had openly pouted at the loss of my inspiration. Once we finished the class, I took off and promised to see Bella and Mary in the new year, hurrying home so we could have breakfast together and take off.


We were stopping in to visit with Eliza and George for breakfast on our way out of town. We’d booked a trip for a Sandals resort so that they’d be on vacation for Valentine’s Day. The booking details and travel tickets were in a card from both of us along with a check big enough to cover any expenses or extras they might want to pick up along the way. We were dropping that off with them this morning too.


“So, you’ll be gone nearly two weeks?” George asked. “That’s a lot of travel. You’ll need a vacation when you get back.”


“I’ll be unemployed by the end of next month, so we can take one,” I said lightly. “We talked a little about getting the condo in Miami ready for occupancy and spending some time down there.”


“That’s a wonderful idea,” Eliza told us. “Just let me know when, and I can take care of getting everything connected and cleaned for you a day or two before you want to come down.”


“We’ll talk about it after the holidays,” Mel promised sweetly.


We were intending to take our vacation at the same time they were sunning themselves and getting pampered on their own vacation. We finished up breakfast and Mel told them to feel free to use the house for Christmas if they wanted to do Christmas there instead of in their apartment. Then we were on the road for the trip to Atlanta.


The trip was uneventful for us, but traffic was heavy and what was supposed to take five hours with a stop for lunch and gas along the way was over six hours and we were feeling more stressed than we’d expected. I called May from the lobby of the hotel and let her know that we’d arrived safely, but that it had taken way longer than normal. She confirmed that Glen and Beth both knew that I was staying at a hotel, rather than be underfoot the whole time, but neither had seemed concerned about it.


We checked in and Mel contacted the concierge for a recommendation on a day spa in Atlanta. Our plan was for her to spend the morning at the spa while I made up for my skipped work-outs at a local health club. I’d rather buy a day pass than a membership at a national chain. I found the national chains were a little too pushy about additional services and a little too sleazy about extra fees. Locker fee, lock rental, lock removal deposit, towel fees, and every one of them sold bottled water and supplements in a trendy-looking over-priced snack center that reeked of greed.


The concierge gave me the name of a gym near the hotel and we decided to take a walk to make sure that we were familiar with the area. We were really just looking to stretch our legs and decompress from the car ride. Mel wrapped her arm in mine, and we strolled in the direction of the gym. We found it easily and I paid for a week-long membership. After that, we found her spa and then returned to the hotel for dinner. That night, she wanted to talk more about Allison and Tanya and what we’d do when we got to DC.


We were relaxing and watching the news in Atlanta without much thought for the events.


“So, what are we going to do about Tanya?” she asked.


“I don’t know her well enough to form a solid opinion, but I think we were onto something when we decided to just tell her that she’d fucked up and that she’d lost a friend because of it.”


“I suppose that’s fine for her,” she admitted reluctantly. “I’m more concerned with making sure Allison is broken like a twig. I just want to make sure we get through to both of them.”


I looked at her and sighed.


“You want me to teach her not to mess with you,” I said simply. “Tell me what you really want, Mel. Don’t dance around it. What’s the outcome that would put the biggest smile on your face?”


She thought about it for a few seconds.


“I want Allison to be devastated. I want her to feel like she made me feel.”


“And you think the path to that is through me sleeping with her,” I commented with some amusement. “You’ve convinced me that it’s not cheating, since this is your idea and with your permission. I just want to ask you about a couple of different things. Is there a chance that this could damage our relationship? We both know it’s not going to be a matter of me cheating on you, but will it change how you feel about me afterwards?”


She shook her head.


“No!” she said, but she bit her lip. “Look, I’ve been afraid that she’d take anyone I loved away. I know she won’t be able to with you. I want that. I need that reassurance. After what she did with Drake and what she was planning to do with Stan, I don’t want to be afraid of her any more. I trust you. If you fucked her and let her win you over, then I’d know I could never be around her again. If you came back to me, though, I’d know that she couldn’t ever tempt you away. I know that now, but ... that fear is always there. You, walking away from her, would break that for me.”


“Then that’s what I need to do,” I said. “If that’s what it takes to make her powerless, that’s what we’ll do.”


“What was the other thing you wanted to ask me about?” she asked, dreading what I might bring up next.


“How far are you going to push her to punish her in return?” I asked.


“I don’t know,” she said simply. “I guess it depends on how much video we can get of her with her pants down, screaming for more.”


“What if she’s still with Drake and isn’t interested in pursuing me?” I asked lightly.


“If she doesn’t bite, she doesn’t bite,” she said. “Tomorrow, after my spa day, though, I want to go shopping for cameras so that we can capture the moment.”


I reluctantly nodded.


“I really hope she’s changed and you’re pleasantly surprised,” I told her.


After that, we turned in, neither of us in the mood for sex tonight.


Chapter 18


The next morning, I got dressed and hit the gym early. Mel was driving today, and I wasn’t expecting her until close to noon. I started with my yoga routine, getting a few weird looks from the mostly power-lifter crowd and then went into my own workout, starting with cardio and then moving on to weights for the second half of the morning. About 1PM, Mel whistled for me from the front of the gym. I grinned and got up to greet her enthusiastically.


“Wow!” I breathed. “You look amazing! Not that you don’t always, but wow!”


I looked her in the eyes, drinking her in. She looked relaxed and beautiful and perfect, but she always looked perfect.


“Get your stuff,” she said lightly. “We’re going back to the hotel, so you can shower and change and then we’re going to lunch and then shopping.”


I kissed her very carefully, not wanting to ruin her makeup before I went to collect my things and we got out of there with a few longing looks directed at Melody from the rest of the people working out. She sat and watched while I showered and talked about how wonderful the spa had been. She got a dozen gift certificates for an all-inclusive spa day and decided to split them evenly between Beth and her mother.


“That’s a nice gesture,” I said, grinning at her from the shower as I quickly washed up.


I got out and dried off while she laid out one of the three suits I’d brought with me. We went to an upscale restaurant I’d been to a time or two that specialized in Southern cuisine and we had a pleasant time drawing stares from the other patrons. Even I admitted that I looked good in a suit.


After lunch, she pulled out her list of places to go. We managed to get a half-dozen cameras that would suit our needs. We got four cameras that were disguised as universal chargers and two more that were tiny enough to be missed. We also got a supply of snacks and drinks we wanted for around the room. We could get the same from room service, but we could buy a flat of soda for the same price room service charged for a can. While we had money, old habits die hard, and we still focused on the cost.


We got a dedicated receiver that would download the video from the cameras, so we wouldn’t have to switch memory cards or make sure the laptop was running to get a signal. That night, we did a full costume rehearsal and the cameras worked perfectly. Mel wasn’t satisfied with just setting them up though. She wanted to make love while they recorded.


“This is going to be for us,” she declared, slowly undoing my tie and slipping it from around my neck. “I want to be able to watch the two of us make love over and over again.”


I could see the excitement in her eyes and despite my misgivings, her passion roused my passion. I let her undress me and she took her time, running her hands over my body lovingly as she pulled first the shirt off my shoulders and continued with each new piece of skin she exposed. I smiled at her and let her have her fun, moving to help her strip me nude. I was getting used to having people look at me and I figured I was going to get plenty of that this week, between here and DC.


When she was done with her work, I turned my attention to her and unzipped her dress, letting it fall from her shoulders. That’s when I got my next surprise. She was nude under the dress. She’d been walking around with me all day without underwear of any kind. That made me smile and she grinned at me brazenly, laying back with her legs spread to show me how turned on she was.


I slid to my knees and pushed her knees back and apart. Her thighs were wet with her secretions and I licked and nibbled at them, savoring the hint of her womanhood as I moved closer to her center. I let my tongue tease her, swiping up and down the outside of her pussy where her thigh met her sex. She was groaning and mewling, her hands busy gently pinching and pulling on her nipples.


I licked up and down her slit, noticing how red and swollen she was. I held her steady with my hands on her ass as I plunged my tongue into her and groaned myself, loving how responsive she was.


“Oh, yeah!” she breathed excitedly. “Fuck me with your tongue!”


She trembled and when I looked up, she was mauling her nipples more passionately. She was rocking her head from side to side as I swirled my tongue around her channel before I turned to pay attention to her clit.


“OOOOH!”


She groaned and reached down with both hands, holding onto my head as I ate her through her first orgasm. She squealed and growled in delight as I pulled two more out of her in rapid succession. When my jaw ached too much to continue, I stood up and put my cock at her entrance, waiting for her to come down from her last climax. She looked at me with lust-filled eyes and nodded for me to start.


I slid the tip into her and watched with a smile as her eyes rolled back in her head. Today she wanted to be owned, and I was getting the sense that this was her preferred method of making love. She loved the primal feeling of being dominated, not in a bondage sense, but more a feeling of being so desired that it was an inevitable She liked that feeling. To me, there was no resisting her body.


We started slowly, but before long, we were slamming together almost violently. She shrieked through her next orgasm and I opened up the throttle, pounding her harder and faster, knowing that she loved it when I fucked her through her orgasms. She was a babbling, incoherent mess by the time I pulled out of her, but she whimpered with disappointment at the loss of my cock. She looked up at me with pleading eyes and I smiled in response.


I took one of her legs and turned her over onto her stomach before pulling her up to her knees by her hips. She got the idea and lowered her head to the mattress, sticking her ass out at me. I held my cock steady and pushed into her again, able to thrust deeply into her in this position. She groaned as she felt me push into her again, and I took hold of her hips, guiding her movements as I pulled her onto each thrust of my own hips.


We moved together, loving every second of this. On impulse, I raised my hand and spanked her right ass-cheek, causing her to scream in shock. She looked over her shoulder at me and mewled in unashamed lust.


“Play with yourself,” I told her. “Play with your pussy so I can feel your fingers.”


She nodded and reached between her thighs to masturbate herself while we fucked. I spanked her again, alternating sides as I took her. When her orgasm started, I spanked her hard which seemed to intensify her climax. She was still on the height of it when I took hold of both her hips and power-fucked her, my hips slapping against her ass loudly as I slammed into her hard and fast, her screams drowning out the sound of our bodies slapping together.


My balls were bouncing off her fingers as she kept frigging her clit like she was chasing another one and I knew that I was too close to hold back. I howled my own release and pulled her back onto my cock as I blasted my seed deep inside her.


When it was over, I pushed her flat onto the bed, moving to cover her body gently with my own, keeping my elbows under me so that I wouldn’t crush her. We drifted together in mutual bliss. I covered her shoulders and back and neck with kisses as we rested. When she was recovered enough to speak, she looked at me over her shoulder and told me she loved me.


“How did you know that would turn me on?” she asked, amazed.


“I love you too,” I told her before answering her question. “I didn’t really know that it would, but I took a chance. It seemed like a stroke of genius in the moment.”


“I wouldn’t want you to get too carried away with it, but it set me off like you wouldn’t believe!” she groaned and squeezed her thighs together, putting a little more pressure on my member, which was still buried inside her.


I kissed her neck again and licked her earlobe, making her shiver.


“Shower or round two?” I asked playfully, flexing my hips to move inside her a little.


She squeaked and whimpered.


“Shower!” she decided. “I want to be able to walk tomorrow when we meet May and Glen.”


I chuckled and helped her up, cupping a hand under her pussy before I pulled out, knowing that she was going to leak before we could get to the bathroom. I walked her into the bathroom with our mingled cum pooling into my cupped palm as she giggled and got the shower ready for us. She was about to step in when I stopped her with my other arm around her waist. She looked at me questioningly and I told her to bend over for me for a minute.


She looked curious but did as I asked. I had a great view of her ass, the cheeks starting to turn bright red from the spanking. I took the handful of cum and smeared it liberally over her starfish, slipping a finger into her there, slicked by our cum. She gasped in surprise at the feel of my finger wiggling into her ass and looked at me with an unreadable expression.


“Round two?” she asked with some nervousness.


“Not yet,” I told her gently. “I just want us to get used to this.”


She nodded and started rocking back and forth on my finger, telling me that she didn’t hate it. I added a second finger and she shuddered and had a small orgasm from that alone. It felt far different from fingering her pussy. It was tighter at the opening, but seemed looser on the inside, with the muscle all concentrated at the ring, rather than along the length of the passage. I thought it was something that could be enjoyable, but I wasn’t sure it would ever replace her pussy or her mouth as my preference. I fingered her to a second orgasm that way, managing to slip a third finger into her when she looked over at me.


“Do it!” she gasped. “I want you! Fuck my ass!”


I don’t need to be told twice, so I pushed my cock back into her pussy for a few strokes to make sure it was covered in cum while I fingered her ass and then I put the tip at her back door, two fingers still holding her open as I pushed the tip into her.


“Tell me to stop if it’s uncomfortable,” I told her softly and she nodded, biting her lip. “Are you ready?”


Instead of answering, she pushed back, impaling herself on my cock and gasping at the feel as it slid smoothly into her. I gasped a heartbeat later, feeling her ass swallow my cock eagerly. I let my fingers slip out of her and her sphincter closed around me tightly. As much as we’d both just cum, this was something new and exciting that we were trying for the first time. I was in Heaven and I could tell from the trembling and the noises she was making that she was cumming every few strokes.


I reached around to play with her nipples while she placed one hand on the wall to steady herself and the other on her clit, swiping over it madly. We were gasping and panting, turned on beyond belief and I knew that she was going to milk me dry. Round three would not occur for at least a couple of days. Suddenly, she squealed and tensed up and it was like a vice had clamped down on my cock, pushing me over the edge to cum with her. I grunted and spilled my load deep inside her, pumping raggedly as my orgasm thundered through me. In the aftermath, I clutched her to me possessively.


“I love you, Melody!” I told her ardently.


“I love you too,” she said. “You took my virginity,” she said softly. “You have all of me!”


She sounded happy about that.


“I’m going to keep you forever too,” I agreed, squeezing her against me gently.


We disengaged and got in the shower, I made sure that her body was completely washed, pampering her and worshiping every inch of her. She returned the favor, lovingly soaping and scrubbing my body, her fingers teasing my ass in response to my invasion of hers. We reveled in the endless supply of hot water that hotels offer and showered long past the point that we’d have fled from cold water at home. After that, we turned in, looking forward to tomorrow with May.


Christmas Eve ... If the day of the Christmas party had been the worst day of my life, this night made up for it. We slept in and I treated Mel to her very first nude yoga demonstration. She masturbated lazily while I demonstrated pose after pose and then suggested that she might want to start taking Belinda’s yoga class when we got back, just to protect me from the predatory advances of the women in the class.


We had an early lunch in the hotel restaurant and then got ready for our afternoon with May. I had no doubt that Glen would mutter something that could pass for civil and then hide in the den, watching movies about World War Two and Vietnam. That was fine with me. We were just finishing up lunch when May called to let us know that Beth had left for Roger’s parents’ place and wasn’t expected back before 10. We got in the SUV and Mel was nervous.


“Relax,” I told her. “May already loves you and Glen already hates me.”


She laughed at that and I drove out to their house in the suburbs. The traffic was extremely heavy as it was Christmas Eve. Last minute panic-shoppers and provision-runs had a lot of people on the road, and that didn’t even count the number of people that were traveling today. We got to the house without any problems and I parked the SUV at the curb rather than block Glen in, in case he decided to make a tactical retreat.


I got out and waited for her, taking her hand in mine comfortingly. I’d dressed in something tight and light, knowing that we were going to be spending a lot of time in the kitchen today. I had a sweater for the return trip tonight, but I really wanted to show off a little once we were inside. I led her to the door and rang the bell. A moment later, May threw it open.


“What do you think you’re doing ringing the bell,” she scolded me and threw her arms around me with a huge grin. “It’s so good to see you,” she told me, “You look like you’ve lost some weight. Are you eating okay?”


I laughed at that.


“I’m eating fine, May,” I assured her and took her hands from around my neck gently. “May, I want you to meet Melody. She’s my life.”


I turned to introduce the two of them.


“Mel, this is May.”


May looked at Mel in surprise, taking in her beauty.


“My word, Child! You are an angel!”


She wrapped her up in a hug and squeezed her tight.


“Thank God for you!” she exclaimed. “I worried myself sick about this boy. Since you came along, he’s a lot better.”


She stood back and grinned at us before she remembered herself.


“Come on in. I was just cleaning up from lunch. Have you two eaten? I can feed you before we get started.”


She led us inside, assuring us that it would be no trouble.


“We ate at the hotel,” I told her. “Let’s just talk a bit and then jump in,” I suggested.


I took off my sweater, making May gape.


“Oh my God!” she said with a shocked grin. “You look...” she trailed off, coming to touch my shoulders and smile at me proudly. “I’m so proud of you! You look like you’re in the best shape of your life.”


“I am,” I told her and made my pecs bounce a couple of times for fun. “I could never do that before,” I joked.


She reached out and touched one tentatively and I made it jump as soon as her fingers rested on it, making all of us laugh.


May felt the hardness of the muscle gently before withdrawing her hands.


“Come on, kids. Glen is watching TV. Let’s go make the introductions.”


She slid back the door and the sound of a war movie flowed into the hall. He’d kept the sound down to normal this year.


“Hello, Glen,” I said lightly. “Merry Christmas.”


He paused his movie long enough to be polite and say hello. He stood up and turned toward us, stopping to gape at me.


“Good Lord!” he blurted out. “Did you run out and enlist?” he asked, clearly shocked by the change in me.


I shook my head, enjoying the reaction.


“After Beth left, I took a few days to get drunk and feel sorry for myself and then I joined a gym. I spend a lot of time there. If I hadn’t, I probably wouldn’t have met Melody,” I said and introduced them.


Poor Glen was already off-balance from the change in me. Introducing him to Mel in that condition was like delivering an artillery strike to a trailer park after a tornado. Mel was merciless. He didn’t stand a chance.


“Colonel Calder,” she gushed, turning her megawatt smile on him. “I’m so glad to finally meet you!”


She came up to him and put her arms around him like they were old friends, kissing him on the cheek when they parted.


“Merry Christmas and thank you for having us over the holidays!”


He stammered that it was nothing at all, to call him Glen, and that we were welcome in his home. May and I exchanged bemused glances, knowing that Mel had just wrapped Glen around her little finger with her sparkling eyes, dazzling smile and enthusiasm. Well, that earned him another grin and hug and then she stepped back to cling to my arm sweetly. He was completely charmed by her. It was the most amazing thing imaginable. The four of us sat down for a few minutes, the movie forgotten as we got acquainted. It was the most pleasant conversation I’d ever had with Glen.


“So, how did you two meet?” he asked, his eyes traveling between us, unsure where to look.


“Your daughter introduced us actually,” Mel said delicately. “I’m not certain that she really remembers, but it was at last Christmas’s office party.”


“You worked with Beth?” he said, intrigued.


“Not exactly,” she said. “Beth was, um, employed by my late husband,” she admitted.


That made Glen blink. “Your husband was...”


She nodded. “Stan Weaver,” she finished. “After everything came to light, I joined a support group for people whose spouses cheated on them. One of the women at Rand’s gym is a member. When she met him, she invited him to join. Imagine his surprise when he first laid eyes on me and figured out who I was,” she giggled enchantingly, and I smiled at her.


“I fainted,” I supplied helpfully.


“You’d just run yourself into exhaustion when we showed up at your door,” she defended me.


“You joined a support group?” he asked me, arching an eyebrow.


I nodded.


“Most people I knew didn’t understand. They thought that I was out of line or that I should be able to shrug it off, but it’s harder to shake something like that than I’d have believed. It helps to have friends that have been through the same experience.”


“Ten years ago, I would have called you a pussy for it, but we’ve organized a couple of those groups for vets. Not the same, I know, but I’ve seen the value in those groups over the last few years.”


“Thanks,” I said. “The people in that group have become like family to both of us. We look out for each other, whether it’s talking us out of our own heads, or if we need help with moving furniture.”


“Well, whether it’s the group or your young lady, you seem to have landed on your feet from last summer,” he said, sounding like he approved of how things had turned out.


“Thanks, Glen,” I said sincerely. “It means a lot to hear you say that.”


I was starting to see some of the changes that May, and Beth had both told me about. He gave me a slightly embarrassed smile.


“I owe you an apology,” he said. “Actually, I owe you several, and a couple of thanks of your own. You and May have both pointed out to me that I’ve treated you pretty poorly over the years. She reminded me that her father wasn’t charitable to me. He was a scientist and thought his daughter should be with someone better than a lowly soldier. She pointed out to me that I’d done the same thing to you. I’m sorry for that. You pointed out to me that I didn’t always treat May the way she deserved, too. I thank you for that. She deserves better than Colonel Calder. That’s why I’m retiring next year. They’re reducing the size and function of the base here anyway. I can just slip out the back door instead of taking a transfer.”


He shrugged uncomfortably.


“May’s also been very frank in telling me that my criticism probably had some influence on Beth’s attitude toward you at the end. That was never my intention. She used small words, so they’d fit into my thick skull, but she made it clear that little girls love their father and look for his approval. When I refused to give it, May said it probably helped her justify pulling back from her marriage.”


“I don’t think you should take that onto your shoulders,” I said gently. “Just like me, you wanted the best for Beth. That’s part of why we went ahead with the divorce. It was clear that I wasn’t what was best for her anymore. I don’t blame anyone. I don’t blame Beth for how she felt, and I don’t blame myself. Until I found out about the affair, she never told me that she’d felt anything but love for me. I don’t even blame Stan Weaver. By the time he came along, the foundation on our marriage had already crumbled.


I certainly don’t blame you. It was just an unfortunate outcome for all of us. Beth sounds like she’s a lot happier with Roger and I know Melody and I are much happier together than we ever were before we met. So maybe this all turned out for the best. It was painful, but maybe we’ve all come through it to better places.”


I paused and gathered my thoughts, remembering that conversation.


“I want to tell you I’m sorry too,” I said to Glen. “I said a lot of angry things the last time we talked. I told you that you weren’t my father-in-law any more. I shouldn’t have said that. It was mean and spiteful and I’m sorry. I still want very much for us to be family, especially now that a lot of the hurt has dissipated.”


He smiled and thanked me.


“I want that too,” he said sincerely.


It boggled the mind. This ranked right up there with the last conversation I’d had with Stan. We talked a little more about less heavy topics and then May declared that we needed to start baking. Glen never intruded in May’s domain, so he returned to his movie while the three of us bonded over May’s coveted recipe box with its multitude of file cards that each contained a secret of her kitchen.


“So, your apple pie is cinnamon and nutmeg?”


I asked, reading over the recipe as we were making a full batch of them for tomorrow.


“That’s awesome. I never suspected.”


We carried on through the afternoon and through suppertime, pausing the baking for something light to eat. After dinner, I brought in Glen’s gift from the SUV and set it carefully out of the way. Beth’s and May’s were in Mel’s purse. He looked at the rather large box that housed the sand table and the slightly bulkier package that contained the rest of his gift, curious as to whose gift that was.


“Went a little overboard shopping for May, didn’t you?” he asked without any of the hostility of other years.


“Actually, this is your gift from the two of us,” I told him. “Mel’s got the rest of the gifts with her.”


“For me?” he asked, surprised. “You didn’t have to go to any trouble.”


I shrugged. “I thought this was something that you might appreciate,” I told him. “I work with someone that pointed me in the right direction and this was what he recommended.”


“That’s got me curious,” he said, eyeing the two boxes quizzically before he glanced toward the kitchen. “I wish you’d told us you were bringing a girlfriend,” he said sheepishly. “We’d have picked her up something.”


“May knew,” I said lightly. “I told her it was okay not to have anything, but she insisted and said she had it covered. I ... didn’t want Beth to know ahead of time. This was something I didn’t think was right to tell her over the phone. I hope she’ll be relieved that I’m seeing someone, but she might not be thrilled with whom. This meeting is going to be a Christmas present to a lot of people. Mel wants a chance to speak to Beth about what happened between her and Stan, I want her to see the change in me, as well as see that I’m recovering and getting on with my own life.”


“Melody’s not going to shoot her, is she?” he asked, wincing. “I don’t know if my body armor is handy enough to dig it out in a hurry.”


“Mel doesn’t own a gun,” I promised. “Even if she did, she doesn’t want to shoot her. At worst, I think she wants to show her that she left behind someone worth hanging onto. At best, I think they’ll probably make peace with what happened and agree that it brought us all to a better place. I won’t lie, though. There may be a little bit of gloating when they first meet.”


He nodded. “You’ve a lot to gloat about,” he admitted. “You certainly picked from the top shelf when you met her.”


“Actually, I meant that Mel’s going to gloat a little,” I chuckled. “She keeps asking me if Beth took a blow to the head at some point. We both feel like we got lucky.”


“Keep it that way,” he said. “The worst thing that Beth did was take things for granted. It’s a mistake you pointed out that I was making, too. That talk probably saved my marriage. I don’t mean that May and I would divorce, but I was alienating her. It was a lot like what Beth did to you. I’m glad someone pointed it out before I did something stupid that I couldn’t recover from.”


I nodded. “I’m glad you and May are going to be okay. She loves you even when she thinks about giving you a couple of whacks with her favorite frying pan.”


He smiled. “She told you that?”


I nodded. “Yeah. She’d hoped that you and I would have gotten to this point years ago, but I think us getting along is the Christmas gift she’s wanted from us for years.”


He nodded. “Then I’m glad we managed to give it to her.”


He sent me back to the kitchen after that, and we continued to bake into the evening. We made apple, pecan and pumpkin pie, peach cobbler, sugar cookies, gingerbread men and shortbread cookies, a coffee cake and an old-fashioned gingerbread. May, Mel and I were passing recipes back and forth freely as we got the baking done.


Finally, May looked at the clock and told us that it was time to close the kitchen. It was 9:30 and she expected Beth home sometime around 10.


“Are you two ducking out before she gets home?” she asked us, knowing we had to rush if we wanted to clean up and leave before she was due home.


“I think we’ll help you straighten up and get ready for the morning and then if she’s home before we’re finished, we’ll do the formal introductions tonight. It might actually make tomorrow smoother if she had some time to process everything.”


May nodded and the three of us cleaned up everything. We got out her large roaster and got everything ready for the morning so that we could get a start on it first thing. She had a massive turkey. It was in the spare fridge they had out in the garage for occasions like this. Most of the time, it held spare drinks and not much else, but Thanksgiving, Christmas, Easter and Independence Day were big feasts around the house.


We had the kitchen tidy and as ready as it was getting when we heard the front door open.


“Mom?” Beth’s voice carried down the hall. “Who owns the big SUV in front of the house?”


May smiled and went to meet her in the hall.


“That’s Rand’s, dear. He rented it for the drive down.”


“He’s here?!!?” she asked, sounding excited. “I thought he was staying at a hotel. Where is he?”


“He’s out in the kitchen. He’s been helping out since he got here,” she told her daughter.


“You mean you let him play with your pie before he eats it this year?” she teased.


We could hear her kick off her shoes and then she was in the kitchen door, looking for me with a big grin on her face. Mel was standing off to one side, so she didn’t see her at first, but allowed Mel to get a good look at her reaction to me.


“Oh my God!” she exclaimed, seeing me stacked in muscle and confidence.


“Hi, Beth,” I said softly, with a smile on my face. “Not what you were expecting?” I asked lightly, making my pecs jump a little to show off. She shook her head silently, her eyes wide as she took it in. I flexed a little for her benefit.


“I’ve made a lot of changes since you moved back here.”


“I can see that,” she said faintly. “Wow!” she finally managed and then came to hug me. “I’m so proud of you!” she said as she squeezed me tightly.


I hugged her back, smiling. That reaction was probably the best I could have asked for. That only left the question of the rest of her reactions tonight.


“I have another surprise for you,” I told her.


“It can’t be as big as this!” she declared. I could see Mel’s lips twitch.


“I brought my girlfriend,” I told her. “You said you wanted to meet her.”


She gasped and pulled back to look at me but didn’t step out of my arms.


“You’re dating? Since when? Who? How’d you meet? Why didn’t you tell me?!!? I’ve been waiting for news like this.”


I’d turned her so that her back was to Mel and I looked at her with some amusement.


“This was one talk we had to have face to face,” I told her. “I’ve been serious about her since just before Thanksgiving. I actually met her through you,” I said. “You introduced us once, but I didn’t see her again until after you moved back to Atlanta.”


“I introduced you?” she asked, confused. “When?”


“At your staff party last year,” I told her.


“You’re dating one of Stan’s employees?” she asked, surprised.


“Not exactly,” I said. “You remember when I told you I was redecorating the house and one of the women in my support group was helping.”


“Yeah, you said her name was Melanie or something. I don’t remember a Melanie at work.”


“Not Melanie,” I said. “Melody.”


“I know there was no one named Melody at work,” she said skeptically.


I glanced at Mel and she spoke up.


“Hello, Ms. Calder,” she said softly. “Is it okay if I call you Beth?”


Beth turned to look into the corner for the first time since she entered the kitchen and I was ready for her reaction. I figured there was a good chance she’d either lunge, puke or faint. Beth chose faint when she recognized who was standing in her kitchen with a half-eaten sugar cookie in her hand, nibbling calmly.


I supported her weight when she went limp and then scooped her up, carrying her into the den. Glen turned off the TV immediately.


“What happened?” he asked, seeing Beth in my arms.


“She did the same thing I did when I recognized Melody,” I said lightly.


Mel was already running water on a clean cloth. She brought it in a moment later and we sat with Beth while she slowly regained consciousness.


“What happened?” she asked groggily as she pushed back the fog.


“You fainted,” I told her. “I did the same thing the first time.”


“You brought Stan Weaver’s wife here?!!?” she whispered, gaping at me incredulously. “Are you crazy?!!?”


“Little bit,” I admitted. “Crazy about her, for sure. You feel a little better? You wanna sit up and hear the story?”


She nodded, and I sat her up. The first person she saw was Melody smiling at her.


“I have that affect, lately. Rand claims it’s because I’m beautiful, but I’m starting to wonder.”


Beth sat up and to her credit, she didn’t do anything stupid, crazy or actionable.


“I would really like to understand,” she requested of us.


I nodded. “Well, I told you about getting involved with the support group,” I reminded her. “It was a rocky start. Belinda, my yoga instructor...”


“Yoga instructor?” Glen repeated. “You take yoga?”


“Oh, yeah!” I said. “You should give it a try. It’s how I started in the gym. It helps with flexibility, and it can do wonders for back problems.”


“You think it’d help my back pain?” he asked, considering it.


Part of me wondered if he was just going along with it to make Beth’s skin crawl.


“Absolutely,” I told him. “You might want to recommend it to the veteran’s group we talked about earlier. It’s very relaxing. It won’t cure anything like PTSD, but it can help calm some of the symptoms.”


He nodded. “Maybe we’ll see about billing for an instructor,” he said thoughtfully.


I turned back to Beth, who was staring at me like she’d never seen me before.


“Anyway, the day I was supposed to meet the group for the first time, Belinda said something that put my head back in the worst days of the divorce. It screwed with my whole day, so I told her I was going to skip the meeting and think about it for the next week. She decided that wasn’t good enough, so she called me after work and got me riled all over again. I decided to go out for a run and when I got back, they were waiting for me. Mel recognized me from the lawsuits and last year’s Christmas party, so she called me by name. When I recognized her, I passed out, just like you did.”


“Okay, that part I get, but what made you think that it was a good idea to start a relationship with her?” Beth asked, starting to get a little less weirded out.


“I’ll get to that,” I promised. “When I woke up, she was there, patting my face with a cool cloth. We talked about how things had happened from our points of view. She stayed with Stan because of their prenup and she’s how I found out about the cancer.”


I took a moment to steel myself for the next part. There was a good chance this part was going to hurt her.


“After we talked, I went out to make coffee and she followed me. She had a lot of anger and had been making plans for the night Stan finally breathed his last, once she recognized me. She said that she’d intended to kiss me before she left that night, just so she could tell Stan. She was in the habit of telling him things she thought would make his remaining time less pleasant. When we did kiss though, something happened that neither of us could have anticipated.”


“What?” she asked, drawn in by the tale.


I took her hand and patted it gently, giving her a very sympathetic look.


“I understood what had been missing from my life. I’m not saying that to hurt you, Beth, I swear. When we kissed the first time, it was like waking up from one of the Valium that Dr. Sebastian gave me. I felt like this ... fog had parted, but it was a fog I’d been living in my whole life. I understood what you meant about drifting apart, because I never felt passion from you like I felt from Mel that night. Time stopped. The others got bored waiting and helped themselves to coffee, working around us to get what they needed. I found my soulmate that night.”


She looked back and forth between me and Mel. Mel smiled at her serenely, blushing a little when I called her my soulmate.


“It’s true,” she said. “I couldn’t believe that you’d thought of Rand as boring or mundane. When I first recognized him, I thought he had the most beautiful eyes and the most fantastic shoulders,” she giggled at that. “He was nice and generous and caring and patient and a million other things that every girl says that she wants. I’d been with Stan and I knew what it was like to fall for a creep. I saw the same kind of hurt in his eyes that I saw in the mirror and there was a compassion there for me. He said he’d wanted to talk to me about it in the middle of the summer but had stayed away because he thought I’d be angry with him. When I kissed him, I could feel ... well, the same thing he did. It was like fire racing along my veins where there’d only ever been lukewarm water before. It was terrifying, and liberating and intimidating all at the same time.”


“And that’s the big story?” she asked incredulously. “It was love at first sight?”


“That’s a lot of it,” I said, and Mel dug in her purse.


She handed me the folded letter, like I’d told her to.


“I told you that I went to see Stan in the hospice.” I went on. “Mel brought me, and we sat with him to talk. He confessed to a lot of things. He said ... well, let’s just say that you got out at the right time,” I told her gently. “But Stan saw the look in her eyes when she talked to him about me, so he did this.”


I passed her the copy of Stan’s Will. She opened it and read the summary page.


“He put you in his Will?!!?” she blurted. “Why the fuck would he do that?!!? You sued him for every dime you could get.”


I nodded.


“Whatever he was to the rest of the world, he couldn’t bring himself to be a bastard to Melody. He asked me to take care of her. I was going to, anyway, but that was his way of making sure she’d be okay.”


She handed the paper back numbly.


“So, you got Stan’s wife and you got more of his money. No wonder you forgave him.”


“As soon as you saw him in that bed, you’d have forgiven him, too,” I told her. “He’d lost more than a hundred pounds and been through several surgeries to try to save his life. Of all of us, I think he suffered the worst.”


“Fitting,” Mel commented. “He spread a lot of pain. In the end, he had to eat some himself.”


“So, Stan put you in his Will and asked you to take care of his wife?” Beth repeated.


“We were both kind of a mess that night,” I admitted. “We’d watched a man give away everything he owned and kill himself. He stopped his medication and had himself sedated for the last few days of his life. We sat with him when he said goodbye and went to sleep.”


“And then, I ran away,” Mel admitted to them. “All my life I’ve never made good decisions. Stan was just the absolute worst. When he died, I worried that Rand was another bad decision or that he was a good decision and I’d screw it up, so I panicked. A friend of mine told me to come visit her, so I did a terrible job of explaining my actions to the group and fled to try to get my head on straight. Ironically, that was another terrible decision that I made. Rand ... I didn’t expect that he’d wait for me, but he did. He was miserable, the entire time I was gone. I was too, but I knew where he was and thought that he was okay.”


“I didn’t give him a chance to talk to me or a clue where I was going. My friend turned out to be a lying, manipulative bitch, who wasn’t helping me at all, so I came home and made more awful decisions. I had Rand host the Savings and Loan Christmas party, planning to surprise him by waiting in his suite. I had no idea that he was so miserable, but by the time the party was done, he came up to the suite and ... Well, I wanted to surprise him, but I ended up wrecking him. The party was a disaster. He spent half the night answering questions about me or about you. By the time he got upstairs, it wasn’t the happy reunion that I’d wanted.


“I still wish I’d met you before the party and been there with you,” she said the last to me.


“Next year,” I said with a smile. That night had rapidly faded into the distance for me. “We’ll do it together and let people know where you are right away.”


Beth looked at me with something close to horror on her face. “So, you own half of Weaver Savings and Loan,” she clarified.


I nodded. “Seems that way. Mel was talking about selling it off, but she hasn’t brought it up since Stan died. The lawyers are working on the estate now. Once it’s done, we’ll make some decisions, but I’m told that could take a while, so we may have to host next year’s party too.”


Mel shrugged. “I was sure I’d screw it up, but with you around to keep my head on straight, we might be able to keep it if that’s what you want,” she said.


“We’ll decide later,” I told her lightly. “Right now, that’s not important. How’re you feeling, Beth?” I asked, keeping the focus on why we were here.


“Uh ... floored, actually. It’s not a revenge thing, is it?” she asked warily, eyeing Melody as if she was worried she might attack her.


Mel probably weighed about 115lbs soaking wet. Beth outweighed her by a good bit. Hell, I think she had nearly 10 pounds of tits to her credit, but she was thoroughly cowed. Whether it was by the thought that Mel might have a gun, or that I might hold her down while Melody pounded the shit out of her, I don’t know.


“No,” I said with a chuckle. “Mel’s had doubts about your sanity since we met, but she’s never expressed any desire to hurt you.”


“My sanity?” she asked, looking back and forth between us.


Mel shrugged.


“You and I have both kissed Rand and Stan,” she explained. “I thought you must be out of your mind to give up Rand for Stan. Stan kissed like a carp sucking air.”


Beth blushed and looked down at that. “I just took that as him being excited,” she admitted.


Mel shrugged. “Maybe. It did nothing to turn me on, though. Rand, on the other hand, makes my head spin. I giggled for about twenty minutes after our first kiss at the thought you’d given that up for Stan’s fish-lips impression.”


Beth was a little embarrassed but managed with as good a grace as she could. She shrugged.


“Rand and I just didn’t fit as well as we’d thought we would. It seems like you guys work together a lot better.”


She wasn’t bitter or upset. Her feelings about me seemed to have faded almost to indifference. Whether that would have been true a month ago or not, I couldn’t say. Claire and I had been in agreement that she’d been keeping tabs on me for a reason, but she didn’t need a Plan B now, since she and Roger were working out. I’d have to remember that for Claire. That reminded me...


“There’s also a book coming,” I told her. “One of the women in our group is a writer. She decided that the concept of us meeting again, at random, at a group for victims of cheating spouses, was too good to pass up. I don’t know how much she’ll change, but we’ll probably get grilled when we get back to town.”


“She’s writing about you two?” she asked, surprised. “Why?”


“Because we’re so sweet - my lawyer threatened to sue me for ruining her outlook on life,” I said dryly.


“You still talk to Angela?” she asked, interested.


“Yeah. Stan hired her to represent me in all the estate planning and we’re keeping in touch more,” I told her. “She’s afraid that I’m going to ruin her cutthroat reputation if I keep filling her with optimism.”


She nodded. “You know, for a while I thought you might hook up with her,” Beth told me.


“Is that why you had her deliver your letter after you left town?” I asked, amused.


She shrugged, but then nodded sheepishly.


“I figured that since she decided to take you as a client and not me, she was attracted to you.”


“That could be,” I admitted, “but I wouldn’t discount the fact that Angela is a lawyer and wanted to be on the winning side. I also get the sense that she has strong feelings about infidelity. Anyway, she never gave me an indication of interest, just offered a little sympathy when she delivered the letter. I was pretty damaged at that point, though. She might have been sending out signals with everything short of a white-board and diagrams. I never would have noticed in the state I was in.”


She nodded. “So, you’re doing better now?”


“Mel and I are doing fantastic. We’ve been spending the day with Glen and May and talking a lot.”


She glanced at her father and he shrugged.


“I can admit when I’ve been wrong,” he informed her defensively, at her skeptical look. “I apologized for the way I’ve acted over the years. Rand was gracious enough to accept it and offer an apology of his own, even though he had nothing to apologize for. None of us wants to be the reason we can’t be together for the holidays. If we did that, May would leave us to fend for ourselves while she cooked for Rand and I don’t know about you, but I don’t look forward to trying to figure out how to cook a turkey.”


“So, after all this time, you shook hands and hugged it out?” she gaped at the two of us.


“I recall no hugging,” Glen said primly, looking at the ceiling.


“You hugged Mel when we arrived,” I reminded him.


“That’s true,” he admitted. “I suppose we could. It’s Christmas after all and it would be much cheaper than shopping for Beth.”


I laughed and that was how we ended the night. I hugged him, and May and Beth and Mel did the same. I had wondered if they were going to come to blows, but they just hugged in a friendly way.


“Thanks for taking care of him,” Beth said softly to her.


“Thank you for making me feel welcome,” Mel whispered back, sweetly.


We waved as we got in the SUV, watched by all three of them. Mel and I were reporting back first thing in the morning to help with dinner. We considered it a chance to bond with May. I’d explained that she kept people out of her kitchen, guarding her recipes with a heavy hand and Mel and I were both honored to be allowed past the velvet ropes, as it were.


“Well, she took it better than I expected!” Mel said brightly as we drove, her eyes bright with delight. “I can’t believe she fainted!”


“I had the same reaction,” I pointed out.


“Yeah, but you had a bad day and you’d just come back from a long run,” she said primly. “You can’t be expected to be made of stone.”


“Maybe not, but she’d spent her first Christmas with people that she’s clearly hoping will be her new in-laws, came home to find me looking radically different than she remembered and then turned and saw you standing there, calmly munching on one of her mother’s cookies, that she probably hasn’t figured out that you made yourself.”


She giggled. “You think Beth’s going to eat my cookie before she goes to bed?” she asked suggestively.


“Maybe,” I laughed lightly. “I’d bet money that she’ll have her lips on your pie tomorrow though.”


“At least there won’t be a hair in it,” she quipped back, giggling.


We got back to the hotel and turned in right away, tired and planning to be up early. It had been a perfect day. We talked about how amazingly it had turned out and drifted off to sleep, wrapped around each other contentedly.


Chapter 19


Christmas morning, we snuggled in and were ridiculously cute for a few extra minutes before we decided we needed to be up. We showered and dressed quickly and set out right away. May had promised us breakfast, so we passed on the hotel restaurant and drove straight out to the house.


When we arrived, May was already bustling around the kitchen. No one else was up yet. Glen would be helping by staying out of the way and Beth would end up being put to work doing minor chores around the edges of the action closer to meal time. As soon as we appeared, May pulled breakfast out of the oven and served us. She took enough of a break to sit and chat with us quietly while we ate. As always on the holidays, she’d made a big breakfast and there was still more waiting.


“You two made quite an impression on Beth last night,” she told us. “When you left, she asked how she hadn’t seen this coming. I told her that she hadn’t been looking, but that she should be happy for you.”


I nodded. “That’s really why I wanted to do it in person, rather than convince her over the phone. It’s one thing to hear that I’m doing better. It’s another to see it in person. How did she take things once the shock wore off?”


“I don’t know that the shock really has worn off,” she said with a shrug. “She was still a little spacey when she turned in last night.”


“I hope time to think doesn’t make Beth decide to disapprove,” I said, expressing the worst-case scenario.


“I wouldn’t worry,” Beth said from the doorway to the hall. “She’s not quite that much of a bitch. Don’t let it get around though. She has a reputation to protect.”


Beth came in and kissed me on the cheek before doing the same for her mother and giving Mel a small hug, exchanging exclamations of “Merry Christmas” with each of us. She poured herself a cup of coffee while May served her breakfast. She was still dressed in her robe and a nightgown that I knew all too well from her months of covering up for Stan.


“You two gave me a pretty good shock last night, but I can honestly say I was a little more worried about getting shot, than casting judgment on you.”


“Rand hasn’t taken me to the range yet,” Mel confided. “I don’t think he was worried about me shooting you, but I never really asked.”


I chuckled and shook my head. “We just haven’t had time since you’ve been back,” I assured her. “We’ll get there eventually.”


The four of us sat and had a pleasant enough conversation over breakfast. I was interested in seconds, so Mel and Beth were assigned to cleaning up. Glen’s habit was to sleep in and save his appetite for dinner. Once my plate was whisked away into the dishwasher, Beth poured herself another cup of coffee and leaned back against the counter.


“So, what do you and Melody have planned for the morning while Mom performs her usual Christmas miracle?” she asked.


May had always banned us from the kitchen while she worked before. Beth was never interested in cooking, so they’d never developed baking and cooking as their way of bonding.


“They’re helping me,” May said, patting her daughter on the cheek. “I have a much larger meal to plan for today. What time will Roger be here?” she asked.


“What?!!?” she gaped at her mother. “You’ve never let anyone watch you make Christmas dinner before, let alone help! When did this get decided?”


“Well, they were such a help yesterday that I decided I could use the help today, too,” May told her with a smile.


“Wait, you had them help with the baking yesterday?!!? You never let anyone help! What’s going on?” Beth demanded, unnerved more by this than by seeing Mel here last night.


Her mother looked at her tartly, in response to the demanding tone.


“Well, dear,” she said softly. “I’ve been worried about Rand lately. When the two of you split up, it left him without any family to anchor his life. I wanted him to feel welcome here, but since none of us were sure how you’d react to Melody, I decided to make sure that he could at least put out a meal like this if things went badly this week and he didn’t feel comfortable coming back. That way, at least I’d know that he wasn’t resorting to a restaurant or one of those awful TV dinners for the holidays. Fortunately, you’ve been very supportive. That leaves me a great deal of hope that they’ll be back.”


Beth shrugged. “It’s no big deal,” she said awkwardly. “I mean, at first, I was thinking, ‘I’m about to get shot’ when I first saw her. Then when she reached into her purse, I thought she was going to pull out a gun, but I’m starting to relax some.”


Mel scoffed. “If I didn’t shoot Stan, I think you’re safe,” she told her. “We definitely didn’t come all this way for an argument, much less a gunfight.”


Beth chuckled and nodded. “No, I suppose not. I wasn’t exactly thinking straight when I recognized you. So, the three of you are cooking dinner together? I’m going to stay out of the way, but I may look in from time to time to see how it looks to have Mom share her recipes.”


She nursed her coffee and shook her head at the thought.


“You’re not mad that she hasn’t trusted them to you yet?” I asked gently.


She shook her head again.


“Rand, I barely set foot in the kitchen back in Charlotte. I’m sure I’ll learn to be more than a helper in the kitchen someday, but I still don’t know where all the gadgets are here, much less how to use all of them.”


With that, she handed out hugs and retreated to the TV in the den while we started preparing the turkey and the other dishes. The next several hours were a blur of activity. We made a savory stuffing for the turkey, sweet potatoes, regular mashed potatoes, and cranberry sauce from scratch. May also had pans of fresh bread rolls, buttermilk biscuits and cornbread. We had ears of corn, carrots, string-beans and May’s vegetable casserole which baked along with the turkey. The house slowly filled up with delicious smells as we worked, making everything perfect and producing an abominable amount of heat.


Glen appeared, dressed and looking eager to eat. He wished us a Merry Christmas and then retreated to watch whatever Beth had on the TV or fight her for the remote. Shortly after that, the doorbell announced Roger’s arrival. She brought him into the kitchen to meet us. Roger was taller than me, but not by a lot. He had a powerful build that spoke well of his commitment to staying in shape, probably because of his job. His hair was lighter than mine, blonde where mine is brown. He had an easy smile and didn’t seem uncomfortable with the situation. He and May greeted each other warmly before he turned toward me.


“I know who you are,” he said heartily with a smile that would serve him well when his career reached the level of political maneuvering. “Merry Christmas,” he said, shaking my hand. “I’m Roger. Beth’s told me a lot about you, but she forgot to mention you were bringing a friend.”


I was pleased that he hadn’t tried to crush my fingers with his grip. It was firm, but not dominating.


“Merry Christmas, Roger,” I grinned back at him before turning to Mel. “This is Melody. She’s my girlfriend. It was kind of a surprise to Beth that she was coming ... or that she existed. I didn’t want to tell her we were dating over a phone call.”


He greeted Melody and then Beth pulled him out of the kitchen so that we could get to work. Dinner was going to be in May’s treasured dining room that was off-limits except for special occasions. May hollered to Beth to start getting the table ready since dinner was almost ready. Twenty minutes later, the three of us started carrying dishes in to fill the center of the table. Glen carved the turkey and we all sat down. I’d learned a lot, not only about the dishes themselves, but about how May managed her time in the kitchen, planning when to start each dish in the right order so they were all ready at the same time.


Mel and I sat together across from Beth and Roger, while May and Glen took the ends of the table. We joined hands and said Grace, not because Beth, Mel or I were particularly religious, but because May insisted, and I rightly feared her skillet. We bowed our heads and she led us with words of gratitude for our blessings and for the blessing of our company today. With that, we dug in and conversation was limited for the first few minutes as we concentrated on our stomachs. Eventually, we were sated enough for conversation and it was Roger that started.


“So, Rand,” he said tentatively. “Beth said that your job is moving out of state. Do you have another job lined up at this point?”


I smiled and shrugged.


“I’m in a pretty good position financially. The company’s offering a generous severance package and I’ve decided to take it. I’ll stick around to oversee the final shutdown of the plant while the other engineers go on ahead to help set up the new operations in Mobile. Then I think we’re going to travel.”


“Not looking for work right away?” he asked, surprised.


“I haven’t taken a lot of vacation time in the past few years,” I admitted. “Mel and I would like to spend some time away from schedules and life’s daily problems. Besides, it’s really not like either of us need the money at this point. We’d rather take some time to be together and explore. She promised to show me around Miami for starters. Maybe we’ll drive down instead of flying and spend some time at Disney World since it’s along the way.”


He chuckled at that.


“A little old for Disney, aren’t we?” he asked, including himself in the assessment since he was the same age.


“There’s something for everyone at Disney,” I said lightly. “After that though, we talked about seeing all fifty states at some point.”


“That’s a lot of travel,” he commented. “I suppose you could do a lot of it in a summer by driving.”


Beth broke in and giggled.


“So, at thirty, you’re going to retire, buy an RV and travel around the South in winter and the North in the summer?” she asked, amused at the thought of the two of us packing up that way.


“That actually sounds like fun,” Mel said, delighted. “We could see a lot of the country that way. We should look into how much they cost.”


“Really?” Beth said, surprised. “I was just kidding. I figured that you’d be more interested in traveling first class.”


“I’m not quite so much of a spoiled trophy wife as people seem to think. I’ve never been camping or anything. It sounds like a good time. Maybe Glen could help us look for the best camping gear.”


She turned to Glen and gave him that Care Bear Stare that she called her smile.


“Would you? I’m sure that being in the army, you know the best of everything that we might need for something like that.”


Poor Glen. He was helpless before the power of her smile. It could melt rock and boil ice.


“Of course, I’ll help,” he assured her. “There’s all kinds of things that you can use for a trip like that. There’s a lot of it that I can get for you better and cheaper through the base PX than you’d pay commercially, like cases of MREs or boots or other tools you can use for camping.”


I smiled at him, knowing that he’d just been held-up at gunpoint. I had yet to meet anyone who couldn’t be won over by Melody’s winning smile and sparkling eyes. She was a force of nature all on her own.


“That’s the fastest I’ve ever seen someone carve a bird,”


May commented with a smirk on her face as she made fun of Glen for how effectively Mel had reduced him from a stern colonel to a doting father figure. That made Beth choke on her wine as she tried to gasp, drink and laugh all at the same time. Roger patted her back while she coughed, and we all laughed a little. Even Glen had a chuckle at his own expense.


We finished dinner and cleaned up the leftovers to be packed into the fridge. With six people to help, dishes were cleaned up and the kitchen tidied up much quicker than normal. Dessert was put off until after presents were opened since none of us had room for it just yet.


We adjourned to the den where the tree occupied the entire corner of the room and started handing out gifts. May and Beth were thrilled with their presents. Beth had been to the place once and took turns with Mel, telling May about all the different treatments she could get there from massages to pedicures to hair and make-up treatments.


Glen was intrigued with the sand table and thumbed through the book of battle layouts thoughtfully.


“I thought that this might be a hobby you’d like,” I told him. “It gives you a chance to examine and analyze a famous battle from geography, through troop placement. I work with a guy that does it. He spends hours tweaking little details from the historical account to see what might have changed the course of the battle. His favorite is the Alamo. He has a permanent setup in his basement where he plays with how to deploy troops and defend key points. I don’t think he ever turned the tide, but he said that he thought it was possible to have made the siege so painful that it would have changed other events.”


“That sounds very entertaining,” Glen admitted. “I’ve heard of these, but I’ve never given them a second thought.”


“I hope you get a lot of enjoyment out of it,” I told him sincerely. “I asked May if the basement was still unfinished and when she told me that it was, I knew that you had the space and the patience to pore over the details of a battle to get every detail right. I’m told there’s whole societies for people that put these together. You can display your work and see what other people are doing too, pick up pointers and trade tips of your own.”


“Thank you both,” he said with a surprised smile.


I’d usually just gotten him a war movie or a book. Mel went and hugged him, telling him that he was welcome. That only left Roger’s gift and one other.


“We didn’t know you very well, but my dad was a cop, so I figured this was something you could use,” I told him as I passed him the gift we’d picked out.


He unwrapped it curiously, surprised that we’d gotten him anything at all. We’d gotten him a good quality gun cleaning kit.


“Thanks,” he said sincerely.


“You’re welcome,” I told him. “I remember my father cleaning his gun at the kitchen table after dinner each night. It’s your most important piece of equipment.”


Then it was everyone else’s turn. Roger and Beth had gotten Glen a book on military history that he was very happy with, they got May a basket of bath soaps to pamper herself with. Beth got Roger a new pool cue in a very nice case, telling me one of his hobbies. Roger had gotten Beth a very nice necklace in diamonds.


“This was my grandmother’s,” he said. “I want you to have it,” he told her, and she gushed, touching it reverently.


She handed it to him and gathered her hair, so he could put it on her. We all smiled. I could see the love in the way Roger and Beth touched, and it did nothing to rouse my jealousy. If he touched Mel like that, I’d break his arms off and club him to death with them, but he could touch Beth all day long, as far as I was concerned. It was proof that we weren’t meant for each other and that we’d both accepted it. May and Glen’s presents were similarly thoughtful. May had bought a new TV for Glen.


“When Rand told me what his gift for you was, I thought you’d like to start turning the basement into your own personal man-cave. I’m told this is the highest definition television they make.”


Glen grinned and kissed her enthusiastically and then got the box he’d had for May. She opened it up and it was mostly empty. Inside was a bathing suit. She lifted it out and underneath was the plane tickets for the second honeymoon he’d booked for the two of them.


“I thought we were putting that off until you retired,” she gasped, taken off-guard by the gift.


“That’s only another year or so away,” he said dismissively. “This is important. We should stop putting it off.”


That earned him another kiss. For Roger and Beth, they’d given them a gift certificate to a local furniture store for their impending move. I guessed it had been more imminent than she’d let on to me. Beth and Roger had gotten me a pair of running shoes from a company called Vibram. They were called Five-Fingers and were supposed to be the final word in minimalist running shoes. They actually looked like gloves for your feet. Each toe had its own separate compartment. I was fascinated with them and thanked them as I looked them over, interested in how they’d feel.


“I’m sorry, Melody,” Beth said apologetically. “If we’d known you were coming, we would have shopped for you too.”


Mel scoffed dismissively. “That’s okay. Your reaction last night and your welcome this morning is present enough.”


“You’re not off the hook yet, young lady,” May told her and went to the tree.


She picked up a pair of boxes and brought them to us. I let Mel open hers first, reveling in the curious look on her face. Inside the box was an intricate shawl of delicate lace that made Mel gasp.


“This is beautiful!” she gushed. “Where did you get it?!!?”


May smiled and took her hand.


“My mother gave it to me on my wedding day. When I wore it, it filled the ‘something new’ part of the tradition. When Beth wore it, it was ‘something borrowed’. When you wear it, it’ll be ‘something old’. Just don’t dye it blue for your girls?” she asked.


Mel handed me the box and then got up to put her arms around May, standing there and weeping in joy at the gift. May smiled at me over Mel’s shoulder and I smiled back, nodding to her that she’d hit a home run. When they separated, she curled up next to me, taking her shawl back and carefully closing the box after giving it a lingering look. I waited for her to set it aside carefully before I opened mine.


I tore the wrapping paper and found myself holding a small plastic box. The box itself wasn’t particularly fancy, but I smiled, knowing that the contents were the real gift. I opened the box and saw it filled with file cards, each of them sharing the precious secrets of May’s kitchen.


“Your recipes?!!?” I asked, looking up in awe. “You copied them out for me?”


She nodded, and now it was my turn to hand my present to Mel and stand to thank her. I took her in my arms and hugged her warmly. Beth and Glen knew how viciously she’d guarded those recipes from all inquiries. They were her personal pride and joy.


“It was time,” she said lightly, hugging me back. “Now you can eat my pie all year ‘round.” she joked with me, making us both laugh.


“I have one more gift to give,” I whispered for her ear alone. “You’ll want a good seat.”


She nodded and stepped back, smiling at me as she returned to her seat. I sat down with Mel again and took her hand in mine, lifting it to my lips to kiss her fingertips. I looked in her eyes and then around the room. “I have one more gift to give out,” I told them and asked them to wait a moment while I retrieved it. I went to the kitchen and plucked it out of the pocket of the jacket I’d worn this morning. It felt heavy in my hand and I returned to the den.


“Mel,” I said.


“You got me something?” she asked. “Rand! We agreed no gifts!”


“I know,” I said lightly. “I have an idea how you can get even with me though,” I promised her.


“And how’s that?” she asked with a smirk, undoubtedly thinking something perverted.


I smiled and slid to one knee in front of her, holding out the engagement ring.


“Say yes,” I answered her softly. “That’s the best gift I could ask for.”


She stared at the ring and both her hands flew to her mouth in shock. Her eyes were as wide as they could go. She hadn’t been expecting this. Neither had anyone else. I hadn’t even told May what I was planning. Her gift of the wedding shawl had been purely coincidental. There wasn’t a sound in the room as Mel gaped at me, her eyes shifting back and forth between mine and the ring I’d held out for her to take.


Trembling, she held out her left hand to me and I slid the ring onto her finger. I’d estimated the size based on the size of her fingers compared to mine and it slid onto her finger with just the right snugness. She flung herself into my arms as soon as the ring was in place and wrapped her arms around my neck in a death-grip that made me gasp for breath.


I held her tightly, grinning as she clung to me. I stood up, lifting her with me and she squeaked at being pulled to her feet. She pulled back enough to look into my eyes and her answer was there in the way she was looking at me. She kissed me with the same searing passion that she’d shown the first time we’d kissed, and time stood still for us again.


I don’t know how long we stood like that, but when we separated, we were both unsteady on our feet. She pushed me down onto the couch and then claimed my lap for her seat, not wanting to be separated from me for even an instant. She kissed me again and then touched her forehead to mine with her eyes gazing into mine.


“I’m soooo going to get you back,” she promised with the same irritable tone as an angry kitten.


She was adorable, even when promising revenge. I smiled and just held her close. The others were offering congratulations. May and Beth wanted to see the ring, and they both exclaimed that it was exquisite. I’d been to a dozen stores before I found the perfect ring for Mel. It was elegant, but without being too showy. I could see her wearing it in high society or the grocery store.


Glen had decided this called for a toast and broke out a bottle of Maker’s Mark, which was his favorite bourbon. He handed out glasses and poured us each a generous splash before toasting to our future. We all drank, Mel choking a little on hers. I smiled at her and kissed her lightly.


“Not used to drinking bourbon?” Glen asked her with a chuckle.


She shook her head, still trying to get her throat to work after her drink.


“I don’t turn 21 until May,” she said. “I’m not used to anything more than a sip of Champagne on special occasions.”


Glen nodded in understanding and that was the end of the Maker’s Mark for now. We didn’t want to overwhelm her, after all. We sat and shared, each of us enjoying the company and the mood. After we’d had some time for dinner to settle, we had coffee and dessert, all of the pies tasted amazing. Not that I managed to try all of them, but Mel and I took different choices, so we could trade bites. We were revoltingly sweet, I know.


No one seemed to mind, though. After a while, we separated, and Roger and I helped Glen set up the table in the basement. We did some tidying up, so that there was a space for it and then we brought the carton with the supplies downstairs and started going through them, helping Glen get a handle on the hobby. The kit I’d given him was pretty inclusive and he could build Gettysburg without buying another thing. He flipped through the catalog that was included with the kit and was instantly lost in the idea of building some of the more modern ones. By the time we came upstairs, Glen had promised to let both of us know how he liked the table and we promised to keep him supplied with materials and the molds and plans to start working on other battles as he saw fit.


We found all three of our ladies at the kitchen table, talking quietly. They stopped when they saw us, leaving little doubt that we were the topic at hand. We wisely got drinks and retreated to the den where Glen turned on a Christmas movie instead of a war picture and we chatted comfortably. Roger asked about my dad and I told him about him being killed in the line of duty.


“Did they ever catch his killer?” he asked, interested.


I shook my head. “That was more than a dozen years ago, now. I was in high school at the time and we were all pretty shaken up, but an officer came to the door to tell us they got him. At this point, I hope they catch him, but it won’t bring Dad back, you know? Mom threw herself into work after he died, and she was around long enough to see me graduate from high school, but she didn’t make it through to my college graduation. She’s the one that needed the closure more than me.”


He nodded. “Grief does that to people. They lose themselves in the work, rather than cope with the loss. I know Beth was worried about you for a while when she first got home here.”


That was the elephant in the room.


“Yeah. There were times that I focused on just getting through the day,” I admitted. “It wasn’t going to do me any good to break down and whimper about it though, so I went to the gym a lot.”


“I can tell,” he said. “I’ve seen a few of the old pictures and you don’t look anything like them, honestly. What do you take for supplements?”


“Just a couple of vitamins,” I told him truthfully. “I just put in a lot of hours on it and I try to eat right most of the time.”


“There’s a lot of guys on the force that could stand to have more commitment to conditioning,” he admitted.


“Yeah, it’s a lot of self-motivation if you want to get the results. You can hire a trainer to yell to put in the reps, but no one’s there to keep the cheeseburger out of your hands at the end of the day.”


“Yeah, but health food isn’t exactly as satisfying as comfort food at the end of the day,” he chuckled.


“Well, maybe you could talk to a local place to get a discount for the department on healthy meals,” Glen suggested. “In the army, we control the diet by serving meals. I know you can’t exactly do that, but you could probably find someone willing to help.”


“I know my local market offers a really nice array of pre-made salads,” I said helpfully. “They’re not all rabbit-food. They do a mean taco salad. It’s pretty amazing. Getting the cops to try it out is the trick, though. Cheeseburgers are easy and portable. They can go for drive-thru and leave the bag in the cruiser for a couple of hours before they eat it and it’s generally fine.”


Roger nodded. “I’ll look around for a place that does a healthier menu than McDonald’s and see if we can talk them into working with the department.”


We fell silent for a while, watching the movie on the TV. Just about every channel plays Home Alone sometime in December. It’s become the modern Christmas movie, even though it’s over 25 years old.


“So how long are you in town for?” Roger asked during one of the commercials.


“Today, tomorrow and the day after that,” I said lightly. “We fly out on the 28th to Washington to visit her parents for a few days and then it’s back to Charlotte. I’ve still got a few more weeks of work and then the plant shuts down and I get to go on vacation with Mel.”


“Looking forward to it?” he asked with a smile.


“Meeting her parents? Not so much. Shutting down the plant? I have mixed feelings. Spending time with Mel? Can’t wait! I’ve never been camping before either and I think we’re going to be learning together.”


They nodded about that and we talked about their experiences with camping. They each had suggestions about what to take with us and what was a waste of time. What it all boiled down to was whether we were traveling to a campground and staying somewhere like that, or if we were driving off into the wilderness to do our own thing.


“Take guns,” Roger said seriously. “If you’re going off on your own, don’t assume that anyone you meet is friendly or sane or safe to be around. Personally, If I was out in the woods for some peace and quiet and someone barged into camp, I’d pack up and leave before it was dark. You’re almost certainly safe, but why take that chance?”


I nodded. “Maybe we should start with campgrounds and then buy our own retreat if we really like it,” I mused.


“Not a bad idea, if you can afford to buy land at random,” he said with a shrug. “Give it a try, and see how you feel about it. If you love it, you can probably get a piece of vacation property relatively close to civilization.”


We talked about camping and their experiences with the great outdoors while the girls had their own chat in the kitchen. We had a late dinner of leftovers that we served ourselves. All in all, it was a perfect day. We all got along, there were gifts, great food and no one was bored, irritable or otherwise cranky. It was around 8PM when we decided that we should call it a night and let May relax rather than worry about entertaining us.


By the time we got back to the hotel, we’d been gone for more than twelve hours and we were bushed. We stripped down and climbed into bed, passing the single greatest test that any new couple can endure: the gas test. Turkey is a beast that gets its revenge long after the indignity of its own death. We complained about the smell, blamed each other in between fits of giggles. I threatened to put my cock back in there to plug the leak, we each flapped the blankets to try to air out the bed and generally laughed our way through the post-turkey gas attack. Fortunately, we were in love and the suite was large enough not to turn it into a huge problem. In an enclosed space, we might have died.


Chapter 20


The next morning, we decided to sleep in and ignore the world for a little while longer. I opened my eyes to find her studying her new ring with a smile on her face.


“Penny for your thoughts,” I said softly.


She looked over at me and her smile broadened.


“I was just wondering how I got to be so lucky,” she whispered back.


“We both got lucky,” I said solemnly. “I love you, Melody. I’ll never stop, and I’ll never take you for granted.”


She smiled, basking in the warmth of our commitment to each other.


“I love you, Rand. No matter what happens, I’ll never run away from you again. You’re my lover, my best friend, and from now on, we face everything together.”


She hugged me tight to punctuate her words. I held her, and we let our thoughts drift even as we slowly woke up without worrying about schedules or anything else. When we were showered and dressed, we called the house to find out what May, Glen and Beth had planned.


“Glen’s camped out in the basement,” May told us, amused. “He’s fiddling with the new toy you bought him. Beth’s off spending some time with Roger, since he’s working a night shift tonight. You two are welcome to come spend the day here. There’s still days of leftovers that we have to eat, and I’d like to spend some more time with the two of you before you have to leave.”


“There’s nothing we’d rather do,” I assured her. “We’ll bring our appetites and see you soon.”


We spent the afternoon with May and Glen, much as we had on Christmas Eve, except it was more casual since our baking and cooking was done. Glen and I opened a lot of the stuff for his sand table and I helped him put a start on the battlefield. May and Mel talked a lot about things that I wasn’t told much about, but it was probably the most embarrassing stories she knew about me, since Mel would need that ammunition for when my head got too big.


We ate a late lunch together and I focused a little more on sides than turkey. I’d been neglecting my workout, the past couple of days, so I wanted to balance it out by getting more vegetables into my system. The four of us sat in the den and watched a war movie that Glen had in his collection. May and I had both seen it before, but it was new to Mel. She hadn’t had a thorough grounding in World War Two history, so she asked a fair number of questions.


“I’m sorry!” she said sheepishly. “I took world geography instead of history in high school. I gave it up because we never discussed anything that happened in the past century. It was always George Washington and crap like that. The kind of stuff where the people who were there have been dead for so long that they were dead before the oldest person alive now was born. I skipped taking it in high school because I figured it’d be three more years of the same boring stories. There are still people that remember this. Why don’t they ever teach us this in school? Seriously! Who cares what happened in the War of 1812? It was over 200 years ago. This is stuff they could be teaching us that people would want to know - and they’re not.”


She trailed off and realized that she was getting upset about it.


“Sorry,” she repeated. “It just seems like this is way more important, and no one ever thought to teach it.”


I nodded. I remembered getting lectures on Paul Revere, and Washington, and Franklin, so I knew what she meant.


“I tend to agree,” I said lightly. “The history we learned in school was carefully sanitized. They talked a lot about the Civil War, but they never discuss Normandy, or anything from World War Two. I think a lot of that might have to do with photography, though.”


“Photography?” Glen asked skeptically.


This was the first time we’d talked about history, or much of anything.


“A lot of the war was documented on film and that was the first time there was that clear a picture of war. The Holocaust left us with pictures of bodies being bulldozed into mass graves, emaciated victims who might as well have been dead and even worse. With those older wars, there’s only really paintings and a few grainy photos. They can make it seem cleaner, so it’s more comfortable to teach, especially to kids.”


“I suppose that makes some sense. You wouldn’t want an eight-year-old looking at some of those images or really reading too much about those atrocities. I still think they could find a way to teach a lot of the foundations of the war. I’m surprised that you know so much about it,” Glen commented. “I never pegged you as a war buff.”


“I’m not, really, but I took a class in college, for the same reason Mel didn’t take History in high school. There were a lot of questions about that era that are in sort of a taboo blind-spot. The evil of the Nazi’s is glazed over quite a bit because the reality was so much worse than what Hollywood or documentaries can show. Although ‘Band of Brothers’ gave a good snapshot of it.”


He nodded, and we decided to let Mel have the remote, so she could pause and ask questions freely. If Glen hadn’t been completely charmed by her before, this would have cemented it for him. He got to play teacher for the afternoon, and she paid him more attention than any of her teachers probably got from her during her whole senior year. Beth came in while we were still watching the movie. Mel was quizzing Glen on points of history and was really getting into the details.


“How long has this been going on?” she asked, slipping onto the end of the sofa beside me and watching Mel and her father talk animatedly about the movie.


“A while,” I admitted. “I hope you wanted a little sister because she’s already got your dad wrapped around her little finger.”


“I can see that,” she chuckled quietly. “I’d better start packing, so she can have my room.”


“I don’t think you need to go that far,” Mel said, turning toward us with a grin. “Next time though, we’ll probably just stay here, if there’s room, rather than go to the hassle of a hotel.”


“You were welcome to stay here this time,” May said. “I understand why you didn’t, but next time, just show up here and we’ll get the bed made up for you.”


Mel beamed at her in gratitude, and it was decided right there that would be our Christmas tradition. I had two choices. Support the idea enthusiastically, or protest and be overridden. I wasn’t in the mood to protest. It was actually the most pleasant Christmas since I’d first come home with Beth.


We watched another movie after dinner, and it took twice as long to watch because we stopped for questions. I was surprised that we were all enjoying the movie more, specifically because of the discussions; we said goodnight to everyone when it started getting late.


Surprisingly, neither of us was feeling horny tonight. We were mellow and loving and interested in cuddling together a lot more than fucking. I had the feeling that we were saving that for Washington. We were taking everyone out for an early supper the following day, since Roger would be working nights. We wanted to celebrate our last full day with the Calders.


The next morning, I got up and went to the gym early, wanting to do a couple of lengthy workouts to make up for my lapse in gym time and diet for the last few days. I went heavy on cardio and mostly had the gym to myself, owing to the holidays. I returned to the hotel close to lunch time to find Mel bustling around the suite, organizing a few things to get ready.


“Hey, Babe!” she said with a grin. “Good workout?”


“Yes, I wish they had a decent stair-climber, but they’re a lot heavier on free-weights than machines. What are you up to?”


“Making sure we’re ready for tomorrow,” she said lightly. “Strip those off so I can send them down to the laundry. I’ve got all our laundry ready for them to do before we have to pack tonight. Wear your black suit for tonight.”


I smiled and stripped off my workout gear, setting my shoes aside to dry. I’d put a dryer sheet in each one before they were packed so they wouldn’t stink up my luggage. It was a trick Craig had told me about for when he traveled for competitions. I had a bag to seal them in, but the dryer sheet helped keep any gym smells from penetrating the rest of the luggage. I made a playful grab at her, making her shriek and jump away from me.


“Go shower!” she scolded me with a giggle, staying out of my reach, and pointing towards the bathroom.


I chuckled, and she followed me into the bathroom.


“Do you want me to order lunch or do you want to wait until dinner?” she asked as I started the water.


“Have you eaten?” I asked curiously.


“Not yet. I was waiting for you.”


“Then why don’t you order for both of us?” I suggested. “Just not turkey.”


She laughed.


“No, I think we’ve had enough turkey for now. How about I order us something light like salad?”


“That’s perfect,” I admitted, and got under the spray of the shower, letting the hot water cascade over me.


“You know you look like a Calvin Klein ad, right?” she asked with a smirk on her lips as she watched the water pour over me.


“Having second thoughts about lunch?” I asked, turning toward her and making the pose far more lewd.


“Not really,” she said. “There’s too much to do to leave it all for tomorrow.”


She blew me a kiss and then retreated from the bathroom and called to have the laundry picked up and order lunch. By the time I was done, the laundry had been whisked away to be done so it’d be ready for us before we left tomorrow. We could have just bagged it and had it done when we got to Washington, but she was right about getting it done now. I threw on a robe, rather than get dressed this early, and curled up with her for a few spare minutes between tasks. She kissed me and settled in with me, finally relaxing.


“Melody Dunn,” she commented softly, trying the name on for the first time.


“Has a nice sound to it,” I told her.


She made an approving sound and snuggled into my arms more comfortably.


“This week went really well, didn’t it?”


“They love you,” I told her. “Even Beth was charmed by you, once she regained consciousness. I have a lot to live up to with your folks. Will you still respect me if none of them pass out?”


She snickered about that. “I can think of ways you could knock Allison out, if she doesn’t collapse the first time she sees you.”


“Things have changed though,” I said. “I’m not just your boyfriend anymore. We’re engaged now. If she seriously tries to get into my pants, then I may knock her out in a less fun way.”


Lunch arrived shortly after that and we fell on it, hungered by our mornings of activity. I finally got dressed, and we spent a little time surfing the TV channels again before it was time to go. We were meeting at a trendy restaurant and it was a first time for everyone there. We arrived first and were told that there was a three hour wait for our table.


“Unacceptable,” Mel said haughtily, her trophy wife image rising to the occasion. “I made these reservations two weeks ago. A few minutes delay is understandable, but three hours? Do you expect us to stand here like mannequins, advertising for you? My fiancé and I came here, expecting to be seated, not stand around so you can get some mileage out of having two of the most attractive people in the city in your place.”


I ignored the exchange, looking bored. Instead, I pulled out my phone and went to the restaurant app that we’d used to find the place and gave it the lowest rating possible. I wrote a brief review that said that a 3-hour delay was just a shameless attempt to extort bribes to get in the door for food that was probably about the same quality as a TV dinner. As soon as I posted the review, there was a ping from the tablet the greeter was using for scheduling. She looked at it, and then at me. I gave her a bland smile.


“When the rest of our party gets here, and we explain the details, I’m sure there’ll be at least two more reviews like that,” I told her.


I showed Mel the review I posted, and she nodded, digging for her own phone.


“I apologize for the delay, but if you wanted to wait at the bar, we’ll be happy to have you paged as soon as your table is available,” she offered.


“Which will be in about three hours, right?” I asked flatly. “Firstly, we made these reservations for early dinner because it was the only time of day when all of our guests could be available. Second, your offer to let us rot at the bar is specifically to keep us from making a scene and letting the other patrons know just how unreliable a reservation here really is. I could call at least four restaurants and have a table as soon as I arrived, but instead, we decided to give this place a try since it was new and supposedly trendy. Finally, not all our party is legal age to drink. What would you like them to do while you make us stew half-way to close? Stand by the dumpsters out back until you get around to seating us?”


By now, Mel had posted her review and it made mine seem kind by comparison. I won’t repeat a lot of what was in it, but there was no way that I’d eat at a place with that kind of review. When Glen and May arrived, we suggested that they give a brief review of their own. I could see the greeter getting more and more agitated by the whole situation.


“I’d rather have a steak and a beer anyway,” Glen said. “I know a great place and it’s not too far. Once Beth and Roger get here, we can leave and meet there.


May had taken his phone, and with Mel’s help, she was tapping away furiously with her own scathing review. When I read it later, she commented that she could put her husband to work to build a table for 6 while she cooked the meal and it would have been ready in less time. Roger and Beth joined us a few minutes later and each of them started working on their own reviews.


“Roger,” I said. “I know that cops are always on the lookout for a place that they can take their wives and girlfriends on special occasions. I’m sure none of them wants to be embarrassed in front of their loved ones by being held up for three hours on a date night, right?”


“For sure,” he said, and I could see the greeter wilting over the prospect of this getting spread. “There’s the DA’s office too. They’re always looking for new places for business dinners.”


The greeter was furiously tapping on her tablet and trying to look busy.


“Sir, Ma’am, I think we can shuffle a few things around and have you seated in a few minutes,” she offered hopeful to avert a complete disaster.


I gave her a scathing look.


“Glen, you said you had a suggestion for a better restaurant? I think a good steak sounds perfect.”


He led us outside while I told the greeter that she could cancel our reservation. When I walked outside, we made plans to meet at the new restaurant. Beth rode with us, so we’d find it and after that, the evening went smoothly. We were served quickly, treated with respect, ate well and all at half what we would have been charged at the other place.


When I went to pay the bill, I purchased a pair of gift cards and loaded them with $200 each, for Roger and Glen to take their ladies out on us a time or two. We’d had a pleasant conversation, with everyone promising to spread the word about our bad experiences. That meant at Beth’s work, in addition to the police department and Glen said he intended to share it with the Old Officer’s Network in the area.


This was actually goodbye for us. We were leaving the hotel in the morning to go to the airport and flying out from there. We exchanged hugs and kisses, handshakes and a few tears. Glen was surprisingly teared up when we were getting ready to split up.


“You two make a fantastic couple,” he told me. “I know you’ll do right by her. You always did with Beth.”


He shook my hand and then pulled me in for a brief hug. May came and kissed his cheek and then pushed him toward Mel while she took my face in her hands.


“You make sure to come back and see us,” she said, choked up a little, “and I want to see an invitation to that wedding as soon as you settle on a date. I just have to figure out if I’m sitting on the bride’s side or the groom’s side.”


I chuckled. “I don’t think it matters. We both know you’re on our side no matter where you sit.”


I hugged her and told her that I loved her. Roger was next as he had to leave soon to get to work.


“It was a pleasure meeting you,” he said, shaking my hand. “When I first saw you, I was worried you might tear me in half with your bare hands. I didn’t know if there was any jealousy still brewing or not. You’re kind of a beast, after all.”


“Thanks,” I chuckled. “I was never going to go after you though. We got the divorce so that we could both move on and find someone we fit better with. I’m glad she has you. You guys look very happy together.”


He nodded. “We are,” he said, glancing at her. “Next time you’re in town, let us know, and I’ll set up a tour of the precinct for you both. Maybe we’ll have time to get a few games of pool in.”


“Don’t let him hustle you, Rand,” Beth broke in. “He plays so well, he could practically be a pro.”


“Heh. I’ll start practicing,” I promised.


I had no intention of telling them that we had our own table at home. For that matter, I’d mostly given it up as a hobby before I met Beth, so she had no idea that I was anything better than average. Roger grinned and then moved on to say goodbye to Mel before he had to go. Beth and I didn’t speak for a few minutes, just smiling at each other.


“Take a walk with me,” she said and wrapped her arm around mine, steering me away. “Don’t worry,” she said to Mel. “I just want a quick word.”


We walked down the block and she stole glances at me as we did.


“You did good,” she said softly. “I’ve been sort of keeping you in my prayers the last few months. I didn’t know how you were doing, and I was worried that you were falling into depression. You’re unrecognizable now. I don’t just mean your body, but you whole demeanor is fantastic! I can tell that you’re doing okay. There’s no stress in your eyes. I could always tell when you were upset, the lines around your eyes always got a little tight, like you were fighting off a headache. This week is the first time in over a year that I’ve seen your eyes without that tightness. It’s good to see you like that.” She hugged my arm for emphasis.


“Thanks, Beth,” I said with a smile. “I’ve made a lot of progress in the past couple of months.”


“I know. Yoga?!!? This!” she squeezed my bicep. “A fiancée that’s ten years younger than you. Millions of dollars. It’s been a huge year for you.”


We were about a block away now and she stopped, turning us back towards where Mel, Glen and May were talking and waiting for us.


“She loves you,” she said, making me nod. “More than I ever did, or at least more deeply than I ever did. You and I were good together until the end. You and her, though, you two are great. However, it happened, I’m so glad you found her.”


I chuckled. “She found me, remember?” I pointed out. “I love her too. She’s worked miracles on me. Now it’s my turn to work a couple for her.”


“She said that her sister is a pretty shameless bitch. What are you going to do about her?”


“Ignore her and make sure that I’m never alone with her,” I said with a shrug. “She might not make a pass at me, but if she does, I have my iPod with me. I’ll use it to record everything I do through the day.”


She laughed at that, remembering that we’d bought that iPod specifically to record conversations with Stan.


“That’s probably a good idea. Between your phone and the iPod, you can capture most of the day. Just be careful. I don’t want you to get hurt being in the middle of all this.” She sighed, and we started back. “I think after this week, you and I are in a good place to start actually being friends. We were both worried how we’d react to each other and how we’d react to the changes. Turns out that you’re making more of them than I am.” She chuckled at that. “Engaged! That’s stunning. I’m really happy for both of you.”


“Thanks, Beth,” I said pleasantly, patting the hand she had looped through my elbow. “It means a lot to me that you’re happy for us.”


“I am,” she told me. “So, have any of the neighbors started warming up to you yet?”


“Uh, not really. I ran into Bill Kennedy about a month ago. He was hurt that I hadn’t called him for the renovations on the house and a little shocked that I knew he’d been inviting you to parties,” I told her, amused. “He backed off when I told him that I hadn’t hired the contractor, and then I told him that I hadn’t heard from him in months, so I hadn’t really thought we were still friends.”


She laughed. “I talked to him a few days after that. He was a little embarrassed about the whole thing, but still a little butt-hurt about you cheating on him with another contractor,” she told me. “I’ve talked to all of them, but I don’t know how that’s going to work out. Most of them commented about how distant you’ve been.”


“I’d have listed the house by now, except for the renovation Mel did. It seems a waste not to get some enjoyment out of that room before moving out.”


“She showed me the pictures,” Beth confessed as we drew near to Mel and the parents. “I hate the bedroom. It’s too ... gray. The bathroom looks nice. It seems warm somehow.”


“I figured you’d hate the bedroom,” I told her. “We have to get a new water heater to take full advantage off the bathroom, though. We need a tankless heater. The tank just isn’t big enough for us to use the double-head on the shower.”


“First thing when we get back,” Mel promised, having heard the last of the conversation. “We’re scheduled for installation on January 6th, since you’re at work that day, so it should be fine. They only need a couple of hours to drain the tank, remove it and install the new heater. He said there’s some electrical, but he has the permit filed, an inspection scheduled, and the heater’s in stock.”


“That’s quick,” Beth commented.


“You should see her plan a party,” I told her with a laugh.


“You should see Rand plan a party,” Mel countered. “I had the party planner actively sabotaging the party to keep him busy and Rand had everything handled so easily, he almost made the poor guy cry.”


Beth looked at me like she was seeing me for the first time.


“You?!!! You planned a party?”


“More like I hosted one. I told you that I was on the hook for the Weaver Savings and Loan party.”


“I didn’t know you planned it though,” she told me, impressed.


“The party planner for the Ritz Carlton asked if he’d ever planned a large event before,” Mel told her with a smirk for me.


“Well, that’s over and done, now. We’ll have to set it up, so they can watch us plan the wedding,” I chuckled. “I want her to see how you plan a party.”


“I have her number,” Mel told me sweetly.


That’s almost always a recipe for disaster. I wasn’t particularly worried though. Neither of them was in the mood to be hurtful to the other and seemed to actually have bonded this week, much as Glen and I had. Beth and Mel hugged and promised to call and talk from time to time. Then we split up. Beth was going home with Glen and May and we were back to the hotel to turn in early.


“Nervous about tomorrow?” I asked as I pulled off my tie and started hanging up my suit.


She nodded. “Does it really show?” she asked anxiously.


“Not really,” I told her. “I know you’ve been worried that Allison was going to try to get her hooks into me though. I hope my gift to you has eased some of that worry.”


“A little,” she admitted. “She’s good at what she does though. She has Dad under her thumb and that means that she’s got access to enough money and resources to be a pain.”


“I have a shotgun,” I said lightly. “Problem solved.”


“Did you bring it with you?” she asked sweetly.


“I must have forgotten to pack it,” I said. “How much trouble can she really be while we’re staying at a hotel?”


“Knowing her? Plenty,” Mel growled darkly.


“We have the cameras and we have a plan or two for if she tries something out of line,” I reminded her. “It’ll be fine.”


She nodded, and we took a little time to pack that night. I wasn’t going to the gym in the morning, since we wanted to make sure that we weren’t pressed for time. We had to finish packing, check out, drive to the airport, turn in our rental, check our bags, go through security and then wait for our flight. Ironically, if it all went smoothly, we’d be running around the airport here for nearly two hours and the flight was just over ninety minutes. We turned in, with her feeling nervous and jittery. I smoothed her hair and told her that I loved her until she relaxed and fell asleep curled into me.


Chapter 21


The next morning, we were surprisingly organized, owing to the work Mel had done to make sure everything was ready the day before. We dressed warmer than was really comfortable for Georgia, but we’d probably be frozen when we got to DC.


We had breakfast and checked out smoothly, drove to the airport and I loaded our luggage onto a cart while Mel turned in our rental. We got in the priority line at the airline to weigh-in our bags and get our boarding passes. We were in first class, which was a new experience for me. Our bags were tagged and we each took our carry-on with us. She had repacked to make sure her shawl was in hers and my recipe box was in mine. Neither of us wanted to have them in our luggage if it got lost.


We had plenty of time to get through security, so we stopped along the way and had lunch while we killed a little time. I hadn’t seen any delays or cancellations in the notices, so that was a good sign. We finished our lunch, got in line and were processed through security. I took Mel’s hand and we strolled through the throng of holiday travelers who were late, desperate or lost. We had almost an hour before our flight was called. I stopped at one of the shops and bought a cheap battery booster for my phone and iPod. I’d get a better one when we got to DC, but this was good enough for now.


Mel was a bundle of nerves as we waited. I joked with her that if she kept fidgeting, she was going to make security suspicious, but she couldn’t help it. This was her first time seeing her family since Stan’s death. Finally, we were called to board and, being in first class, we were among the first to board. I started plugging in right away. I started with the new battery charger, letting it pick up a charge first. That pulled Mel out of her funk and she smirked at me.


“Making sure you capture every moment?” she asked knowingly.


I shrugged. “I want to make sure that she doesn’t have a chance to have a private word with me.”


She nodded, and that seemed to make her feel better. We chatted a little about how well Christmas had gone and about when we might like to return to visit.


“Easter is May’s next big traditional dinner,” I said. “I can’t see any reason not to go down if they’re in the mood to host. For that matter, we should have them up at some point. I’d like to have May take some time and relax for a while. She cooks and cleans all the time. We can get Eliza an assistant for a week and have them up to see the house.”


That definitely got her attention and she started making plans almost right away, thinking about when she could arrange it and what to set up for everyone to do.


“Sweetie,” I said softly. “Roger likes to play pool, Glen golfs, May will love the idea of relaxing for the week and Beth will drool over the chance to lay out by the pool. She may or may not be bold enough to try to get an all-over tan if she’s out of sight of her father when she lies down.”


“Your ex-wife, sunbathing nude in our backyard,” she said dryly. “That won’t be awkward.”


I shrugged. “The point is that there’s something for just about everyone,” I pointed out. “May can have peace and quiet and freedom from cooking for a week, Beth can relax and bond with her new little sister, Roger can kick my ass at pool and get his ass kicked in the gym and Glen’s going to fall in love with the driving range and putting green. Roger and Glen will probably both lose their mind over the car collection too.”


She nodded in agreement and started chatting about ideas and activities and that kept her distracted right up until our safety briefing. I’d never been in first class, so I paid rapt attention, treating it as my responsibility to see to Mel’s safety if we had an emergency, so I made sure I knew where the emergency exit was, gave an eye to all the safety gear and listened to the flight attendant as she went through her speech. Most of the other passengers were bored, so I assumed I was the only virgin in first class. When we were done, we had to wait about a half-hour for our turn on the runway and then we were airborne. Mel was still planning, thinking about Fourth of July and talking about a big barbecue - with our own fireworks display and music and all our friends.


“Can we have a pony-ride too, Mommy?” I asked her teasingly.


She stuck her tongue out at me.


“Be serious,” she scolded me.


“Bella may cry if you don’t have ponies. She said Mary’s never been on one.”


“Wrong kind of pony,” she giggled and swatted me. “Stop joking. I want to do this.”


“Okay,” I agreed, and we started talking about planning the Fourth of July party for our friends and family.


Mel’s family might not get invited, but that was entirely up to what happened in the next week. We kept the topic up for most of the flight. We agreed that it was far too big a job for Eliza, so we’d hire a catering service for the event. I swapped out the charger for my phone and then finally my iPod while we chatted about the party. I had no doubt that she could have planned it with one call, but we were in the air and this was mostly a way to keep her distracted and relaxed.


By the time we landed, we had menu, entertainment, decorations and fireworks planned. We were also talking about who would stay with us and who we’d have to arrange for drives for at the end of what promised to be a fairly drunken celebration. We deplaned and collected our luggage and started wandering in the direction of the rental desk to get our car.


“So, do they know when we’re coming, or are we getting checked-in and settled before we call them?” I asked her, pushing the cart filled with our bags.


“I had to tell them the dates,” Mel admitted. “They were expecting me for Christmas. Then again, they were expecting me for Thanksgiving.”


“You didn’t go home for that?” I asked, surprised. It was the first time we’d talked about it.


“It was too late to get a flight from LA,” she explained. “Besides, I didn’t feel like seeing them at that point.”


“Okay,” I said lightly. “Did they know what flight we were going to be on, or just that you were arriving today?”


“Just the day,” she said. “Why?”


“Well, there’s an older guy over there, scowling at us like we ran over his dog,” I commented. “I just wondered if it was your father or someone I pissed off at some point in the past.”


“Where?” she asked, scanning the crowd, not seeing where he was.


“Off to our left a little,” I said softly, nodding a little in the direction. “He’s wearing a long brown coat and has dark hair, going gray.”


She looked in the direction I’d indicated and blanched.


“Oh, boy!” she moaned in dismay at seeing him.


I reached into my pocket and pulled out my phone, starting the recording app and figuring that our interrogation started now.


“Do we pretend we don’t see him or go over and say hello?” I asked comfortingly.


“Too late,” she said with a sigh. “He’s on his way over here.”


I looked up and he was approaching, looking less and less enthused.


“Hi, Dad,” Mel said with less enthusiasm than she’d greeted Stan with the last night we saw him. “I’m surprised to see you here. Are you meeting a business partner?”


“I came to pick up my daughter,” he said and then looked at me, “and her valet, apparently. I’m sure we’ll be able to find him a spot out of the way.”


I liked him immediately ... No, not really. I wanted to use my fist to pave his superior sneer flat. He was dismissive and presumptuous and arrogant. I knew right away that he was a lost cause and that Allison was likely a complete sociopath growing up in his care. My skin crawled with the effort not to hit him.


“He’s not a servant, Dad,” Mel said, getting annoyed. “This is Rand, he’s my fiancé.”


“Your husband’s dead a month and you’re already engaged to someone else?” he rolled his eyes. “He’s after the money, Melody. Even you can’t be this blind.”


He turned to me without waiting for an answer.


“Alright, Rand,” he started, sneering his way around my name. “What’s it going to take to get rid of you? I can write you a check with all kinds of zeros on it, but there’s no way my daughter is going to marry you.”


I looked at Mel, and she looked at me and I laughed.


“He thinks he can buy us!” I exclaimed in between peals of laughter.


Mel looked angry and she was starting to turn red, so I put a hand on her arm to get her attention. I gave her a comforting look and she bit her tongue. I looked at her father.


“Mr. Carmichael, you don’t have the financial resources to convince me to abandon Melody. You can get out your checkbook and write a fat pay-off, but your offer is going to be pathetic.”


“We can do this the easy way,” her father said, his voice taking on an edge, “or we can do it the hard way. Your choice.”


“Are you threatening me, Mr. Carmichael?” I asked him evenly.


“That depends on whether you’re smart enough to take what I’m offering or not,” he said coldly.


I turned to Mel.


“I think he’s threatening me,” I said to her. “What do you think?”


“I think that he should stop interfering in my life,” she said tightly.


“I’m looking out for you, Melody, since you seem to be incapable of doing it yourself,” he spat.


“If you were looking out for her when she met Stan Weaver, you’re either the shittiest parent in history or you were complicit in selling your daughter as a sex slave,” I told him bluntly. “Did you even have a lawyer look at the prenup that she signed with Stan? Or, were you just so thrilled to have her off your hands and have leverage against him; that you were too busy clapping with glee to notice that the document was a noose around her neck and a license for him to do whatever his sick mind wanted?” I snapped back.


“How dare you!” he thundered. “What would you know about any of this?!!?”


He was turning red himself now.


“I read that document,” I told him with a sneer of my own. “It stated that if there was a divorce for infidelity that Mel would walk away with nothing! It didn’t specify that it was if SHE cheated. At any point, Stan could have filed for divorce for his own infidelity and enforced that agreement to turn her out into the streets penniless. A second-year law student would have rejected that clause. You, you fucking idiot, you forced the marriage down his throat, and he forced her into virtual slavery. If you were any kind of father, you would have read it over and had a lawyer do the same. So, tell me, how much did Stan pay you for your daughter? Did you make a lot of money, selling your 18-year-old daughter to a 50-year-old sexual predator?! Was it worth it?!!?”


He stood there, a muscle in his cheek twitching as he turned more and more red.


“You son of a bitch!” he yelled. “You’re never going to get your hands on our money! I’ll see you in hell first!”


“I don’t know what money you think I’m after, but I’m marrying Mel because I want Mel, not because I have some elaborate scheme to steal the money you made by trading her to Stan,” I told him. “I have my own money and enough pride to get a job if that runs out.”


“You know she stands to inherit millions from Stan Weaver’s estate!” he bellowed.


“That’s not your money or your family’s money. Whatever Stan leaves to Melody is hers. Not yours, not mine. For that matter, what makes you think there’s all that much left. He had to sell off a lot of his investments. Cancer isn’t cheap in America.”


“There’s no way he spent that kind of money on cancer treatment in six months. He owned dozens of prime properties.”


“All gone. Stan had some rather unfortunate legal problems just before the cancer was diagnosed.”


“What do you mean?!!?” he demanded, aghast. “He had millions in real estate.”


Mel spoke up and took delight in this part of the story.


“Stan liked to fuck women he wasn’t supposed to,” she said, turning mean. “You should know that, Dad. I remember how pissed you were when he fucked me. One of the women he liked to fuck was married. She was also one of his employees. One of the other women he liked to fuck had the Clap, so Stan spread it to me and to all his other women. When her husband got diagnosed, it all came out and he sued Stan for assault and alienation of affection and causing his divorce, and then sued the business because he fucked her on company time and on company property. The two of them stayed married just long enough for both of them to sue Stan separately and then they divorced, and the husband got all her settlement too,” she told her father in a too-sweet voice. “It’s good to know that you consider all that money communal family property though.”


“He let them sue him like that?!!?” he sneered in disgust.


“Rand has the best legal team in Charlotte,” she said proudly.


“YOU?!!?”


His eyes bugged out at me.


“I don’t know if non-disclosure agreements survive the death of the principle party, so I’d rather not discuss the details, but I can confirm that my grievances against Stan Weaver and Weaver Savings and Loan were settled in a mutually agreeable fashion. So, you see, a lot of the money that you were counting on, or whatever had you bouncing on your toes, It’s now our money,”


I told him, putting my arm around Mel’s shoulders to leave no doubt who I included in my proclamation. He just sneered at me and shook his head.


“You son of a bitch!” he seethed. “You stay the fuck away from my daughter.”


“Look, you’ve been insulting, threatening and dismissive to me, and snide, condescending and controlling to Melody. You can insult me all day long. It doesn’t bother me, but you leave Mel alone. I don’t like the way you’ve talked to her so far, and I don’t like the way you treat her like an idiot. I certainly don’t like your casual assumption that because she came to visit, you’re in charge of her life. You don’t give a shit about her. If you did, you’d have come to Charlotte when she found out Stan was cheating ;so that you could be with her when she was hurting; you would have come down when Stan died, leaving her with no family to rely on. Stan’s housekeeper has been better to her than you have, and from the sounds of it, you always treated her like shit. Now that she’s got money, you want to be family? Convenient!”


“You have no idea what you’re talking about!” he sneered. “Melody is highly impressionable. She needs protection from the likes of you.”


“She needed protection from the likes of Stan, but you sold her to him to seal a big deal, right? You used your first-born daughter as a sex slave to grease the wheels on your big deal with Stan and now you’re counting on the contents of his estate to keep those wheels spinning, by the look of it. You disgust me. Are you sure you’re her father, because I see nothing of you in her.”


Well, gentle reader, I need to confess that I have no idea what I was thinking to blurt that out, but it set him off on a rant that had airport police taking a keen interest in our exchange.


“Don’t do it,” I told him. “I know what you’re thinking, and if you do it, you end up in the hospital or jail,” I told him. “If you hit me, it’s assault and I’ll press charges. I’ll also defend myself and my fiancée. I probably won’t be gentle about it either.”


He growled at me, but he restrained himself by a hairs-breadth.


“You’re fucking lucky we’re in public,” he declared.


“That’s pathetic,” I said flatly. “All three of us know that if you and I decided to mutually hurt each other, I would pick you up and snap parts off of you at will. There’s nothing you could do about it other than piss yourself and beg for mercy. I think we’re done. Run along, stuffed shirt. Your wife is invited to dine with us tonight. You are not. After this outburst, I think it would be best if you immersed yourself in work until we return home.”


“I’ll deal with you later,” he threatened, his voice filled with malice.


“Is that a fact?” I chuckled. “So that’s either an empty threat or you’re planning to hire someone to rough me up. You planning to have me killed? Because if your boys come for me and they leave me alive, I’ve learned this past year to escalate when threatened.”


I was staring at him with undisguised hate. This was a man that had beaten Melody down to the point that she thought she was worthless. He was worse than Stan. I sincerely wanted him to hit me. I wanted to see how far I could throw him after I’d snapped his neck.


“Now that sounds like a threat!” he said hotly.


“Not at all,” I said. “If I’d said something like, ‘you come after me and I’ll make you beg me to kill you’, then that might have been a threat. I’ll put my cards on the table though since you seem to be too stupid to understand where you stand. I loathe you. Stan confessed to me that you forced the marriage and threatened to ruin him if he didn’t knuckle-under to your demands. Melody trusts me, she knows that I’ll look out for her no matter what. As of this moment, you’re someone I feel she needs protection from. Stay away from us. All your hopes for Weaver Savings and Loan? Poof! All those decisions get made through me.”


“Like hell they do!” he raged. I smiled.


Mel charged in. “Stan changed his Will, Dad. Rand owns half of everything. I can’t even drive the Lamborghini without talking to Rand first. My lawyer has been instructed to take his orders from Rand. Rand’s lawyer ... she’d pull out her taser and fry you with it if you took that tone with her. I kind of wish she were here right now.”


She squared off with her father, anger on her face.


“All you had to do today was wait for me to call and tell you I was in town. I didn’t ask you to meet my flight. I don’t even know how you found out which one we were on. Rand’s right. You didn’t come down here to meet me. You’re here hoping that I brought my checkbook. Well, guess what? You’re out of luck. I put all of my inheritance into Rand’s hands and I don’t want it back. He doesn’t have to marry me to get it. It’s his already. Everyone involved in the process knows who they’re working for.”


“Stan would never do that!” he protested.


“On his deathbed, Stan realized what an awful person he was,” Mel told her father. “He knew he needed to find someone to help protect me. He must have known that would never be you. He chose Rand, because he was the best human being he knew, and he knew that I love Rand. He changed his Will so that no one could take advantage of me. I’m starting to think he knew that you’d try.”


“Mel, honey,” I said to her, ignoring her father for the moment. “This conversation gets us nowhere. Let’s go get our car and go to the hotel. We’ll let the staff know that we’re having trouble with him.”


She looked at me and nodded. She hesitated and turned back to her father for a moment.


“I’m actually glad this happened now,” she told him. “Better to have you out of our lives now, before the baby is born.”


She caressed her stomach gently and then looped her hand through mine as we walked away, leaving him standing there. We were halfway to the rental car counter when I burst out laughing.


“That was perfect,” I told her. “He doesn’t know you can’t get pregnant right now, huh?”


She grinned at me.


“That felt good, too. Did you see the look on his face? Priceless!”


We got our rental and I loaded up the luggage while shivering in the cold winter air. I much preferred the South where our winter consisted of more rain and long-sleeves, not layers of protection against this chill. We’d both dressed warmly, but not nearly warm enough for this. I got in the car and blasted the heat, hoping that it warmed the car soon. We needed warm coats and gloves and hats. I hated the cold.


I stopped the recording and looked at Mel.


“We should call Mr. Lawton and warn him about your father,” I told her.


She nodded and started dialing. When she got him on the phone, she put it on speaker, and we explained the conversation and the real possibility that her father was trying to get his hands on the estate.


“From now on, everything goes through Rand,” Mel said. “Just like when I was gone last month. I also want you and the accountant to find out what business my father had with Stan and dig up every dirty little secret surrounding it. We’re calling Angela next to let her know.”


“Actually, I can conference her in. Give me a minute,” he said and put us on hold. A few minutes later, they were both on the line with us. We repeated the details for her.


“We want to know every tie between the two of them, and then I think we either want to cut those ties or weave them into a noose and put it around his neck,” I told her. “Whichever hurts him more without harming us. Regardless, he’s probably going to start poking his nose around into the estate however he can. He seemed to think that previous versions of the Will gave him some leverage over the estate.”


“I can answer that one,” Mr. Lawton told us. “He was named executor in an earlier version. He’s made some inquiries already and been told, by me, that his services are no longer required. Anything else we can do for you?”


“We may need the services of one of the Lords of Hell licensed to practice law in DC and possibly protective services. He’s made some threats,” I told them. “Angela? You know someone that’s as good with a taser as you are? Mel would really like a floor show while we’re here.”


She chuckled. “I’ll see who I can dig up that qualifies as vicious, competent and armed,” she promised. “I’ll make a couple of calls about a protective detail too.”


“Thanks,” I said, feeling a little less stressed. “I know he’d never stand a chance in a physical fight, but men with money tend to have deep enough pockets to hire all kinds of help. I’d also like to know how he found out what flight we were on, because he knew when we were arriving and was waiting at the right spot for our flight.”


They promised to work on it and Mel hung up and screamed in rage and frustration.


“I fucking hate him!”


“I think we’ll be okay,” I said. “We’ll tell the hotel staff that he’s an issue and they’ll hold him in the lobby if he comes to try anything. Why don’t you call your mother and make sure she knows what happened, and that we still want to see her. After talking to your father, I don’t even want to lay eyes on his little princess. She can stay home and stew.”


She nodded and called her mother. I didn’t hear the other side of the conversation, but Mel was comfortable enough to let it all out, weeping to her mother about what her father had said and done and how she never wanted to see him again.


She finally calmed down as we got to the hotel and invited her mother to come to dinner with us.


“No!” she barked into the phone. “Not Allison. You, Mom. I don’t want to see her or Dad ever again. Dad just tried to buy my fiancé off and claim my money for his own. Allison’s used her vagina to try to take every man I’ve ever cared about. She took Drake when she was fourteen and Dad’s response was, ‘girls will be girls’. She told me directly that she was going to do the same with Stan, and now I’ve got someone who loves me. Why would I let her have a chance to try the same crap with him?”


She listened to her mother’s end of the call for a little while and then sighed.


“Fine!” she said in a tone that I recognized from my own days of frustration all too well. “I’ll call you in an hour when we’re checked in and we can arrange dinner.”


They hung up and she screamed again in frustration as we got out of the car and went inside. That’s when I started getting angry.


“I’m sorry, Sir,” the clerk told us. “I’m showing your reservation was canceled earlier today.”


“By whom?” I asked.


“Someone identifying themselves as you called a little less than an hour ago and advised us that you’d had trouble with your connecting flight and wouldn’t be able to make it into town, Mr. Dunn.”


“I’d like that in writing, please, including all the available call details,” I said.


“I’m sorry, Sir. We can’t release the call details without a court order for privacy reasons,” she said apologetically.


I didn’t answer her. Instead, I called Angela and talked to her in front of the clerk.


“Hi, sorry to call you back so soon,” I said when she came to the phone. “Someone’s hacked into our accounts somewhere. Not only did Melody’s father know when we were landing and where we were flying from, but they found our hotel reservation and canceled it. The hotel won’t release the details of who canceled the reservation without a court order, so when you find us a rabid wolverine in DC, let them know that we need to pursue that too.”


“Sounds like your trip to DC isn’t going to be pleasant,” she said sympathetically. “You sure you don’t just want to get back on a plane and fly home?”


“I think that if it weren’t for Mel’s mother, we’d have stayed in Atlanta a few more days and just come home,” I said darkly.


“Well, I’ll see what I can find out for you,” she said and hung up.


“Angela’s going to start getting the court order,” I told Mel.


Then I turned toward the clerk.


“I assume that you already rebooked our suite, since you didn’t just check us in right away,” I said, keeping a tight rein on my temper. “What do you have available?” I asked.


“I’m afraid the hotel is full, Sir,” she said apologetically.


I nodded.


“I’ll need to see the manager,” I told her, making her distinctly uncomfortable.


She nodded and made a call, advising us that the manager would be with us shortly. The man who greeted us twenty minutes later was apologetic about the situation but assured us that our identity had been verified on the call and that protocol had been followed. He offered to see if he could find us another hotel in the city and apologized 20 or 30 times.


I was already starting to run short on patience and I could tell that Mel wasn’t in much better shape. We waited in the lobby with our luggage while he called around. An hour passed, and he came over to us.


“I’m sorry, Mr. Dunn. I haven’t been able to find a suitable suite for you anywhere in the city. The best I was able to do was a regular room in Baltimore.”


I stood up and looked at Mel.


“What do you want to do,” I asked her. “We can drive an hour through city traffic to get to this room that he doesn’t seem happy with, we can put our heads down and go to your parents’ place looking for a place to stay, which, I’m sure, was what your father intended when he canceled our reservation, or, we can do something completely different and go home.”


She looked like she was going to have a meltdown that promised to be epic.


“I want to see my mother and tell her what’s going on. Then I want to get out of here. My fathers ruined this visit for us. I don’t care where we go, but I’m getting a taser and I’m using it on my loving father when I see him again.”


I was about to answer when my phone rang.


“Hello,” I said in answer, putting it on speaker and starting my iPod into recording mode.


“I told you I’d deal with you, you smug son of a bitch,”


Dennis Carmichael said, his voice filled with an amused malice.


“So, you called our hotel and canceled our reservation,” I said flatly. “Congratulations. You’ve managed to make yourself look like an even bigger asshole. You realize that doesn’t help you at all, right? You just made Melody even more angry at you.”


“Oh, I’m not done,” he said. “You’ll find it pretty difficult to find a hotel in the city. I guess Melody’s going to have to come home. If you grovel, we might let you sleep on the floor somewhere. You probably should have picked a better time than New Years to come visit if you were going to make last minute changes to your hotel reservation.”


“Congratulation, Dennis,” I told him. “You just admitted to identity theft.”


“Your word against mine,” he said smugly.


“I put you on speaker,” I told him. “Mel heard it and so did the manager for the Ritz Carlton and so did my iPod.”


“You’re not getting that money!” he growled. “I’ll contest the Will.”


“It’s iron-clad,” I told him. “The best lawyers Stan could find drafted it, had it witnessed and notarized and filed before he died. He specifically wanted you out of the administration of the Will because you’re a sleazy piece of shit that’s looking to rob your daughter blind before the money even goes into her pocket. So, you’re not executor for the Will, you’re not named in it and you don’t have a legal leg to stand on to try and get the Will overturned. Keep this shit up and I’ll start suing you for harassment. I already have the basis for a lawsuit. You just admitted to screwing up our vacation here just to satisfy your need to control Melody. The best thing you can do right now is to fuck off. Neither of us wants anything to do with you, you money-grubbing bottom-feeder. If we decide to stay in the area at all, we’ll take Mel’s mother to dinner at some point. If not, then we’ll make sure to let her know that it’s your fault that she doesn’t get to see her daughter and that she won’t get to be part of her grandchildren’s lives.”


With that, I hung up on him.


“That,” I informed the manager, “was my fiancée’s father. He just admitted to canceling our reservation to ruin our vacation.”


“My deepest apologies, Sir. I looked into the call when I was told what had happened and that is the same voice that contacted our reservations department. I’ll call our legal team and have them prepare the recording of the call and all our documentation. Normally we do require a court order for this sort of thing, but where I have personally verified that identity fraud has occurred, we want to do everything in our power to assist you in seeing that this doesn’t happen again. I wish I could do something to resolve this situation for your accommodations, but it is New Year’s and there are a number of high-profile events planned for the city. Sleeping arrangements are at a premium.”


“We understand,” I said tersely. “The Ritz Carlton has been a victim in all this too. Either your identification protocols have been compromised, or Mr. Carmichael has done a rather thorough job of performing identity theft on us.”


He thanked us for our understanding and took Angela’s contact information, so he could forward it to their legal team before he retreated to give us some privacy. We sat for another twenty minutes, calling our banks and making sure that our accounts were safe and that they were aware that we were under a directed identity theft attack.


I had $20,000 in my checking account, so I left that fluid for us to travel, but I froze all of my largest accounts and all my credit cards, except one until the New Year when I could straighten them out in person. Mel was doing the same on her phone. The banks assured us that they had their fraud division watching our accounts closely and would call my phone for any purchases over $300 to verify before they released the payments.


That done, we imposed on the hospitality of the Ritz lobby long enough to decide what to do from here.


Chapter 22


We still hadn’t decided on a plan when Mel’s phone rang. She looked at the display and put it on speaker. I recorded with my iPod.


“Melody?” her mother said uncertainly. “You said you’d call back about dinner, but I haven’t heard back from you.”


“No, Mother,” Mel said testily. “I’ve had rather a lot to handle. Your husband has managed to disrupt our vacation completely. He’s performed identity theft on us, canceled our hotel reservations, and forced us to spend most of the afternoon freezing all of our accounts so that he can’t get into them to create further problems for us.”


“You could come and stay here,” she offered gently.


“I’ll never set foot in a building with him again,” Mel spat, enraged by the thought of giving her father what he wanted. “Rand’s been kind to me and patient and loving. He’s been better to me than my own father. Did you know that your husband made money off me marrying Stan? He sold me like a prostitute. Rand confronted him about it, and he couldn’t deny it. So, he’s no father of mine. He sold your daughter into a miserable life as a prisoner.”


“I’m sure it’s all just a misunderstanding,” she said, trying to calm Mel down.


“He called to gloat about it,” Mel told her. “The closest that we could get a hotel at all was Baltimore, so I think we’re just going to change our car rental and drive back to Charlotte tonight.”


“I was really looking forward to seeing you,” her mother said in stark disappointment.


“I was looking forward to seeing you too, Mom.” Mel said sadly. “You’re my only living relative now.”


“Don’t talk that way, Melody,” she scolded. “He’s still your father. He wants what’s best for you.”


“If he wanted what was best for me, he’d have hugged Rand and welcomed him to the family,” Mel said tartly. “If he wanted what was best for me, he’d have stopped his precious Allison from being such a bitch to me for all her life. If he wanted what was best for me, he wouldn’t have spent years telling me how stupid I was and praising everything that she did, no matter what. He doesn’t care about me. He wants the money from Stan’s estate. I’ll put it in a big pile and burn it before I let him get his filthy hands on it.”


She sighed, and I could tell this was a woman that was torn in the middle of a family dispute.


“Mrs. Carmichael?” I said softly.


“Yes,” she replied. “Is this Rand?”


“It is, Ma’am. I’m sorry to introduce myself under these circumstances, but Mel’s pretty upset right now. I don’t know what your husband’s business is, but he seems pretty desperate to get his hands on the money. That’s not really important right now, though. I understand that you feel very torn about what to do. I think the best thing for all of us is to defuse the situation. Your husband took away our place to stay, so that Mel would have to come crawling back to him for a bed to sleep in tonight. We’re going to leave town tonight. We haven’t decided yet if we’re going to go back to the airport and fly home, change our car rental to drop it off in Charlotte and drive, or whether we’ll take the hotel room in Baltimore that the manager here was able to find for us, but we’re clearly not welcome here. Sometime down the road, we’d like you to come visit us. Not Allison and not Dennis. Neither of them is welcome in our home. If he causes you any difficulties in coming to visit, we can make all the arrangements, but this week is pretty much ruined for us.”


“I think ... I think that’s probably for the best,” she admitted sadly. “I wish we could have met, but I understand that you’ve had a miserable day. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”


“You have nothing to apologize for,” I assured her. “I’ll be frank with you, Melody has told me about how Allison has terrorized her. I don’t want anything to do with her. She stole Mel’s first boyfriend by putting out when Mel wouldn’t, and she threatened to do the same with Stan. That pushed Mel to sleep with him, just to keep Allison away from him. She suspects that if she ever introduces me to her, that Allison will try to seduce me for no better reason than to steal something else from Melody.”


“Whether that assessment is fair or not, their lives together have been hostile enough to make her a real threat. I don’t want that. Mel’s been very short on people she could count on. If her father had given a damn about her, he would have reviewed the prenuptial agreement and blown his stack about how much of a trap it was for Mel. If her sister had given a shit about her, she wouldn’t have felt like she needed to rush into sleeping with Stan. She speaks highly of you, but none of the rest of the family are particularly in her good graces.”


Mrs. Carmichael sighed.


“I can’t go against my husband,” she said quietly. “I just ... can’t.”


She sounded anguished.


“I understand, Mrs. Carmichael. We would have liked you to be part of our family, but if that’s not possible, then we hope that you’ll wish us well,” I said, sensing that this was the end of the road for Mel’s family.


“I’m sorry, Melody,” she said, sounding like she really did regret it. “Maybe once your father has calmed down, we can al...” her voice cut off as Mel hung up on her.


I pulled her into my arms and held her. She trembled but didn’t cry.


“I’m not going to fall apart,” she said adamantly. “Let’s get the hell out of here!”


We took our bags out to the car and drove back to the airport. We couldn’t get a flight back to Charlotte for at least three days, so we changed our rental to a drop-off in Charlotte and got out of there, setting the car’s GPS for Charlotte and heading south.


About an hour later, we got another call, this one from a protection agency that Angela had called.


“We understand that you need a protection detail,” the man on the phone said, identifying himself as Luther Brown from an agency that did security work up and down the east coast.


“We actually left town over the issue,” I told him while Mel held the phone on speaker. “Our attacker had hacked into our itinerary and canceled our hotel reservations. We couldn’t find suitable lodgings and we received a phone call to taunt us that the attacks would continue, so we cut off our vacation and left. I do have another idea though. Your firm does investigations, right?”


“Yes, Sir. We do all sorts. Corporate due diligence, infidelity, child support, you name it.”


“Dennis Carmichael,” I said. “I want you to tear his life apart. I want to know his business, his friends, his pets, what he eats, where he goes, who he owes money to. If his shit turns a weird color, I want to know. I want so much information that he’ll think I replaced his left eye with a camera. I want to know how long his dick is and where he’s sticking it. If he has a mistress, I want all her details. If he has a dozen, I want to know everything, down to the contents of their underwear drawers. If he drinks, I want to know what. If he has a dirty little secret, I want it. If he owes money, I want to know how hard they’re squeezing him. I want all the dirt there is to have on him.”


“Mr. Carmichael is the source of your woes?” he asked, and we could hear him typing on a computer.


“He is, indeed. Is he a current client or part owner?” I asked, dreading that thought.


“Owner, no,” he said, combing for the name. “He’s not a client either, so that’s not an issue. I want to check one thing though. Let me call you back and then we can talk in more detail.”


Mel hung up and took my hand in hers.


“What are you thinking?” she asked gently.


“I’m thinking that your father has the resources to hack into our email at the very least, and possibly into our other accounts. That’s why we froze most of them,” I explained. “I think that he’s going to try to be a pain in the ass to us until he gets what he wants or ruins our lives. I’d rather ruin his. I’m especially interested in finding out if he has a mistress so that we can give your mother the proof. I’d love nothing more than to find out that he had more in common with Stan than business. I also want to know what his business is that he’s so desperate for money.”


We drove for a while, each wrapped in thought when the phone rang again. Mel put it on speaker phone. It was Mr. Brown again, but he wasn’t alone.


“Mr. Dunn,” he greeted me. “I have someone else with me on the line. Victor Farnsworth asked us to start an investigation some time back that overlaps with what you’re asking about. I spoke to him about using some of those details in the investigation you’re asking about. He was curious about your interest in Mr. Carmichael. Victor?” he prompted him.


“Hello, Sir,” he said somberly. “May I ask why you’re looking for information on Dennis Carmichael?”


“Hello, Mr. Farnsworth,” I said and pulled over into a rest stop while we talked, since we needed gas and a chance to eat before we tried to tackle the rest of the drive. “My name is Rand. I’m engaged to Mr. Carmichael’s oldest daughter, Melody, and Mr. Carmichael is intent on getting his hands on our wealth. He’s made several threats and taken action to make us cut our visit to Washington short. To put it bluntly, I want to find out the best way to hurt him and then to make sure he goes on hurting for a long time. I’d love to put him out of business so that he doesn’t have the financial resources to try to follow us around, continuing to make us miserable, but if I could hurt him badly enough to make him not want to ever hear from us again, I’d take that.”


“Would you be willing to share information back and forth?” he asked tentatively. “He’s been sleeping with my wife for a while now. We’re still gathering evidence, but we’ve got quite a bit already.”


“Mr. Farnsworth,” I said sympathetically, “you have my deepest sympathies. I’ve been where you are right now. I would be happy to help any way I can. If you’re willing to share what you’ve gathered in your investigation, I’ll pick up the tab for the rest of the investigation and consider all the findings to be jointly owned by you and me.”


“That sounds perfect to me,” he said and thanked me. “Some of the documentation is ... embarrassing. It’s...”


“I understand, Victor,” I said. “I found out about my ex-wife’s affair when I had to be treated for an STD she brought home. It wasn’t with Dennis, but one of his business associates. I’ve felt all the emotions you’re feeling, and I promise that I’ll treat those details with respect. What happened isn’t your fault. Remember that.”


“Thanks,” he said. “Alright, Mr. Brown. You can release what you have to Mr. Dunn. He’s taking over the investigation at this point. If I can help in any way, let me know.”


He dropped off the line and I told Mr. Brown that I’d have Angela contact him for billing because of the difficulty that Dennis was causing me.


“Dennis has found a way to access our information somehow. He knew what hotel we were staying in and the answers to the security questions so that he could cancel our reservation. He also knew our flight details and that’s somewhat more troubling. I suspect that he’s hacked our email, but if he did it from the other end, isn’t it a federal offense to access flight information?”


“It is,” he agreed. “We’ll look into how he might have accessed your travel information, but it’s far easier to hack your email than airline servers.”


“Understood. In that case, you should send the investigation results to Angela. She’ll be local, so we can just stop by her office to get the updates.”


“That’s easy enough,” he agreed. “I’ll send her what we have already and Fed-Ex out a hard copy of the disks.”


We thanked him and hung up, getting out to stretch our legs and get a bite to eat.


“He’s not going to go away, is he?” Mel asked of her father.


“I think our best bet to get rid of him is to ruin him,” I said truthfully. “He’s been beating you down for years and now he sees you as his path to Stan’s money. Once he had it, he’d go back to beating you down or maybe try to marry you off to one of his other business contacts to see if he can make lightning strike twice. He’s already headed for a divorce. When your mother hears about his mistress, she’s going to lose her mind. She sounds like she’s a lot like you. He’s just had more time to convince her that she needs him. Hopefully, the investigation turns up something that we can use to make him leave us alone.”


“You mean like blackmail?” she asked, surprised.


“No,” I said immediately. “I wasn’t thinking about threatening him with whatever the investigation turns up. I was thinking about using it in the way that does the most harm to him, like finding out one of his business deals breaks some law, so that he has to spend a lot of time and money fighting to stay out of jail.”


“Maybe we’ll get lucky and we’ll find out that he has more than one mistress,” she said darkly. “I don’t know if one woman is enough to make her leave him.”


“I guess it depends on the woman,” I said with a shrug. “If it was one of her friends and it was going on for years? That might be enough rage to push her to act.”


“She’s really the only person in the family that I want to ever see again, but she’s chosen to support him, so I guess that’s that,” she said with a sigh.


I reached out across the table and took her hand.


“You’ve got plenty of family without them. Terri, Bella, Mary, Stephanie and even Beth are as good a crop of sisters as you could ask for. Claire is the best aunt in the world. Jason is the brother you always hoped would look out for you. May and Glen love you like their own. It’s a little disturbing to watch you bend Glen to your will, actually.”


She laughed a little at that and it lightened the mood some.


“I feel bad for Mom,” she admitted. “We just abandoned her to the wolves.”


“We offered her a chance to come see us. She turned us down,” I said with a sigh. “We’ll keep the lines of communication open with her and when we find something out about your father, we’ll be in a good position to help her through it. She may be under the same situation you were with Stan.”


She nodded, and we finished our Subway sandwiches before we went to get drinks for the drive. We used the restrooms and then got back on the road. We were actually pretty lucky. We’d gotten out of DC just as rush hour started, so we only saw a brief glimpse of the gridlock. Stopping for supper let us avoid the tail end of the evening commuter traffic there, too.


“We should be home somewhere around midnight,” I told her. “If we don’t get delayed by an accident, we’ll be able to drive straight through.”


She nodded and sighed, taking my hand.


“It’ll be good to be home,” she said. “I just wish we could have seen Mom.”


“Next time we come up this way, we’ll sneak her out to lunch,” I promised.


With any luck, the next time we came to DC, it would be to burn Dennis out of our lives, but I left that particular sentiment unspoken for now.


“We’re really not going back to DC,” she said knowingly.


I shrugged. “I think we’ll show up there at some point,” I said lightly. “We’re planning on touring as much of the US as possible, right? We still haven’t seen the White House or the Capitol or any of the monuments. It’d be nice to get around to do some tourist destinations. There’s also that confrontation that you wanted to have with Tanya. We never got around to that.”


“We can do that in LA,” she said lightly. “It’s warmer and we can eat lunch in celebrity hangouts.”


We chatted about LA for a little while, and then about places that we might want to see. Mel wasn’t interested in Mardi Gras, so we weren’t planning on New Orleans for anything in particular.


“I would have thought you’d want to be there for the party,” I said lightly.


“I don’t particularly want to take a romantic vacation to a place where girls are flashing their tits for plastic beads,” she told me with a smirk.


I shrugged. “I’ve resisted your suggestions to hook up with Terri, Tanya and Allison so far,” I pointed out. “I don’t think random drunk co-eds are a threat to you. Besides, I’d be too busy trying to keep the guys away from you to worry about other girls.”


She chuckled at that. “Gonna go cave-man on them for looking at your chick?” she asked playfully.


“Maybe not quite that bad, but I don’t want to have it get out of hand. Maybe if we had a room with a balcony where we could throw the beads or catch them without getting mobbed, but walking around the crowd? Way too much effort.”


“Well forget it,” she said with a giggle. “Besides, the girls would be asking you to show your tits,” she teased.


“Maybe we should go” I laughed. “We could have a contest for who gets the most beads.”


“Maybe next year when we’re married,” she said with a chuckle. “For now, let’s get home.”


“Yes, Ma’am,” I agreed heartily.


We made pretty good time, but two accidents and a stop for gas, restrooms and snacks put us in Charlotte at just after 1AM. We decided to go back to my place since we wouldn’t startle anyone that way, and we collapsed into bed, leaving our luggage downstairs. The next morning, we slept a little later than we would normally and got up to face the day.


I was way too late to go to yoga, but I was able to get out my mat and perform for Mel’s delight before we showered and dressed. We called Eliza, so she wouldn’t be shocked, and she promised to have the kitchen restocked for us. We dropped off the rental car and then we went to see Angela.


She had the original file from the investigations team, and we went through it slowly. Dennis had been carrying on an affair with Victor Farnsworth’s wife for at least the past year. They were in the process of figuring out when it started and how they’d met at this point. As soon as the pictures of Mrs. Farnsworth came up on the screen, Mel answered that question.


“That’s Connie!” she gasped. “She used to babysit me and Allison years ago. You don’t think...”


“That your father has been carrying on with her all this time?” I finished. “Why not? He’s rich, powerful and seems to be as amoral as they come, from what he showed us yesterday.”


Angela called the investigator and requested that they conference Victor in, so we could give them the first break in the case. When he heard Mel’s information, Victor hit the roof.


“Ten years?!!?” he thundered, flabbergasted at the revelation that she’d known her lover longer than she’d known him.


“Victor?” I said to get his attention. “Do you have any kids?”


“No, thank GOD! I’d have to go get DNA testing done, at this point, if we did,” he growled and then took a deep breath. “I want to thank you for letting me know,” he said. “I wanted to know how they met. I’m guessing that they started back then. Whether they stopped or not, I don’t know ... I really don’t care anymore.”


“Is it possible that he was blackmailing her?” I asked. “We’ve just started going through the file. When Mel recognized Connie, we decided that was news that couldn’t wait.”


“I have no idea what he could be using against her,” he said with a sigh. “I guess it’s time to file the papers. This was the one piece of the puzzle that I couldn’t figure out.”


“I hope you do okay in the divorce,” I told him. “I’d suggest confronting her with the evidence. She may be able to answer some of the lingering questions. At the very least, you’d get some closure. I’m really sorry this happened to you.”


“Thanks,” he said with a long sigh. “I’ve known we were going to get to this point for a while. I just kept putting it off, hoping that we’d find something that would help it make sense, you know?”


“Yeah. I understand.” I gave him my phone number on impulse. “Look, if you need to talk to someone who’s been there, give me a call. I’d also suggest that you look for a support group for people that have had their spouse cheat. It did wonders for me.”


“Thanks,” he said. “I’ll call you after I talk to her and let you know if she said anything worth hearing. I’ll also take your suggestion and look for a support group.”


He said goodbye and dropped off the line. The investigator did the same a moment later.


We went through the file, a little disgusted with the details of his affair with Mel’s old babysitter. I sat through the first video of the two of them together. There were forty files that Angela had. She and I skimmed through the content while Mel went to make a few calls. She’d seen enough pictures of her father’s naked ass that she wasn’t eager to see it in motion. I critiqued his performance. I could do better. I frequently had with his daughter. I hoped the investigation turned up something particularly damaging. We turned off the video and I went to get Mel to let her know that the worst was over. She sighed with relief.


“Was it bad?” she asked.


“He could use a good teacher ... and a penis pump ... and a sweat towel,” I told her. “I won’t make you watch it, but I might turn it on, the next time I need a laugh.”


She gave me a withering look at that. “Wouldn’t you rather watch us than see my father humping up and down on his whore?” she asked with a pout.


“Of course, but I wouldn’t watch us for the laughs. We’re hot, not comical,” I assured her.


She smiled and the three of us sat down and went through a lot of what had been collected on Dennis. There wasn’t a lot we could use, since the investigation had focused on his affair with Connie and not Dennis’s life, but there were some clues. They always met at the same time on Thursday afternoons at the same motel. That had made the task of getting video relatively easy. A small bribe to the guy on the desk and they could control what room he got. I also gave Angela the recordings from DC and she assured me that they’d stand up in court. DC was a one-party consent state for recording conversations.


“So is North Carolina, by the way, so you can record all your conversations without getting consent from the other party,” she told us. Good to know.


By the time we were done, it was lunch time and we took Angela out to eat, chatting with her pleasantly. She regaled Mel with the tale of how she’d tasered Stan and we told her about spending Christmas with Beth and her parents.


“That’s hilarious,” Angela laughed. “You take your girlfriend to spend Christmas with your ex-wife and her family? I’ve been doing this for five years and that’s the first time that I’ve heard that.”


“They were much nicer to both of us than the reception we got in Washington,” I said lightly. “Let’s just say that it’s good to be home.”


We broke up after lunch, Angela going back to work, and we went to the house to talk to Eliza and George. They were sympathetic about our problems in Washington and understood that no one from there was to be granted access to the property here. We were in the middle of our conversation when I got a call. I looked at the number and rolled my eyes.


“It’s Dennis,” I said and put it on speaker and started my iPod.


“Hello?” I said, as if I wasn’t sure who was calling.


“Is this Rand?” a female voice asked. I could tell from the rage in Mel’s face that this was Allison.


“Speaking,” I confirmed. “I’m sorry. Who’s this?” My predatory smile wasn’t lost on Mel.


“We haven’t met yet. My name is Allison. I’m Melody’s sister,” she told me.


“Ah,” I said, as if understanding. “Hello, Allison,” I said neutrally. “I’m sorry that we didn’t get a chance to spend any time with you or your mother yesterday. I’m afraid that your father didn’t exactly extend us the hand of welcome when we arrived.”


“Yeah,” she said in a fair impression of embarrassment. “Dad’s sometimes abrasive. Sorry about that. Look, I wanted to call and see if we could meet and try to figure out how to make things better.”


“Uh, I can ask Mel when she gets back from the restroom,” I offered.


“No!” she said immediately. “She hates me. If you tell her that I want to meet, she’ll lose her shit. Just you and me.”


“I don’t think that’ll work, Allison,” I told her. “Your father called and canceled our hotel reservation. We had to travel out of town quite a way just to find a suitable place to stay.”


“Shit!” she swore. “I have a place in town here that I use sometimes when I need a little space. I can loan it to you for the week if you want. No one else will be there.”


“Allison, we’re not coming back. After your father’s rants that he’d get his hands on our money - and his threats - we decided that the whole trip was a bad idea. The closest hotel we could find was in Baltimore and it wasn’t what we wanted from a hotel room, so we just came home. To be honest, I can’t imagine a reason for us to come back to try to patch things up. Your father only wants the money, your mother’s willing to go along with whatever he decides, and I know you and Melody have had a past that’s not exactly loving and close. There’s really nothing for us except headaches in Washington.”


“You drove back to Charlotte last night?!!?” she blurted.


“It wasn’t my first choice, but we took your father’s threats seriously. We didn’t want to look over our shoulder to see if he was lunatic enough to hire someone to come after us, and after the hotel, we didn’t want to have to worry about him canceling anything else on us. At least here in Charlotte, we have places to stay.”


“Okay,” she said after a brief pause. “I can tell you’re pissed at Dad. I can understand that. He makes me want to scream sometimes. So, what do we do now?”


“Nothing,” I said. “Your sister brought me with her to introduce me to her family and that went horribly wrong. Ironically, you’ve had the most conciliatory attitude. Your mother just made it clear that she supports your father. At this point, I don’t see any middle ground.”


“So that’s it? Just cut Melody out of her family’s life?” she asked, her tone conveying just the right tone of indignant outburst, mixed with pleading for me to reconsider.


“You act like this is my choice,” I said. “Mel was enraged by the way her father acted yesterday. She decided that she didn’t want anything to do with him, ever again. She told your mother that she still wanted to see her, and her mother said she wouldn’t defy your father’s wishes. I very much followed Mel’s lead yesterday. Her lead was to scrap our trip and come home.”


“Fuck!” she swore softly. “What if I came down there?” she offered, starting to sound desperate.


“I don’t see what that’s supposed to accomplish, Allison,” I admitted. “What is it you’re trying to do? Smooth things over for your parents?”


“Of course!” she said, as if it was obvious. “I don’t want us all to fight. I barely hear from Melody as it is. I’m totally not involved in all this. I just want to help fix it, so we can at least stay in touch.”


“Mel’s told me a little of your past with her. I think you know that she’ll treat any peace offering from you as a trap,” I told her, not unkindly. “She told me about what happened with Drake.”


“That was years ago!” she protested. “She’s still mad about that?”


“She also told me that you threatened to do the same with Stan,” I told her dryly. “That was what pushed her into sleeping with him and that turned out to be two years of ... well, it wasn’t a happy marriage.”


“That was different,” she protested. “Look, Melody was always the timid little good girl. She never did anything she wasn’t supposed to. She worried too much about Dad’s opinion of her. I never gave a shit, so I’d do whatever I wanted. I usually got away with it, too. Mel was back and forth about Stan. He was charming and took her out places, but she was still stuck in her good-girl space. She was eighteen and a virgin. I gave her the push to get her started. I had no idea she wasn’t on birth control. I mean ... It’s pretty much standard for girls, right? I was on the Pill when I was twelve and started having periods.”


“Okay, I’ll level with you, Allison,” I said, and Mel gave me a warning look. I returned it with a soothing gesture. “Stan made Mel sign a prenup before they got married. It made her a prisoner in their marriage and gave Stan a license to act like the biggest asshole imaginable. Your dad should have looked at it before it was signed. The wording on it was so bad that the only two ways that an experienced businessman would have approved it was if he was getting bribed to keep his mouth shut or if he was a complete moron. Your father didn’t strike me as a moron, so I think Stan paid him off. Mel can be forgiven for signing it because she trusted people that were supposed to love her. Your father deals with contracts as a businessman. Either he took a payout from Stan directly; or got a sweetheart deal on whatever they were working on together; or Stan had blackmail material on him. Whatever the truth was, he sold his oldest daughter to a fifty-year-old sexual predator. My advice to you would be to protect yourself. If the price was right, I don’t doubt that there’d be a similar prenup in your future.”


“It couldn’t have been that bad,” she scoffed.


“It said that if the marriage ended because of infidelity, then Mel got nothing. She walked away with the clothes on her back,” I told her.


“That’s standard though. If she cheated...”


“That’s not how it was worded,” I said, cutting her off. “It was worded so that if Stan cheated on her, she’d still get nothing. It didn’t say her infidelity. It just said infidelity. He could have taken selfies of himself in bed with one of his mistresses, hired a divorce attorney, and thrown her out with the clothes on her back. Your father read that line and said it all looked good to him.”


“Seriously?!!?” she sounded shaken for the first time.


“Yeah. He sold his daughter into virtual slavery and now he wants to separate her from her inheritance after almost two years of living in fear and isolation. For that alone, he deserves to have his balls chopped off and fed to him.”


“Uh, yeah,” she said faintly, taking in the implications of what I’d just told her.


“Well, at least you’re forewarned,” I told her. “You’re about the same age Mel was and your father seems pretty desperate for money. He might try to marry another daughter off to a business partner for a deep investment.”


“Thanks,” she said, sounding like she meant it. “Look, I really do want to make things better with Melody. Do you think ... I mean, would she talk to me if I called her?”


“I don’t know, Allison. She was crushed when you stole Drake from her, and you pushed her into making the biggest mistake of her life with Stan. I’ve gathered that there were other unpleasant incidents between you, but she hasn’t told me all the details. She has reasons to be wary of you.” I was being truthful, but I wasn’t telling her anything surprising. “I suppose the only way to find out would be to give her a call when you’re ready to talk.”


“Would you ... If you stay on the phone, would you let me talk to her now?” she asked tentatively.


I saw the look on Mel’s face and decided that would not be in our best interest.


“I could do that, Allison, but after yesterday, I don’t think she’s really ready to talk. I’ll tell her that you called though. She might not be too thrilled about that, but I don’t keep anything from her. I’d suggest waiting a few days before trying to talk to her.”


“I guess,” she admitted to the wisdom of that statement. “Is it okay to call you to see how things are going? You know, just to find a time when it’s okay to call her?”


“I don’t see that being a problem,” I told her. “Like I said, I’ll let her know that you called and that you want to talk to her, but she’s had a lot of family drama since yesterday. Her father told her that he considered her inheritance from Stan to be his money, too and her mother said that she’d choose Dennis over Mel. I think if you’re smart, you’ll consider that you’re probably in the same boat. Get through school and try to go to college somewhere far away, like Chicago or maybe Boston. Be a Harvard girl for a few years so that you’re out of the line of fire.”


“That sounds like good advice,” she admitted. “I should probably go, though. When you talk to her, tell her I’m sorry things aren’t better between us. I’d really like things to be better. And tell her that I didn’t know what she was going through with the prenuptial agreement.”


“I will. Hopefully she’ll be ready to talk to you when you call back. We’re usually together unless I’m at work,” I told her.


“Okay,” she said. “It was nice talking to you, Rand. I’ll talk to you soon.”


“You too. Bye,” I said, and we hung up.


“Why were you nice to her?!!?” Mel demanded immediately.


I smiled. “Because your sister is a tool,” I told her.


“Fuckin’ right, she is!” she snarled.


She was so cute when she was mad.


“Not what I meant,” I chuckled. “She’s useful. Right now, she’s trying to gather information. The number is the same one that called us at the Ritz yesterday. We were probably on speakerphone in Daddy’s office with him listening. I didn’t tell her anything that wasn’t public knowledge. Your problems with her were no secret. Your prenup was no secret. Our fight with your dad was no secret, and your mother’s declaration that she wasn’t going to cross your father? Telling them that takes her out of the line of fire from them.”


“So, you’re not buying her bullshit?” she asked warily.


“Mel, as soon as your father started raving, I assumed that Allison was a sociopath. You said she was always Daddy’s girl. If he’s cold enough to try to grab your money, then imagine what goes on in her head since she looks to him for approval. Best case scenario is that she’s a sociopath. Worst case is that she’s absolutely out of her mind and capable of anything up to and including murder.” I shrugged. “Is it possible that she’s sincere and that she wants to mend fences and the two of you be sisters again? Sure, but I doubt it, so we’re being cautious.”


She nodded. “Okay,” she said sullenly. “So long as you don’t believe her.”


“If I were a betting man, I’d say she’s probably talking strategy with her father right now on how to get our trust, so she could feed him information and maybe lead us into a situation that gives him the advantage. I wouldn’t discount your theory that she might try to seduce me. I doubt she’ll do it for the sake of taking me away from you, though. It’ll probably be a blackmail plan to get the money from me or a plan to get her pregnant so that she can sue me for paternity.”


“So how do we protect against that?” she asked, all business now.


“Not sleeping with the girl would be the best protection,” Eliza said for the first time. George murmured in agreement.


“That’s my first thought too,” I admitted. “There are other things to consider though.”


“Like what?” she asked sharply, telling me that she was far more protective of Mel than her own family had been.


“Like Mel’s feelings on the subject,” I said. “Allison stole her first boyfriend with sex. She taunted her by threatening to take Stan the same way. Mel sincerely wants someone to take all that Allison’s got to work with and still throw her away and come back to her.”


“You want him to have sex with your sister?” George asked her, confused.


Mel smiled the cold, vicious smile that only graced her features when Allison’s name came up.


“Yes, I do,” she said. “I want him to set up a camera and record it and then fuck her so hard, she whimpers for a week, begs for a month to do it again and cries for a year when he tells her that she’s not good enough for a repeat. I don’t just want her to lose. I want her to want Rand so badly that she’d do anything to get back with him. I want her to be ruined for other men for the rest of her life. I want her to fall head over heels in love with him and not be able to have him. That would kind of be justice to me.”


She spent a little time explaining in more detail how things between her and her sister had gone so horribly wrong, telling us about how Allison used to get her in trouble by lying to her parents, how Allison was given fewer rules, fewer punishments and more attention and affection from her parents.


Eliza and George were already committed to keeping them out of the house, but that talk cemented it for them. I could see Eliza getting more and more angry and even mild-mannered George had a hard look on his face.


“That girl sounds like poison,” Eliza said at the end of it.


“I agree,” I said. “The phone call we just had doesn’t do much to make me think of her in a better light. She could be genuine, but I give that one chance in a thousand. If she said the sky was blue, I’d check. I trust Mel with my life. If Mel says she’s scum, she’s scum.”


“She’s scum,” Mel said helpfully, making us all laugh.


After that, we had supper with Eliza and George. We’d decided that we wanted them around more, so we made sure they knew that we weren’t putting any stock in the notion of what was proper between employer and staff.


“I know that there was always a certain distance with Stan, but I’m not particularly comfortable with that,” I told them over a delicious shrimp stir-fry that Eliza had made up for us. “I don’t want anything to change all that much except that the four of us can sit down and talk like friends.”


Mel nodded enthusiastically.


“Use the game room or the theater,” she said. “George, I never see you use the driving range or the putting green. You take great care of the grounds, but you never really use them. I know you golf. I’ve seen you take your clubs out to play once in a while, but you never practice here.”


“That was always Stan’s playground,” he said. “I didn’t want to be in the middle of using it when he came out to play.”


“Pfft!” I scoffed. “I’ve never golfed, so if I give it a try, I’ll need a teacher,” I told him. “In the spring, I’ll see if I like it. If so, it’s our playground. If not, it’s all yours.”


“Fair enough. I’ll still try to make myself scarce when you’re entertaining friends.”


That led into a new discussion about the Fourth of July and all of Mel’s plans. While she basked in that, I sat back and watched. They were all excited by the idea of the party and we had the makings of a great celebration.


After they took off, Mel and I both changed into workout gear and headed to the gym to start working off the holiday feasts we’d had at May’s. I resolved to call them tomorrow and let them know that we’d cut our trip short, and why. Maybe Glen would know some crazy-assed vets that would love nothing better than making life miserable for Dennis. Not that I’d suggest that, though. That would be wrong.


We turned in that night, curling up in Mel’s bed comfortably. We drifted off together, not feeling particularly like fucking hard with the trip to DC still fresh in our minds.


Chapter 23


The next day I woke up when Mel tried to slide out of bed without disturbing me. I grinned and then lunged, pulling her back down into bed with me. She squealed loudly in surprise and then giggled. “Let me go. I need to pee.”


“No pee,” I grunted in my best cave-man speak. “Snuggle.”


“Let me go or I’ll pee on you,” she warned.


“Kinky,” I said and pulled her closer to kiss the back of her neck. “Maybe next time though.”


I reluctantly let her go and she bounded to the bathroom more urgently now. I followed her in and leaned in to kiss her while she was perched on the toilet.


“Pervert!” she accused me with a smile. “You came in here to watch me pee.”


I smirked and pushed her knees wide apart, kissing her again.


“I’ve never watched a girl pee before,” I told her and got my first look, interested in the sight.


“And do I get to watch you pee?” she asked playfully.


“You can aim it if you promise to be careful,” I told her.


She finished and wiped herself delicately before getting up and raising the seat. She stood to one side and took hold of my cock, pointing it down at the water. It took a moment to relax, but once the stream started, I just closed my eyes and let her take over.


She giggled as she waved the stream back and forth, playing a little bit with the effect.


“This is kind of cool,” she admitted as she aimed it this way and that, amused by the novelty of it. “Girls don’t get to play in the bathroom like this.”


“I think you’re catching on fine,” I said lightly.


She’d behaved herself admirably. I’d half expected her to try to point it at my face for the laugh factor. When I was done, we flushed, washed our hands and wandered back to bed.


“You realize that we’re already an old married couple, right?” I pointed out.


“How so?” she asked sleepily.


“We’ve covered most of the relationship milestones. We go to the bathroom together, we’ve had fights with the in-laws, we’ve renovated the bedroom, redecorated the house, taken trips together, had a break-up and a make-up and we’ve been through the most dreaded event every couple faces: turkey farts. Not saying whose farts, they were, just that we survived them.” I’d never understand how such big smells came out of such a small backside.


She laughed at that.


“All we need is a couple of kids and life’s complete,” she said, pulling my arms around her tighter.


I thought about Mel in the full bloom of motherhood and smiled. She’d be the perfect mother.


“I can’t wait,” I whispered to her. “You’re going to be such a fantastic mother.”


She looked over her shoulder at me.


“Really? You’re not just saying that?”


I shook my head.


“I’d like us to be married first, but I’m not kidding. You’re a kind, gentle, loving woman. You’ll take care of our babies and love them with all your heart. They’ll learn to sing with Mommy and blow bubbles in the bath and clap and play and laugh. You’ll teach them to be happy and live every moment because it’s special. They’ll have the same sparkle in their eyes that I see in yours because you’ll show them love and affection.”


She rolled over in my arms and threw her arms around my neck. She was crying, but I knew that they weren’t tears of heartbreak. I’d said exactly what she’d needed to hear.


“I love you!” she wept happily.


“I love you too,” I told her affectionately, kissing her tears away.


She pulled me tight against her and I wrapped my arms around her, squeezing her gently. She kissed me more urgently, her need loud in the way she was pulling me closer. We kissed more deeply as she rolled onto her back, pulling me on top of her.


“I want you so much right now!” she gasped as our lips parted.


I was hard as a rock and nudged against her entrance with a flex of my hips. She reached down between us and spread her pussy open with one hand, grasping my shaft and aiming it at her entrance with the other. I pushed forward, and she moaned in rapture as she felt me stretch her pussy deliciously.


We were tender and loving and gentle, my movements slow as I let her savor the feeling of my cock sliding into her deliberately. She groaned and started to play with herself while we made love, her fingers stroking her clit and reaching down to touch my shaft while I buried my face in her neck, kissing her and nipping at her soft skin in between murmuring that I loved her.


She was breathing in tiny little gasps, cumming for me in a loop. She’d have several small ones that made her grunt softly at her release, followed by a buildup to a crushing one that had her howling at the ceiling. I could feel her muscles clamp down on my cock, squeezing me deliciously as she bore down through each of her orgasms before she’d relax, panting and recovering before she climbed to her next plateau.


I tried to hold out as long as I could and make it last for her, but the sensations were too much.


“Honey!” I gasped, my voice strained. “I can’t hold it! I’m going to cum!”


She wrapped her legs around me and her hands went to the sides of my face, guiding me to look into her eyes.


“Cum for me!” she gasped with me. “I want to feel it! Now!”


She kissed me hard, her tongue plundering my mouth as her final orgasm crashed over her and my own came a heartbeat later, again sealing our love bond.


I took her carefully in my arms and carried her to the shower, still impaled on my cock. She clung to me with her arms around my neck and her legs wrapped around my hips while I carried her, kissing my neck and my ear and telling me that was I while I started the shower. I didn’t put her down until we were both under the spray, letting my cock slip out of her tight channel only to have her start leaking. She used her internal muscles to push my cum out of her, leaning over to watch it fall to the bottom of the tub.


“Such a waste!” she commented wistfully, and I smiled, thinking that she was lamenting not being pregnant now.


“Wishing you weren’t on birth control?” I asked, kissing her on the top of the head.


She giggled and shook her head.


“No, Silly. I like the way you taste,” she corrected me.


“Oh!” I said, perking up at that revelation and reached for her shampoo. “Well, all you ever have to do is say you want some,” I informed her. “That made me cum so hard I nearly passed out.”


She giggled and gave me a playful smirk, wetting her hair for me and then getting down on her knees to wrap her lips around my cock. I took the hint and lathered her hair, massaging her scalp as my hands guided her up and down my shaft loving every second of the experience. I was leaning back against the wall moaning softly while my hands played with her soapy hair, letting her know just what she was doing to drive me wild. She reached up with her hands and started playing with my balls while pressing one finger against my ass. I knew I was fucked as I felt her fingertip worm its way past my sphincter to tickle my prostate. It was all too much. I started fucking her mouth, my hands tangled in her hair as I pulled her up and down my length more and more insistently, my orgasm, barreling down on me like a train. She choked a little as I thrust too deeply, but never missed a beat, squeezing my balls gently, stroking my prostate and using her lips and tongue to urge me to cum in her mouth.


“Cummming!”


I gasped in warning and she pulled back so only the head was in her mouth, moving her hand from my balls to the shaft to pump it hard, wanting my cum on her tongue rather than in her throat. I roared in savage joy as I blasted cum into her mouth, my entire body tensing as she looked up at me in satisfaction at my reaction. I felt my orgasm trail off into feeble tremors and I gasped, my mind still reeling as she held me between her lips, making sure to taste the last drops of my seed.


When she finally sat back, she grinned up at me, opened her mouth to show me her prize and then made a show of swirling it around and swallowing it with a lick of her lips. I slid down the wall, seemingly boneless, to sit on the floor of the shower. She giggled, coming over to curl up with me for a moment before she finished washing her hair and then she started lathering mine while I sat there enjoying the high.


We finished our shower together and got dressed, noting that we took way more time than we normally took to shower and dress. It was impractical, but once I was done with work, we weren’t going to give up this kind of shower, unless we had plans for the day.


We joined Eliza for lunch, breakfast having been hours ago, and she smiled at us knowingly.


“You two must be hungry,” she commented and started working on feeding us.


Melody blushed, embarrassed that Eliza knew what we’d been up to.


“You heard?” she asked in a small voice.


“It’s okay, Miss,” she said comfortingly. “I came to see if you felt like breakfast and decided that you probably weren’t going to be interested in food for a while. It’s good to hear you happy. I think that this is the first time the house has seen real happiness since I’ve been here. Stan was never really a happy person. Sometimes smug when he had a good day, but never happy.”


She shrugged as she mused and brought us a salad and a plate of sandwiches for us to share. She’d slowly relaxed from her stance of maintaining propriety between herself and us over the course of the month that Mel had been away. The generous gift we’d given George and her may have had some influence too. It beat the Hell out of the present of a cheap TV Stan had gotten them the year before and I think it went a long way toward showing them how much we cared and appreciated them. We chatted over lunch and were working on how to spend the afternoon when Mr. Lawton called.


“Hope I’m not catching the two of you at a bad time,” he said lightly. “We tracked down the business dealings Stan and Mr. Carmichael did business. Weaver S&L holds the mortgage on a rather large piece of property that Carmichael is developing in the Washington area,” he told us.


“What are the details on it?” I asked curiously. “Is the mortgage being paid?”


“Not so much,” he explained. “It looks like the amount of the mortgage has been written off each month for the past two years, by Stan personally.”


“Is it above-board, like his buy-in on a deal or does it look shady?” I asked.


“There’s no accounting reason for it,” he said. “I confirmed with the estate and the accountants that are overseeing the company for now.”


“I take it that there’s nothing that we can do about the money Stan wrote off, is there?” I asked feeling like I knew the answer.


“Not a damn thing,” he confirmed. “We can stop it from happening again though.”


“How long ago was the last time that Stan wrote off the account?” Mel asked.


“September,” he said after shuffling papers for a few minutes to find the answer.


“So, we’re owed for October, November and December at this point and soon to be January,” she growled.


“That’s right. How would you like to proceed?” he wanted to know.


“Well, we could foreclose on the land and try to recover what’s owed on the property,” I pointed out. “I suppose we could also report the action to the Federal Trade Commission, but that might reflect back on the S&L in the investigation.”


“Demanding payment is probably your best bet, and then starting on foreclosure proceedings as soon as that fails. I’d say there’s a good chance this is what he was so eager about getting his hands on the wheel for,” Lawton told us.


“Can you forward the information to Luther Brown?” I asked. “He’ll want to investigate that property as part of the investigation.”


“Consider it done,” he said lightly, and we hung up.


“So, Stan was writing off a property for him all this time,” Mel said irritably. “I hope he ends up losing it when this all comes out.”


Eliza and I both agreed, and we planned out our afternoon. We called May and Glen and let them know we were back and how Washington had turned out. They were appalled at the way things had turned out, and hoped we took the threats seriously. That led me to decide that we needed to make sure that the gun collection was ready and able to help us out.


The two of us returned to the small house and we checked all the guns. I made sure that Mel knew the combination just in case, and we got her scheduled for the safety course. I started the process to get a permit to carry a concealed firearm and we started looking into several other options.


“You really think he’ll come down here to cause trouble?” Mel asked dubiously.


“I think it’s far more likely that he’ll send someone to make sure that we’re not going to stand in his way. We should get fresh Wills made out and make sure they’re iron-clad so that he can’t break them.”


She nodded. “Who do we want to name in them?” she asked, looking to me to decide.


“I’m naming you,” I said lightly. “At this point, I know that you won’t have anything to do with your father or let him manipulate you again. We should probably also name an alternate in case they decide that neither of us should be allowed to live. I know it’s sort of an extreme scenario, but I want to make sure we’re covered.”


She nodded, and we talked about who would be our alternate. I picked Glen. She did the same and we decided to have the Wills drawn up the next day. I didn’t think we’d really need them, but in case we did, I wanted them handled.


That night, we slept at the small house, as we were calling it and we were both a little nervous about what would happen. We were both a little upset by how much our lives had been disrupted by the whole thing and weren’t in the mood for sex that night. Mostly, we wanted to be close to the guns for self-defense.


We went to the gym early the next day and Mel sat in on the yoga class. A couple of the ladies didn’t realize that she was with me at first, and that led to a few embarrassing remarks about how much they’d missed me the last few days. Bella and Mary were surprised to see us, but nodded in understanding when they heard that we hadn’t been welcome in Washington. Their relationship had caused them a fair bit of friction and they understood family drama.


“So, Georgia was good?” Bella asked, knowing that we had gone to see Beth’s parents.


Mel laughed.


“They all welcomed us like family,” she told them.


We talked about how much Glen had warmed up to me while we were there. They were amazed but had to break up the reunion to start the class. Mel sort of watched and admired as we ran through our paces, getting a sense for how Bella ran the class and what there was to get out of attending it. After class, Mel decided she wanted to put an end to the comments I was getting and came to wrap her arms around me and kiss me deeply.


“You looked great!” she told me with a grin. “Maybe I will join the class. You make it look easy, though. I’m sure you’ll need to help me learn everything.”


Bella smirked and walked away without a word, but Mary couldn’t resist.


“Are you going to start teaching a private class?” she asked sweetly.


“Are you asking to sign up for naked yoga?” I asked with a smirk, getting a blush out of her and several offers to sign up for the class from some of the ladies.


Unfortunately, Margot could smell an opportunity. She must have ears like a bat because the words ‘naked yoga’ drew her out of hiding like shaking a bag of cat treats.


“You’ll save a spot in your class for me, won’t you, sweetie?” she leered at me.


She came up to take hold of my arm, like I was escorting her to a dance. She didn’t even take this class. She must have been prowling around waiting for a chance to pounce on one of the guys coming in to do an early workout. Mel looked her over and smiled sweetly.


“I’m afraid not,” she told her. “Those lessons are private.”


Margot didn’t seem phased, just held onto my arm a little tighter.


“That’s what I was hoping for,” she grinned back.


“Margot, I really wouldn’t want to be responsible for you needing hip replacement,” I told her and then pried my arm loose, or tried.


She kept her hold pretty tight.


“Personal space, Margot,” I warned her.


There were several complaints about how touchy she was, and I was getting very close to adding my voice to the list.


“Oh, nonsense,” she scoffed. “I’m not hurting anything, am I?” she demanded, trying to get me to accept her taking liberties.


“I don’t come to the gym to be pawed,” I told her coolly. “Some of the ladies here flirt with me a little, but none of them crosses the line into physically touching. They know what’s acceptable and what’s not. Kindly take the hint and stop grabbing me.”


I pulled my arm away from her again and she turned sour.


“So, you don’t mind if all the young chippies titter at you, but someone a little older comes along and you’re disgusted?!!?” she spat.


“No one else here is grabbing me,” I pointed out. “No one’s tittering, and I don’t even know what a chippie is.”


Her eyes narrowed, and she put her hands on her hips.


“A chippie is the kind of girl that walks around asking for trouble. Nice men stay away from them.”


Her eyes flashed to Mel and then back to me.


“And that one seemed to be grabbing you a minute ago without complaint.”


“So, a chippie is another name for a slutty girl?” I confirmed. “No one who takes this class is slutty or walking around asking for trouble, as you put it. And, for your information, Mel isn’t slutty either. She’s my fiancée. She’s allowed to grab me however she wants, whenever she wants.”


Bella could see things getting out of hand and decided to step in.


“Alright, Margot,” she said sternly. “You were warned. Clean out your locker and leave. You’re not welcome here anymore.”


That shifted her anger to Bella.


“You can’t throw me out!” she insisted hotly. “I know the owner personally.”


“Uh-huh, me too” she said, bored. “Feel free to call him and complain when you get home, but go. You don’t come here to work out, Margot. Everyone sees you come in and follow the guys around, trying to corner one of them. You just called the women in my class sluts, and you’ve sexually harassed your last patron here. I do know what a chippie is, so leave. If Norman decides to side with you and let you back in, he can have a long conversation with me about it.”


“If he does, Rand and I will work out at home,” Mel decided. “I don’t want either of us to come to a place where she’s welcome to come insult the women and grope the men.”


Margot blustered and huffed, but she stormed off, warning Bella that she’d have her job over this.


“I think I speak for everyone here when I say that, if she has enough influence to do that to you, then we’ll follow you wherever you take the class,” one of the women told Bella, and I nodded.


“If she manages to get you fired, Bella, then I won’t be back, and I’ll make sure to let all the guys know that you got fired for standing up to her for them,” I told her and paused as my mind whirred.


“I’m also pretty sure that you’ll be the manager of a new gym shortly after the dust settles here.”


She looked at me questioningly and I nodded. Yeah, I’d open up a gym just to put this one out of business if they burned her. Bella was my sister. I wasn’t going to leave her to scramble.


“I don’t think we have to worry about that,” she assured us. “There’ve been a lot of complaints about how much Margot likes to touch the patrons. It’s become a problem that we don’t need anymore.”


Class started breaking up and Bella and Mary came to talk to us.


“Fiancée?” Bella asked me pointedly.


Mel grinned and showed her the ring.


“He asked me on Christmas,” she told them as the two of them gushed over the ring and congratulated us.


“You’ve got bigger problems than Margot,” Bella laughed at me. “You two need to let Claire know as soon as possible. She’s going to interrogate you both until you’re sick of talking.”


I shrugged.


“I took some good notes,” Mel told her.


The next few days were a relaxing time for us. It turned out that Margot didn’t have the kind of influence with Norman that she thought she did, and Bella was happy to let us know that he’d seen things her way after a brief chat about it.


We went shopping for me to have a decent wardrobe at the big house and we started slowly cleaning out more and more of Stan’s personal effects, boxing things up as we went through them. We had his clothes taken care of, but the bedroom furniture was something else to consider. We didn’t really know anyone that would need a bedroom set, so we asked around the gym some and Craig said he’d take it if we were offering. He made arrangements to pick it up personally and said he had a couple of helpers, so we wouldn’t even need to lift a finger.


We didn’t hear much from Mr. Lawton or from Luther over the next few days, but then it was New Year’s and we expected them to take a few days off with the offices closed. We were hosting a small gathering at the big house; and I’d included Angela since she’d been a friend to me in the past and I wanted to stay in touch.


This would be the first event that we hosted together and certainly the first that we held at the big house. Mel was nervous, but also excited. We’d picked up sandwich trays, I’d made a booze run, Mel had gone a little crazy on snacks and finger food and we’d invited Eliza and George to join us, instead of working the party. After some reluctance, they joined Bella and Mary, Angela, Terri, Stephanie and Jason, Claire, Mel and me for the evening.


The group showed up early, each having visited the house for the group once or twice, even though we normally met at Claire’s house. We’d invited them to stay the night and we were prepared for Angela to need to stay too, if it came down to it.


We showed everyone to their rooms and chatted, generally starting the party early. I was playing pool with Jason against Bella and Mary when Angela arrived, and I handed my cue off to Terri while I gave Angela the tour. We skipped the garage and grounds, but I showed her around the house and told her there was a guestroom for her if she didn’t feel like driving at the end of the night.


“Thanks,” she said with a smile. “I made sure I had cab fare in case I wasn’t fit to drive though,” she told me as she looked around the library with interest. “You did okay for yourself, Rand,” she said approvingly - I didn’t think she was just talking about the house.


I smiled and took her to see the rest of the place, including the gym.


“You know, Beth told me over Christmas that she left that letter with you in hopes that you’d snatch me up before I could go out and get myself into trouble after the divorce,” I told her lightly.


She laughed.


“She wasn’t the first woman to think that I’d go after a husband once the dust settled,” she said. “I fight hard for my clients. I guess people think that means that I’m involved on a more emotional level.”


I chuckled.


“You are involved,” I told her, making her look at me sharply.


“You told me to stay in touch,” I reminded her. “You were also very sympathetic when you dropped off her parting words. I’m not saying you were romantic about it, but you’re more than just a fantastic lawyer. You’re a good friend, too. You know, we didn’t exactly invite Mr. Lawton to the house this evening,” I pointed out.


She laughed at that.


“I suppose that’s true,” she said. “He was Stan’s lawyer though. That probably creates a little awkwardness.”


“True,” I admitted. “I’m told by George that Lawton was very friendly with Stan, so it would probably be awkward for him to get invited back here now.”


We split up and mingled, Angela getting to know the rest of our friends and George and Eliza while Mel and I played host. Everyone was having fun, talking back and forth. Claire had Angela to herself while she grilled her, about Mel and me, for her book, making Angela laugh as she found out we were to be the subject of a romance novel.


Bella and Mary were admiring the gym when I found them, and Bella shook her head. “With this setup, you must be coming to the gym to look at the ladies,” she declared, looking around.


“I come for your class, and the free-weights,” I told her truthfully. “There isn’t enough weight here for my tastes and there’s no yoga instructor.”


“You don’t need me anymore,” she said dismissively. “You know the poses, have good form and can probably put together a routine that works all on your own. I was a little worried that your naked yoga crack would have the girls actually signing up and leaving.”


“Nah,” I laughed. “Naked yoga is for me and Mel,” I assured her. “Well, maybe Mary too, but only because she whimpers every time I put my mat in front of hers now.”


“I do not!”


Mary swatted my shoulder while Bella and I laughed at her for the moment. The night was like that, with everyone drifting from room to room and enjoying the company of all in attendance.


George and Eliza disappeared into the theater, wanting to watch a movie on the big screen. Jason and Steph hung around the pool table most of the night, but we all moved around, ate, laughed, enjoyed the company and counted down to midnight together.


At midnight, I kissed Mel and then gave Terri a peck on the lips, followed by Claire, and then, surprisingly enough, Angela. There was no romance in any of the kisses, except for Mel’s. There was no one else in the world when Mel and I kissed.


One by one, we all drifted off in search of beds. George and Eliza said goodnight first and thanked us for including them. Mary and Bella retreated to the room we’d made up for them next, and were followed shortly by Steph and Jason. Claire turned in after one more glass of wine and then Angela started making noise about calling a cab, until I reminded her that we had a guestroom for her too. She debated, but eventually caved and let us put her up for the night.


That left Mel, Terri and me to chat as we cleaned up a little. We were doing our presents tomorrow once everyone was up. If we’d been in town for Christmas, we’d have done it last week, but everyone seemed to be content with waiting. Mel looked at me affectionately and came to kiss me sweetly.


“Why don’t you go up to bed?” she suggested. “Terri and I want to chat a bit before bed.”


I nodded and hugged her gently before I wished Terri a happy New Year again and hugged her. I kissed her on the cheek and then retreated, making my way back to our room, at least until we could gut the Master bedroom and remodel it.


I’d had a few drinks, and it was way past my bedtime, actually it was closer to my normal time to start the day. I got undressed and practically fell into bed. I heard Mel come in sometime later, but I was mostly out by that point. She came to the bed and asked me if I was still awake in a whisper that wouldn’t disturb me if I was sleeping.


“Barely,” I mumbled softly. “Wanted to wait for you.”


“That’s sweet,” she grinned in the dim light from the hall.


She turned on a lamp, making me squint in protest of the sudden shock of brightness and sat up a little more.


“What’s up?” I asked, curious why she was turning on lights.


“You remember Christmas Day when I promised that I’d get you back for my ring?” she asked with a mischievous smile. “Well, I have a surprise for you.”


I blinked, wondering what she’d gotten me that she was springing on me at 2:30 in the morning, but nodded my head curiously.


“A surprise?” I repeated. “You didn’t have to go to any trouble.”


She grinned he wicked grin.


“It was no trouble. It’s been on my mind for a while. I just wasn’t sure whether it was something you’d want or not. I asked Terri to help me arrange it, so it’s really from both of us. There’s just one condition.”


She pulled out a blindfold mask, twirling it around her finger with a smirk.


“No peeking.”


I wasn’t sure where this was going, but she definitely had my attention now. She handed me the mask and I put it on, wondering what this surprise was that she was talking about. She tapped me on the forehead, making me flinch.


“Just making sure you can’t see,” she said. “Just lie back and relax. I’ll only be a minute and then we’ll start with the fun.”


She pulled the covers back, exposing me and patted my thigh, approving of my nudity.


“Just the outfit you needed,” she told me.


She moved away from the bed and opened the door to the hall briefly to get whatever her surprise was. I could hear her undressing, the sound strangely enticing now that I was effectively blind. I listened to the rustle of clothes as she stripped for me, wondering what the surprise was as she climbed onto the bed with me. She crawled between my legs, running her fingers over my thighs as she settled down between them, I could feel her lips and tongue tasting my skin like it was the first time, inching her way toward my cock. He had come to attention in the understanding that this was about him.


“Just remember,” she reminded me. “Keep the blindfold on until I tell you and you need to tell me when you’re about to cum. You understand? I need to know when you’re cumming.”


“I will,” I promised, my voice only a little strained from the thrill I was feeling.


Being blindfolded like this made me pay more attention to my other senses. It was kind of awesome, in its own way. I could feel her tongue tracing its way over my skin, like she was lapping up candy from my thighs as she inched closer to my cock. She licked over the crease in my thigh where it met my body and then she started licking and sucking on my balls.


I groaned as her tongue bathed them, the gentle suction of her mouth pulling them deeper into her mouth. I remembered that first night in the suite when she’d had me bend over the bed and tease her tongue against my ass, musing that this time was so completely different. I lifted my knees, pulling them up to my chest and parting them for her to have unrestricted access to my ass, if that was the way she was going. She suckled on my balls lovingly for a while and then I felt her lips leave me for a moment before she tentatively touched her tongue to the sensitive skin between them and my ass.


She was exploring my anatomy a little more slowly than she had that first night, probably feeling a little more analytical since we weren’t already swept up in lust. She slowly got into the moment and I wondered what the surprise really was. I loved our sex, but the blindfold was really the only thing that was new tonight. She’d made me promise not to peek, so I let my mind wander through possibilities that she might have in mind. Was she wearing a strap-on and planning to fuck me, like I fucked her? I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, but I trusted her.


If that’s what she wanted, and she thought I’d like it, well, that’s good enough for me. She didn’t though. I just felt her swirl her tongue over my ass a few times and then lick it like she was lapping ice cream. She speared it at the center of my pucker a few times, making me flex the muscles in response.


“You’re driving me wild!” I told her softly and her lips backed off some as she sat up.


“Grab the headboard, Baby,” she said. “Hands-off until I say so.”


I reached up and gripped the headboard tightly, promising her that I’d behave.


“Good boy,” she told me approvingly.


She then went back to what she was doing. This time, she finally started paying attention to my cock, slowly licking up and down the shaft like it tasted better than anything else she’d ever had. I’ve never had a bad blow-job from Mel, but this one was slow and deliberate and devoted. I could feel her admiring every curve of my flesh, outlining every vein with her tongue. She kissed the tip wetly, her lips sliding over my skin and making me squirm in rapture.


She started to tongue the crown, wetting me down and her hand slowly pumped my length as she teased me sensually. I was gasping and panting, and she finally took pity on me, placing another kiss on the tip of my cock, but this time, she slowly parted her lips and then pushed them down over the head, licking the underside as she pushed more of my length into her mouth. She moaned softly, feeling me fill her mouth and the vibrations of that sound thrummed through my cock. I was so painfully erect that I was sure the skin was about to split from the pressure in my cock.


She loved me with her mouth while I tightened my grip on the headboard, feeling like I was going to pass out. My heart hammered in my chest and sweat was starting to form on my brow. I wasn’t sure how much more I could take, but it wasn’t going to be a lot. The blindfold made me more aware of each sensation as she bobbed up and down on my rod, taking it deeper and deeper into her mouth until I could feel the head push into her throat and she started swallowing reflexively, the muscles massaging the head in a milking motion as her body reflexively tried to clear the obstruction.


“Fuck!” I growled. “I’m cumming!”


My voice was a pained whine as I fought the losing battle to hold off my orgasm one more second. She backed off and started pumping my shaft with her hand as I came. Suddenly the blindfold was whipped off and I looked down into Terri’s eyes as I filled her mouth with cum. I was too far gone to stop, too overwhelmed to even understand as I gazed into her deep brown eyes, cumming hard and long as she kept sucking and pounding the shaft with a fist, drawing out my orgasm as long as she could.


I finally flopped back onto the bed, my muscles all relaxing from the way they clench in the throes of orgasm and I gasped, my chest heaving as I sucked in air. Mel was standing beside me, grinning and twirling the blindfold from one finger.


“Merry Christmas, Baby!” she said and crawled onto the bed with me, kissing me sweetly and cuddling to me side.


Terri nursed at my cock for a few more minutes until it was clear that she’d milked all there was from my balls for the moment. She slid up the bed and settled in on my other side, looking at me with an amused smile for the stunned look that still covered my face. She let me have a moment to process what was going on and then stretched across my chest to kiss Mel deeply. Their tongues danced together and when their lips parted, I could see the creamy semen painting both tongues as they shared my load.


Mel broke the kiss and then guided Terri’s face to mine for us to kiss. I tasted cum on her tongue, but I was okay with that, since it was mine. When I could think again, I started noticing things. The first thing I noticed was that they were both naked and fantastic. Mel’s body was my temple and I worshiped there every chance I got, but I’d never seen Terri naked before. My hand started stroking her back as she curled into my side and she sighed at the contact, melting against me as she rubbed her hand over my chest.


I looked back and forth between the two of them, wondering where we went from here. I didn’t know if the blowjob was the beginning of the present or the end, if this was one night of passion, or if it was more. I had a million questions in my head and no answers yet. I looked into Terri’s eyes and I saw worry in them. I decided that answers could wait and that she needed to feel appreciated tonight for the gift that she’d given me. I leaned over and kissed Mel before I gave Terri my undivided attention for the moment. She’d gotten the chance to explore my body and I intended to take the same time with hers since I might never get the chance again.


I rolled her over onto her back, between Mel and me, and started kissing her passionately again. She moaned into my mouth and her arms went around me, her fingers tracing the muscles in my shoulders and neck as I moved my lips from hers down to her neck and throat, tasting her skin as she’d tasted mine. I could smell her perfume and taste the slight tang of her sweat as I sucked and licked at her neck. I nibbled on her rich brown skin and she shivered with anticipation.


“That feels good!” she encouraged me softly, her fingers stroking the hair on the back of my neck as I started moving lower.


I feasted my eyes on her breasts and groaned in lust. Terri had beautiful breasts, a perfect B-cup. Each was topped with a dark brown nipple that was crinkled tight and hard at the certainty that they were about to get my attention. I lowered my mouth and sucked one of them between my lips only to feel Mel shift, so she could suck on the other one. I knew she’d fooled around with Tanya in high school, so she was no stranger to pleasuring another woman.


I glanced sideways at her and she grinned back, Terri’s nipple caught between her teeth as she nibbled on it. I relaxed, knowing that she wasn’t just sitting back and watching. We both heaped love and attention on Terri’s nipples and I enjoyed the difference in their texture from Mel’s. Mel’s were like pebbles, hard and small and beautiful all on their own, but I appreciated the slightly softer treat of Terri’s.


They were yielding to my teeth where Mel’s felt like I’d have to hurt her to get them to give. Terri was moaning constantly, her hands running through my hair with one hand and Mel’s with the other. I felt her hips move unconsciously against me and I decided to move lower. I left a trail of kisses down across her stomach and started kissing over her mound and her thighs without getting too close to her pussy like she’d done to me. I could smell the spicy aroma of her arousal and it filled my head with fresh lust.


I settled between her legs and looked at her pussy for the first time, savoring the moment. She had very thick outer lips, making her pussy look puffy and enticing. I licked slowly up one of her outer lips and down the other, listening to her gasp as she felt me start to bathe her sex with my tongue. I kissed and licked both lips, lapping at the soft skin with my tongue, feeling the sharp points of her shaving stubble here and there. She gasped and mewled with growing passion and I looked up from my vantage point to see that Mel had shifted around so she could watch me eat her pussy.


Her eyes had nothing but love and lust in them. She wanted this as much as she wanted it for me. It had been a gift for us, like my proposal had been. I smiled at her and then parted Terri’s petals with my fingers, dipping my head and plunging my tongue into her, intent on tasting her nectar. I ate her eagerly, her moaning turning to cries as soon as my tongue wiggled into her channel.


She flexed her hips, humping up against my face in reflex as I feasted on her shockingly pink sex. I guess I’d expected her skin color to continue right to her core, but when I spread her open, she was bright bubble-gum pink, once I exposed her folds to my eyes. I dove in, licking and nibbling on her lips, spearing my tongue into her pussy like I was fucking her with a miniature cock, thrusting it in and curling the tip up, hoping to put a little pressure on her G-Spot as I pulled back. I alternated sucking on her clitoral hood, wriggling my tongue against her tender button.


She screamed when she came the first time like that, clinging to Mel and humping her hips up at me urgently. I kept it up, lapping up her juices greedily before going back to pushing her to greater heights of pleasure. After three orgasms, I had mercy on her and stopped punishing her pussy for the moment, pushing her legs up so I could feast on her delicate backdoor. I ran my tongue over the soft skin of the inside of each of her cheeks before licking my tongue over her ass and then swirling it in a circle, feeling every ridge of her tightly clenched anus. She trembled, and her muscles flexed as her ass relaxed and clenched rhythmically, letting my tongue probe only to push it back out as I tickled her and pushed a little harder, softening up her resistance in case that was something we decided to explore later.


For now, I had other plans. My erection had returned in force and I wanted to put it to a better use than humping against the mattress while I ate pussy. I got up to my knees and looked at the two beauties laid out in front of me, one pale and the other dark. Both of them were watching me with interest and Mel reached down between Terri’s spread thighs, stroking her pussy before she spread it open in a clear message of what she wanted me to do. I moved closer and settled the tip against Terri’s entrance.


“Go slow at first,” she asked me. “You’re big and I’m a little out of practice.”


I leaned in to kiss her.


“You could have fooled me,” I told her. “You handled me without any problems.”


“Blowjobs are easy,” she said. “I don’t have a gag reflex. Never did. This is different. Just be gentle.”


I nodded and promised her that I’d take care of her. I pushed my hips forward a little and felt her open up to accept me into her body. She gasped, and I moved slowly, holding the depth with small thrusts for a few minutes at a time before I pushed deeper, letting her get used to that much before I went further. We were both gasping and feeling the strain as I slowly inched my way forward, the agonizing slowness of our lovemaking driving me nuts with the urge to slam into her and satisfy the rising desire in my body.


By contrast, she was cumming with enviable regularity. She didn’t use a lot of words, but she thrashed and whined when she came, clamping down on my cock and making it even harder to move in her depths. When I finally felt her pubic bone pressed against me, she screamed and came again at the realization that she’d taken it all.


“Fuck me!” she begged raggedly.


I’m sometimes a little slow to understand, but I could follow those instructions. I started moving and it was absolutely heavenly. Both of us were slick with sweat and Mel was running her hands over both of us, touching and caressing as she encouraged us toward the ultimate release.


I was getting close and told her so. Terri had practically sucked my balls out through the end of my cock, but she was so tight that there was no escape from the sensations.


“Do it!” Mel told me, excited. “Cum in her! Cum for us, Baby!”


She’d been curled up with Terri but came to kneel behind me when she heard I was close. She caressed my shoulders and whispered in my ear to look at how beautiful Terri looked with her body on display for us. She bit my neck gently and sucked my earlobe into her mouth to nibble on it while I buried my cock in Terri over and over again.


I felt her hand slide down my back and between my thighs to play with my balls as we fucked, cupping them in her hand protectively. That was it for me. I screamed and suddenly I was cumming and filling Terri with my cum. The first blast of my orgasm started her cumming again and she shrieked in delight, her legs wrapping around me even as my hips pumped raggedly, the sensations in my cock becoming so intense that I twitched involuntarily with every movement, making my thrusts unsteady as we both moaned and came together.


Mel pushed me down into her arms and I went willingly, kissing her deeply as she wrapped her arms and legs around me, holding me tightly, like she intended to stay there for the rest of our lives. We were both slick with sweat, panting like we’d run a mile and our hearts were pumping blood through our bodies as fast as they could.


Mel watched us for a moment and then pushed me off of Terri.


“My turn,” she declared.


As soon as my cock slipped out of her tunnel, Mel was there, plastering her lips against Terri’s pussy, slurping loudly as she ate her friend, scooping up cum with her tongue as it oozed out of Terri. I watched, fascinated as Mel devoured Terri, her movements almost frenzied as she tickled her clit with her tongue and lowered her head to suck more of our juices from her entrance. Terri moaned and came again and then one more before she pushed Mel’s face away.


“No more!” she whimpered, and we took pity on her.


Mel descended on my cock instead, licking the evidence of our sex from my length and making a very deliberate show of enjoying herself, showing me each dollop of our mingled cum that she collected before she closed her mouth and swallowed it.


Finally, I was cleaned to her satisfaction, Terri was curled up in my arms, drifting in a combination of post-coital bliss and sleepiness and Mel grabbed the blankets, pulling them over the three of us, before settling down against Terri’s back. She turned off the lamp that had lit our tryst and snuggled in.


“Merry Christmas, Baby,” Mel said again, touching my face in the dark.


“Merry Christmas, Muscles,” Terri mumbled sleepily.


She kissed me on the lips, and I kissed her back, deeply.


“Merry Christmas, both of you,” I whispered, overwhelmed that they’d done this.


I was just settling down to sleep, vowing to save my questions for tomorrow when Terri answered most of them.


“Love you both,” she whispered contentedly as we relaxed.


I could feel her breath on my neck as it evened out, telling me that she’d drifted off to sleep. I could see Mel’s eyes watching me in the darkness and smiled at her.


“Love you both,” we both said together, and I felt her fingers lace with mine as we settled in for the night.


Chapter 24


I woke up first for once. Mel usually had to pee before the urge woke me, but I’d had a little extra to drink last night, so I slid out of bed carefully and padded to the bathroom to answer nature’s call, not bothering with the door since Mel had been fascinated by the sight of me peeing in the morning.


I was just about done when hands snaked around my waist to hold my cock and a pair of very soft breasts pressed against my back. I pushed back against her carefully and relinquished control of my cock to her. She shook it off when I was done and then I wiped the last drop from the tip before turning to kiss her. Terri grinned at me and pressed her lips to mine before she lowered the seat and dropped onto the toilet to pee while I washed my hands.


“How you feeling?” she asked uncertainly.


“Loved,” I told her with a smile.


Terri’s smile beamed at me with relief that I wasn’t freaking out about last night.


“So, this is the new normal?” I asked curiously.


She bit her lip and nodded.


“If you’re okay with it. Mel and I talked a lot since she got back. We text almost constantly. Are you okay with it?” she asked sheepishly.


“I think ‘thrilled’ is a better word for it. We need to talk about it and figure out all the details, but I’m more than okay with it,” I assured her with a grin, and she relaxed visibly.


“Good,” Mel said as she wandered in to join us. “I might have asked May to send me her skillet if you’d gotten weird about it.”


She stood up on her tiptoes to kiss me before she took Terri’s place and zoned out, still mostly asleep while she peed. I kissed them both again and then wandered back to bed and practically fell into it. Terri joined me and snuggled into my side, putting her head down on my chest and going back to sleep. Melody joined us a moment later and curled up to my other side, kissing me sweetly before settling down so the three of us could drift off for a few more hours.


When I woke again, it was light out and I lay there, relaxed and listening to the two beauties breathing slow, deep breaths in their sleep. Sometimes life was pretty good. I closed my eyes and just enjoyed the feeling of contentment.


Just a few weeks ago, my life had been in a shamble; Mel was missing, my job was on life-support, I felt adrift, and life had lost all meaning. Now, I was surrounded by people who loved me, my job didn’t matter to me in the slightest, I was looking forward to marrying Mel, I had a better relationship with May and Glen than I’d ever had before and so was my relationship with Beth, for that matter. That brought a smile to my face, thinking that my relationship with Beth was better now than it was through all the time we dated and were married. I had it all. If there was any hint of a black mark on my life, it was the threat of Mel’s family.


I pondered what to do about them. We were starting foreclosure on the land he’d financed with Stan and we were investigating him for anything damaging, criminal, embarrassing or just unnerving for him to know that we’d uncovered. Luther was going back through his life in high school and college, in addition to his business dealings since then. I made a note to add Allison to the investigation. Her declaration that she had a place she could go to be alone was suspicious. At 17, and still in high school, she shouldn’t have that kind of freedom.


I let that thought drift to the background for now since Terri was starting to stir in her sleep. She ran her hand over my chest and then she woke, completely in a panic, her eyes wide as she bolted upright, staring at me in stark terror. I gave her a little smile.


“My breath’s not that bad,” I said dryly.


She breathed a sigh of relief and settled back down.


“Sorry. I just ... I’m used to waking up alone, you know?”


I nodded.


“Yeah. I hear you. You’ve got some time to get used to the feeling. I get the feeling like you and Mel are going to be designing the master bedroom for the three of us after last night.”


She buried her face in my chest, embarrassed all of a sudden.


“Are you disappointed?”


“What?!!?” I blurted. “NO! Of course not. Why would you worry about that?”


She shrugged.


“Tyrone decided that my little sister was better than me,” she pointed out.


“Does Tyrone do a lot of drugs, or is he mentally handicapped all on his own merits?” I asked seriously. “Terri, honey, that’s on him. He gave up someone who’s sweet, loyal, devoted and hot as hell for the sake of a girl that’s willing to knife anyone, even her sister, if a better deal comes up. She stabbed you in the back. He has to know that if someone comes along with a bigger dick and more money that she’ll leave him with a stack of bills and no clue what happened. Why would he let you go for the sake of that?”


She shrugged.


“She’s got way bigger tits than me and he’s been trying to get into the music business forever. I can’t sing, but she can. They spent a lot of time working on that together.”


I shrugged and made a scoffing sound.


“I don’t care if she’s the next Adele,” I told her. “I’ve always been more of a metal fan personally, but that’s not the point. The point is that your singing voice isn’t what makes you special and it’s not your bra size, either. Yours are bigger than Mel’s and both of you put together are smaller than my ex-wife. You’re comparing yourself to her, based on what she has that you don’t. Turn it around.”


“What do you mean?” she asked, her brow furrowed.


“Compare her to you, based on what you have that she doesn’t,” I suggested.


She looked off in thought at that and shrugged.


“Not much,” she admitted. “She has a better job, she has our parents, she has Tyrone, she can sing, she probably will make it into the music industry at some point.”


“Maybe. But you have one thing that she doesn’t,” I told her certainly.


“Like what?” she said, looking at me seriously.


“Us,” I told her with a smile. “We might not be able to sing, but we throw an okay party.”


She grinned at me and kissed me lightly before settling down to think.


“So where do we go from here?” she asked softly, not wanting to wake Mel just yet. “I mean, you’re my friends, my best friends. I don’t wanna mess that up.”


“You want last night to be a one-time thing?” I asked her directly.


She shook her head.


“No, but I don’t wanna come between the two of you either,” she pointed out.


“Well, when Mel got back, she started making jokes about how I drink my coffee. She’d say, ‘you still like it black and sweet? Do I have to worry about Terri?’ and then kiss me and walk away. She was worried that she’d come back, and you’d have taken me away.”


“That’s crazy,” she said. “You were still miserable when she came back. No one could have gotten under your skin.”


“But she did leave you an engraved invitation to help me pick up the pieces and she worried that you might have cashed it in, and she’d come back to find you consoling me. The point is that she left me vulnerable and lost and you could have taken advantage, but you didn’t. You didn’t even try. She trusted you with me and you didn’t let her down. That puts you in a category better than even her own family. As much as she loves her mother, she was very disappointed in her, when she declared that she couldn’t cross her husband even to come to dinner with us.”


She nodded and that seemed to settle her some.


“What about you though. You talked a lot about how Mel’s felt. What about you?”


“We both love you, Terri,” I told her honestly. “You got me through the month leading up to Christmas - and I still don’t know how. You’re beautiful and loving and understanding. You’re also the only black girl I’ve ever been with,” I told her with a smirk. “You’ve been my best friend through everything and last night, we just took that to the next level. Are you okay with being our girlfriend?”


She bit her lip and nodded.


“I’ve never had sex with a girl before,” she admitted. “I’m worried that I’ll suck at it.”


“She’ll let you know if you could be doing something different,” I promised. “If you don’t like the taste, we’ll get some flavored lube or buy you a strap-on, so you can fuck her that way. I don’t think sex is the biggest reason she wants you, although I think she’s definitely excited to have a woman to play with again. She loves you for you, just the same way I do.”


“I love you both, too,” she told me with a smile, and her anxiety eased some. “You’re sure you want me here like this?” she asked, still a little uncertain.


“I think if you keep talking like this, we may tie you to the bed and take turns spanking you until you promise to stay,” I told her, leaning down to kiss the top of her head.


She twisted around to look at me with a slightly more playful expression.


“I didn’t know you were into that,” she smirked.


“I never used to be, but after my ex told me she started her affair for the excitement, I started to look into expanding my horizons,” I admitted.


“Maybe the two of you can teach me?” she asked in a tentative voice.


“The three of us will learn together,” I promised. “We haven’t gotten very far into the kinky stuff. Mostly we were watching videos online and sending them back and forth when we found something interesting.”


“Now that you two have settled all the relationship stuff, can we go to breakfast?” Mel asked, raising her head and looking at us with a sleepy smile.


She sat up and stretched with a yawn, looking particularly adorable as she scrunched up her face cutely. She shook out her blonde mane and kissed us both, Terri first and then me.


“I think we should probably get a shower before breakfast,” I said wisely.


We still reeked of sex between us and there was no way to pretend otherwise. Mel wrinkled her nose as she caught what I meant and nodded.


“Good point,” she said and the three of us marched off to get cleaned up.


We didn’t play around in the shower since we were all hungry, but there was still a great deal of touching and kissing back and forth between us. Terri had worried that it would be awkward the morning after, but Mel just kissed her and felt her up a little, promising her more when we weren’t eager to eat. We dressed quickly, and it occurred to me that when they went to bed, our friends had us pegged as friends.


“So how are we going to tell everyone?” I asked and they both looked at me like I was simple.


“We don’t need to announce it just yet,” Mel told me with a pat on the cheek.


I shook my head.


“You’re really going to try to fool Claire?” I asked, pulling on socks as I stood beside the bed. “That’s destined to fail.”


The two beautiful women exchanged a look.


“I guess we’ll tell them when they ask about it,” Mel said lightly.


We each finished dressing while wrapped in our own thoughts on the subject before we went down to eat. We were the last ones to the table and breakfast was already in progress as the rest of our guests talked among themselves. Angela had been accepted by them, having been given a glowing endorsement from me for her work in the divorce. She was in a roomful of people that wished she’d been there to represent them in their divorces. If there was a person that they’d accept as their own, it was a lawyer that made it her mission to punish cheating spouses. They all looked up at the three of us and there was a round of smirks from several of them.


“Oh good!” Bella said. “I went to wake Theresa earlier and her room was empty. I was worried she’d decided to leave early or got lost in the castle somewhere.”


I sat down, and Mel took the seat on my left while Terri went to get coffee to start. Eliza had breakfast going and took our orders while Terri poured coffee. She came back to the table with three mugs and set one down in front of me.


“Just how you like it,” she assured me. “Hot, black and sweet.”


That made Mary choke on hers briefly. Terri smirked at her and then then set Mel’s down in front of her.


“Yours is just the same, except with a splash of cream in the middle,” she told her and then kissed her cheek and took the seat on my other side.


Well, there was no way that was going to be the end of that.


“And how are you drinking YOURS this morning?” Bella wanted to know playfully.


“Hot, strong, creamy and smooth,” she said with a smile, lifting the cup to her lips and tasting it with a deliberate smack of her lips and a grin across the table.


Claire looked back and forth between us and looked like she was making mental notes.


“So, the three of you?” she asked directly.


Mel nodded.


“I like girls, but with everything that’s happened, I don’t think I could trust anyone except you,” she looked around the room. “When I left, Terri was pretty much set. If she wanted Rand, I couldn’t have cleared a path for her any better, but she didn’t go for it. When I got back, and she finished reaming me out for leaving like that, we got to talking. It wasn’t because she didn’t love him, but she couldn’t poach him from me. I’ve missed having a girlfriend and I knew I could trust her with Rand, no matter what. We both love Rand, we both love Terri, they both love me. We’ll make it work.”


They nodded about that and we all enjoyed our breakfast. Eliza took it upon herself to make sure that the three of us had a little extra on our plate to start the day. She left us to talk, but I was sure we’d talk to her about it later. They asked a lot of questions, including when we decided this and were amused that I hadn’t known ahead of time.


I let them take the lead, since they were both involved in planning last night, so they both had a clearer picture of us than I did. Not that I minded. We just hadn’t had a chance to talk it all out except for the brief conversation that we’d had this morning. That conversation had decided that last night wasn’t a one-time thing and that Terri wasn’t going to mess up things with us, but it was far from the last word we’d have on the subject.


They answered a lot of questions for everyone and they accepted it easily enough. We were doing presents after breakfast for the group and Angela felt a little embarrassed that she didn’t have something for us at least.


“Don’t worry about it,” I told her. “We didn’t get super-extravagant with anyone. Mel and I have enough money to get everyone something they’d like personally or could use.”


She nodded and let us draw her along. We had the presents wrapped and waiting in the den and there were some presents from them to us as well, but we’d asked them to not spend a lot on us.


We passed out ours and collected our gifts while we all sat around and waited to see who was first. We let Angela open hers first. We’d gotten her a very nice pen set for her desk for important signings that she wanted to commemorate. She smiled appreciatively and held the box lovingly, looking over the contents and probably thinking ahead to the lives that pen would change over the course of her career.


After that, Claire got a look at her first offering from the Wine of the Month club and looked very appreciative.


“You’ve obviously been taking notes on me,” she said with a smile. “You’ll have to do better though, if you want me to change your character, Rand,” she teased, letting me know that she was still planning on ignoring my suggestions to make her book about us more exciting.


Stephanie gushed over her china set, exclaiming that her grandmother had a set that she’d admired as a little girl, but she’d never had one of her own. She lovingly fingered one of the cups before carefully packing it away and coming to hug us.


Jason was similarly thrilled with the belt. Steph was slightly less enthused. His love of pro-wrestling was something she understood and accepted but didn’t share. When we’d gotten back early, we’d taken the belt to a framing store and gotten a frame made so that it could be hung on a wall instead of just laying around loose. Jason was going to be easy to shop for in the future. We’d just get him a new belt every year and make sure it was framed so he wouldn’t wear it around the house.


Mary and Bella were just as happy with their watches and I explained that I’d gotten them specifically for the gym app that they could use for tracking their workouts while they wore them.


That only left Terri. We’d agonized over what to get her and had intended to shop in Washington while we were there, but the trip had been a disaster from the time we landed. When we got back here, we didn’t have a lot of time, so we decided that we needed to get her something personal and extravagant to thank her for how much she’d been there for both of us. In the end, we’d gotten her a diamond necklace and earrings. She’d complained a few times that she didn’t have a lot of jewelry she could wear on special occasions. We watched nervously as she opened it. After last night, I was worried that it didn’t say enough, but her eyes went wide, and she looked up at us in surprise.


“Are these...” she trailed off, unable to frame the question.


“Diamonds?” Mel supplied with a smile. “Of course. We know how much you wish you had nice jewelry to wear.”


She closed the box carefully and then flung herself on us, kissing us both excitedly.


“I’ve never owned a diamond before!” she gushed, thrilled.


“We’re glad you love them,” I told her. “I bet they won’t be your last, though.”


She squeezed us again in response and then went to get her gift from where she’d put it down, opening the jewelry box and touching her gift lovingly.


Bella decided now was the perfect time for our gifts and she started bringing them to us. She and Mary had gotten Mel a membership at the gym, so she could join the morning class with us. I smiled at that and then opened up the small box they’d gotten me, finding a thong. I looked up at them with a questioning look on my face.


“I’m speechless,” I said dryly.


“Well, you said that you wanted a new look for yoga class,” Mary told me with a smirk.


“So, this is your gift to the rest of the class,” I said with a laugh. “Are they going to wear the same outfit as my gift?”


Bella passed me another box with my real gift in it. It was an instructor’s course on yoga all done on DVD and with a book to accompany it.


“In case you follow through on your naked yoga class threat,” Mary explained. “There’s a sign-up sheet in there too.”


I lifted the package out of the box and sure enough, there was a very well-done sign-up sheet with the top two slots already filled out with their names. Mel plucked it out of the box and asked Angela if she could borrow her pen for a moment, to a round of laughter.


Claire had gotten us a collection of her published works and a copy of the dedication to the book that she was writing about us.


“For Rand and Melody. A love story so inspiring, I frequently had to dry my eyes as I stole every word of it. You keep living it and I’ll keep writing it.”



She’d put it in a little frame and we both came to hug her. She’d let us know that she was writing about us, but she planned to be forthcoming about how close to the truth the book was and how much it moved her to write about us.


Stephanie and Jason had gotten us a couple’s spa day that Mel was excited about and I was interested in. I’d never been on a spa day, but I’d seen how much more relaxed Mel had been after hers in Atlanta that I was willing to give it a try. We both hugged them in thanks, and I was surprisingly looking forward to what the spa had to offer.


Terri looked at us with a smile and had a small box for each of us. She actually passed one to everyone in the group and to Mary too. “It’s not much,” she warned us, looking apologetic. “I wanted to do something personal for you, though.”


I opened mine and found that she’d taken a picture of all of us, including Mary, from our early days and framed it. The frame was beautiful. It was carved in tiny little flowers and looked like it was hand-painted. She was looking at us nervously as we looked at them. Mel had the same thing.


“They’re beautiful!” Steph told her. “The frames must have cost you a fortune though.”


“Oh, I did those,” she said dismissively. “I got some and carved them, so they looked a little better than just a plain wooden frame.”


I put mine aside and went to her.


“You carved seven frames just for us?” I asked her, wrapping my arms around her.


I was incredulous at the effort she’d gone to. We’d all shopped for each other, but her gift had so much of herself in it that it put all the rest to shame.


“I’ll treasure it always,” I promised her ardently. “It’s beautiful and you made it specifically for me. I love it, Terri. I love you.”


I wasn’t the only one glowing in my praise and everyone else wanted to hug her. She was overwhelmed at the response.


“It’s not that big a deal,” she assured us. “I never had a lot of money growing up to get gifts, so I did stuff like this.”


The rest of the gifts got passed back and forth and everyone was very generous in their praise, but it was Terri’s hand-carved gift that had taken our breath away. After that, we spent a fair portion of the day enjoying the house. The girls took over the theater to watch a movie they assured us that we’d hate, so Jason and I set up the pool table and hung out. We tried to do this every so often, making time to just hang out without the girls or any other constraints.


We played a few games and talked about guy stuff. He was in awe of the car collection. So was I, but that was understandable. The garage was as big as a small mansion. Jason didn’t really golf but was interested in the facilities Stan had on the properties to perfect the game. He made some noise about picking up the game and I told him George played and he’d be using the grounds for his game if Jason wanted to try to pick up pointers.


That sounded like a plan to him and he made plans to spend part of his Saturdays playing. He had a couple of bosses who played, and he wanted a chance to rub elbows. He worked as an accountant for a firm that handled a lot of business contracts and he was feeling like he’d hit the ceiling. Golfing with the boss was something he hoped would open doors into upper management for him.


We made plans to try to figure out the game for the following weekend. We had lunch with the ladies and then everyone was starting to filter out to their own homes except for Terri. She seemed torn between wanting to stay and wanting to give us time to talk about it. I decided to put an end to that.


“Stay,” I told her. “There is a lot to figure out and we need all three of us for that.”


She smiled, grateful to be included, but I was certain that we were including her in our plans to grow old together at this point.


The three of us sat down on one of the couches and immediately curled into one pile as if we were magnets.


“So, why don’t I start?” I suggested. “Last night was amazing and intensely erotic, but by the time I knew what was going on, I was a little too distracted to ask a lot of questions. How do we want this to work?” I asked directly.


I knew I was stating the fact that we did want this to work as a certainty and I wanted to make sure they both understood that. They looked at each other and then at me as if unsure how to answer.


“Uh, we weren’t sure how you’d feel about it,” Mel admitted sheepishly. “That was part of the reason for the blindfold. I thought you’d say no, if we told you ahead of time, but Terri and I both wanted last night.”


I nodded.


“I might have, but that’s okay. It’s not like you can blindfold me all the timed though. It’s not a surprise anymore. Do we want to move the three of us in together, or do we want to keep maintaining three addresses between here, Terri’s apartment and my old house? Do we want to officially be a trio full-time or are you and I still a couple and Terri is a friend with benefits? I’m not making judgments. Just asking questions to try to figure out where we go from here.”


Theresa bit her lip and looked back and forth between the two of us apprehensively.


“Do I get a say?” she asked.


“Of course, you get a say!” Mel told her, surprised that she felt like she had to ask.


“I think the trio sounds good to me,” she told us. “I’m not really attached to my apartment if you guys want me to give it up, but I still have my job, so I can try to help out with bills as much as I can.”


“Sweetie,” I told her gently, “you’re moving in with two of the richest people you know. If you wanna keep your job for your own extra spending money, that’s fine, but the household bills are being paid by Stan’s estate until it’s settled, and then we’ll still be in a good position to keep paying them.”


“I don’t wanna sponge off the two of you,” she protested.


“You’re not,” Mel told her. “If we were both working to make ends meet, then we’d be glad for the help, but your money should go to buy you some of the things you want.”


She shook her head and got a stubborn look on her face.


“I need to pull my own weight,” she declared firmly.


“No one’s denying that,” I told her. “That doesn’t have to be in terms of money, though. Look, the two of us are going to have our hands full with learning how to run the business once the estate is settled. Help us with that. The Savings & Loan is going to have a lot of money flowing through it. We need people we can trust to help us run it, if we decide to keep it. We’re also expecting a lot of trouble from Mel’s father, so having an extra set of eyes that they can’t buy is worth the peace of mind that comes with them.”


Mel nodded her agreement. “Between the two of us, we can keep my whore of a sister from having enough time alone with him to seduce him away from us.”


“Like I’d ever leave you two,” I scoffed.


That earned me a smile and a slightly patient look that all wives seem to develop for when their husbands say something reasonable, but ultimately wrong-headed to her way of thinking. Terri seemed a little less determined to pay her share of the bills after that, and I was relieved. I hadn’t seen a full accounting yet, but I was sure I was going to start selling cars as soon as I saw the insurance premiums. There was no way I could justify paying for the insurance on all those cars, let alone the house, business and condo.


“Alright,” she relented, and I could see relief on her face.


She wasn’t rich, but she’d been getting by with her job teaching music. Paying a full share of our bills would break her every month. Hell, George and Eliza probably made more than she did. We finally agreed that she’d give her notice at her apartment and we’d start moving her in here. That left the problem of what to do with my place.


“We could keep it,” Mel suggested. “We sometimes go there for the night to enjoy the bedroom and the neighborhood. I like how your neighbors are right there. Around here, we can’t exactly wave over the fence at the people that live closest.”


I shrugged.


“I haven’t really been close to any of the neighbors since Beth left,” I admitted. “Some of that was because she hadn’t given them the full story on what happened, but part of it was that I kind of shut down after the divorce. I didn’t want to talk about it. Hell, you both saw how I was when you first met me.”


Mel nodded and patted my hand. They’d all heard about how the neighbors had been drawn into the divorce along the way.


“We should still hang onto it,” she said thoughtfully. “The way things are now between you and Glen, he’ll be more willing to visit Charlotte, and having the house there would be a comfortable place to put up guests that we might not want to have in the house here for one reason or another.”


I nodded in agreement.


“Like Beth and Roger?” I asked with a slight smile.


“I was thinking more along the lines of my mother, in case she brings Allison along, but we have a lot of reasons to keep the house. It could be useful down the road, even just as a retreat for us when we don’t want people to know where we are.”


“Okay, so we’ll keep the little house,” I agreed. “If we find that it’s collecting dust, we can make other arrangements, like selling or renting it.”


“Exactly,” Mel said, and I noticed that Terri was staying out of it.


“What’s your opinion?” I asked her.


“Me?” she blinked in surprise. “I don’t know. I’ve never owned a house in my life. You guys are the rich-folks. I’m just along for the ride.”


“Stop that!” Mel told her sharply, beating me to the punch. “We just agreed to do things together. Your opinion matters.”


She shrugged.


“Sorry, I wasn’t trying to be a bitch,” she assured us both. “I just ... Sitting down and talking about whether to sell a house because we’re not using it is a little weird for me. You’re talking about it like it’s no big deal and most people struggle to have a house, let alone have so much property that they don’t know what to do with it.”


“A year ago, I was one of those people,” I admitted. “Beth and I were making the mortgage a priority, so it wasn’t that big a deal. We were looking forward to paying off the last of the note on the house in the next few years. We both had good jobs and the divorce probably would have put that off for a few years, if I’d had to foot the bill on my own, but the lawsuits took that worry away. If Beth and I had divorced for something that no one could get sued over, I might have been able to refinance, but we probably would have ended up selling the house and splitting the money.”


We put the topic to bed for the day and promised to revisit whether we needed the house later on. Since it was New Year’s Day, we took it easy for the rest of the day, making a trip to Terri’s to move some of her clothes and personal stuff over to the house, in preparation for her to move in. We talked a lot more about our trip to DC and how our reception had been in Atlanta. Mel showed off her shawl and told the story of how it had been through two weddings.


We settled in for our first real evening together and found out that Terri loved anything to do with crafts. We already knew that she was good at delicate carvings, but she sat with us and knitted while we watched a movie and we’d watched her packing up some of her paints, in the hope that she could find a spot to set up an easel somewhere. She hadn’t brought them this trip, just started breaking down the corner of her living room that was her artist’s nest.


That night, the three of us piled into Mel’s bed and curled up together, not really in the mood for sex after last night’s adventure. Mel had promised that she was going to get Terri’s face wet some night soon and Terri had looked a little uncertain, but determined, her fear that she wasn’t up to the task warring with her desire to be here with us.


Chapter 25


We sort of settled into a routine and for about a week; everything went smoothly. I was at work during the day, we’d meet and have dinner, move some of Terri’s things over and then fall into bed together. Sometimes we stayed at the big house, sometimes the small house and once, we stayed at Terri’s, just so we could say we had.


I could almost think that life would have been perfect except for the nagging sense that Dennis Carmichael wasn’t going to sit idly by.


That conversation came on the following Tuesday. By that time, the plant consisted of me, nine other guys that had opted for the severance package and various drivers that were showing up to haul everything away. I was officially the Plant Manager, being the only one left on-site with a degree, and had the rest of the crew working at packing up and shutting down. The next few weeks were essentially us loading trucks here and shipping the whole operation to Mobile.


My cellphone rang in the middle of the afternoon and I picked it up, looking at the number. It was Luther. I smiled and answered it, taking out my iPod and starting to record so that Mel and Terri could get all the details when I got home.


“Mr. Brown,” I said pleasantly. “How are things going in DC today?”


“Hi, Mr. Dunn,” he said. “I felt like I needed to give you an update after this morning. We’ve been keeping Mr. Carmichael under some heavy scrutiny and it started to yield results. I have a lot of information to go on, but that’s not important at the moment.”


That brought me up short, wondering what was more urgent than our investigation.


“Something else come up?” I asked tentatively.


“This morning, we intercepted a phone call between Mr. Carmichael and an associate of his. We have laser mics trained on the windows of his residence and the call was made from his study. We can’t hear the details on the other end of the call, but he talked about sending someone to Charlotte and gave them both your home and work address and the Weaver residence for reference. He was vague on what this was supposed to accomplish, but he wasn’t calling FTD to send flowers. I’ve arranged a protective detail for both of you in Charlotte and they should meet you shortly. Mrs. Weaver will have her own detail and that will hopefully make his associate think twice about approaching either of you.”


I’d been overseeing the loading of some equipment to transport earlier in the day and I was still down in the area, so I sat down on the loading dock and digested this little piece of news.


“What do we do?” I asked seriously, my head already focused on working the problem.


“Well, we don’t have a lot of information on what his intentions are,” he admitted. “We don’t know who he’s sending or what their goals are, just that he gave them your addresses. It could be a lawyer, sent down to negotiate, a process server to inform you that he intends to sue. It could be his own investigations team to gather information on you, or it could be someone rougher to try to force you to do what he wants.”


“I’m starting to wish I’d just put my hands around his throat and killed him when I had the chance,” I muttered darkly.


“That might have spared Mrs. Weaver some of these complications, but you’d have ended up in prison,” he pointed out. “Not the best outcome.”


“I know,” I sighed, deflating. “I’m starting to feel like Dennis is about to be more trouble to us than he’s worth.”


“Don’t worry, Mr. Dunn. We have this under control,” he told me soothingly. “Give me your location and I’ll have a team meet you and Mrs. Weaver.”


“I’m at work, right now,” I told him. “Melody isn’t with me.”


“I’ll call her next,” he assured me. I’ll have a team waiting for you when you leave the plant,” he assured me. “Just stay calm and stick to them like glue. They’ll take care of you.”


He confirmed the plant location and the make, model and plate number of my car. I took a deep breath and didn’t like the thought of sitting back while other people did the work.


“Alright,” I said finally. “Send everything you have to Angela and I’ll call her next while you talk to Mel.”


“Relax,” he advised me. “We deal with this sort of thing all the time. We’ll keep you both safe.”


I informed him that there was someone else that was going to need protection and gave him Terri’s details. I hoped that she’d be with Mel or that she’d slipped beneath the radar.


I hung up and immediately called Angela. It took a few nerve-wracking minutes to get through to her, but when she came to the phone, I unloaded. I told her all about the call from Luther and the fact that Dennis was sending someone down here after us for reasons unknown.


“Okay,” she said when I was done. “Mr. Lawton and I both know that decisions about the business and the estate have to be answered by you. Mrs. Weaver has sworn out a power-of-attorney for you to handle all the business decisions without her. You’re the one in the most danger if he sent down someone to muscle his way into the process, Rand,” she reminded me.


“He could still try to use Mel to force me to make bad decisions for the business,” I pointed out. “Luther’s sending a protection detail for us, but I need you and Mr. Lawton to know what’s going on. The ink is still fresh on our new Wills. I want to make sure we’re both bulletproof.”


“Your Wills are ironclad,” she said certainly. “If you or Mel die, everything is split between you and Theresa Jackson or Mel and Theresa depending on which Will we’re processing.”


We’d changed our plans to include Terri after New Year’s.


“In the event you both die, she gets almost everything with small gifts to your former in-laws and a number of friends. If all three of you are killed, Col. Calder inherits the whole thing. It’s already certified and filed. Everyone named in the Will has been sent their copy for reference and their own records. He can’t get at Stan’s estate and yours and Mel’s are both airtight. You both even went so far as to name her family as being excluded from any inheritance due to the difficulties you’ve had. Just calm down and we’ll figure it out. You said Luther is on the phone with Mel right now? Let me conference in Mr. Lawton and we’ll talk it out.”


She took a moment to bring him onto the line and he listened attentively while we laid it out. He didn’t seem surprised that this was a step that someone connected to Stan would take.


“To be honest, Mr. Dunn,” he said with a sigh, “Stan wasn’t a particularly ethical businessman. It’s probable that Mr. Carmichael is at least as connected to less savory businessmen. To put it bluntly, Stan did business with whoever had money and he wasn’t picky about where the money came from or where it was going after it left his hands.”


I gritted my teeth, wanting to put my fist through Dennis Carmichael’s smug little face.


“So, you’re saying that Carmichael is probably running some kind of shady land-deal and we’re in bed with him?”


“It’s probably not the kind of philanthropic gesture to humanity that you’d want it to be,” he said carefully.


“Is our legal team in Washington ready to move?” I asked, feeling tired.


“They are,” both he and Angela confirmed.


“Foreclose on the property,” I told them. “I want it filed by the end of business today and served before lunch tomorrow. You’ve both told me that we’re in a fantastic position to foreclose. Let’s pull the rug out from under him and hopefully that pops the bubble for him.”


That gave them some work to do, so we hung up and I got back to work myself. I got a call from Mel and told her that I was fine and that I’d see her as soon as I was off work. She was scared, but she was at home with Eliza and George and her team was already there and overseeing security to see what we could be doing better.


When I left work, there was an SUV parked beside my car and two people got out of it as I approached.


“Mr. Dunn?” one of them asked. “We’re your protection detail. We’ve been briefed about your situation. I’m Chris and this is Mary. We’re going to be with you for the next few days while we figure things out.”


I shook Mary’s hand and then turned to shake Chris’s. While I had my attention focused on him, I felt the pin-prick on my neck and turned my head in time to see her pulling a syringe out of my neck calmly.


I still had Chris’s hand in mine, so being a gym-rat, I crushed it. I felt the bones in his hand give way like I was crushing a fistful of bubble-wrap. I pulled his arm tight and slammed my left hand into the bottom of his elbow, making him scream in shock and pain as I broke the joint of his right arm.


I was no fighter, but I was a big guy, probably bigger than they’d anticipated. I hoped that would mean that they hadn’t dosed me well enough to knock me out completely. I turned toward the woman, who looked like she was in shock at how quickly I’d responded, and I grabbed her by the side of the head, slamming her face viciously into the frame of the SUV with a sickening crunch as the world lurched, telling me that I didn’t have a lot of time before I was out like a light. I pulled her head back and slammed it into the frame a second time before I let her drop to the ground and turned back toward the first guy when I saw him fumbling with a gun, trying to get it out of the holster left-handed. I balled up my hand into a fist and hit him as hard as I could, staggering into him as the drugs robbed me of my equilibrium.


We landed in a heap and neither of us were in much condition to fight. I was losing the battle to stay awake and he’d been the recipient of the harshest handshake in history. I wrapped my hands around his throat and squeezed, willing my fingers to choke the life out of him before I lost consciousness. The edges of my vision were turning black and I couldn’t feel my fingers. I didn’t know if I was squeezing or just holding on. My vision continued to darken, and I panicked, thinking that I couldn’t let them do this to me. My last thought before I blacked out was that I couldn’t leave Mel and Terri.


I came to slowly, confused and uncertain where I was. I’d been in trouble. Danger? What was going on? I was ... at work ... and then? Nothing. I couldn’t remember. I knew that I was upset at work. Oh, yeah! The plant was moving. I remembered that now. That must be why I was upset. We were getting everything shut down to go to ... I couldn’t remember, but I knew that memory of it was somewhere.


I slowly drifted back to the surface and opened my eyes. That was a choice that I immediately regretted. The bright light staring back into my eyes filled my head with pain.


“Ahhh!”


I groaned in protest, turning my head away from the light. I tried to raise my hands to block out the light, but I couldn’t move. Was I paralyzed?!!? The thought started me into a panic, and I thrashed madly, trying to test my body. I could move, but I was restrained. That’s when I remembered and cast my eyes around the room, rage battling with fear. They’d taken me. The room I was in was bright white and had two doors, one on either side of the room. I was strapped to a bed and I took a few deep breaths before I started to pull at the restraints with more focus. I had to get away.


I was pulling with all my strength and I could feel some of the seams in the medical restraints start to pop, but I wasn’t going to be able to keep this up for long. I relaxed back, taking several deep breaths and letting my muscles relax before I tried again to tear the restraints free. I thought I was starting to get somewhere when I heard a conversation outside the room. They were coming.


I yanked at the thick cuffs madly, knowing that once they saw what I’d done, I’d get another injection and they’d double the restraints. I could feel one of the cuffs start to give when the conversation cut off in the hall and I could clearly hear one of them speak.


“Sounds like he’s awake.”


I wrenched at the cuff frantically, hoping to tear it from its moorings so I could free both my arms. The door opened, and people started filing into the room, but far from the mad dash to restrain me and sedate me, they seemed calm and accepting.


First came a doctor and a nurse, both of whom were quickly pushed aside by Mel, looking frantic and upset. Terri was a half-step behind her, and they came to the bed, confusing me. Why weren’t they restrained too?


Mel started unbuckling the cuffs while Terri freed my ankles from the restraints.


“Are you okay, baby?” Mel asked. “You’ve been out for hours.”


“Where are we?” I asked uncertainly as more people started pouring into the room.


I recognized Angela and Mr. Lawton, but everyone else was new to me.


“You’re at the Carolinas Medical Center,” the doctor informed me helpfully before he was interrupted by one of the people that I didn’t recognize.


“Mr. Dunn, I’m Detective Harold Richards. I need to ask you some questions about what happened.”


“I don’t know much,” I told him truthfully. “I got a call earlier today that someone was being sent to town looking for me for an unknown reason. We took it as a threat, and I was being supplied with a protection detail. They were meeting me after work. When I got there, they introduced themselves and while I was shaking hands with the man, his partner injected me with something.”


He nodded, and I noticed that he was holding a recorder, rather than take notes.


“What happened after that?”


“I realized that they weren’t the people that were supposed to meet me, so I fought back. I didn’t know what she’d injected me with, but I figured it was a sedative. I remember I crushed the guy’s hand and popped his elbow. Then I grabbed her and cracked her head off the SUV they were driving. I was hoping that if I knocked her out and hurt him bad enough that they wouldn’t be able to carry me away ... I don’t know what happened after that.”


He nodded again. “You said they were being sent after you. Do you know why?”


I nodded.


“Recently, I inherited a lot of money and part of a business, Weaver Saving & Loans. We uncovered some irregularities with one of the business deals after Melody’s father got extremely upset and agitated on hearing that the details of the Will had been changed. We’ve been taking steps to investigate, but it seems like Mr. Carmichael is engaging in aggressive negotiations. Have either of the two people who tried to abduct me had anything to say?”


“Mr. Dunn, the two people that were waiting for you are dead,” he told me bluntly. “The woman died of a skull fracture. I’m told that you caved in the front of her skull as well as her whole face. The man, you manually strangled to death after you broke his arm and several bones in his hand. We actually had to pry your hands off his neck even though you were unconscious. Your story checks out though. The plant has security footage and the syringe was laying nearby.”


“What did they jab me with?” I asked, stunned as I sat up, freed from the medical restraints.


“A powerful sedative,” the doctor advised me. “You’ve been out for a couple of hours.”


I nodded.


“Am I in trouble?” I asked. “I mean, I wasn’t trying to kill anyone. I just knew I didn’t have much time to fight back before I’d pass out.”


Detective Richards looked around and shook his head.


“We found your actual security detail. They had been shot and stuffed in the back of the SUV to wait for you,” he said. “We haven’t identified the woman yet, but the man has a record, so we got his ID back in a hurry.”


“He said his name was ... Chris,” I said, trying to shake off the fog.


“Chris Melton and Mary Cole were your actual protection detail,” he told me gently. “The man who attacked you was Vincent Giraldi. He’s done time twice for minor crimes related to organized crime in the past. Kidnapping is either a new hobby or he’s been more dangerous than we knew. No one’s going to cry at his funeral.”


I nodded.


“I think ... I think I need to get my paperwork to carry a gun,” I said earnestly.


“You have a firearm license?” he asked, and I nodded. “You can carry now,” he told me. “It has to be in plain sight and there’s some places you can’t take it, but you can open-carry without more paperwork. A concealed permit is another background check, some additional paperwork and a separate fee.”


The interview went on like that for an hour or so, with him asking more and more detailed questions about the Will and the business deal that we believed this to hinge on. We were still talking when a large African American man opened the door, letting himself in.


“Mr. Dunn,” he said. “I’m Luther Brown. I’m sorry that I wasn’t here earlier.”


“I’m sorry that your people got hurt in this,” I told him.


“At least I can tell their families that their murderers didn’t get away with it,” he said somberly. “It seems like you’re in considerable danger. I have a new detail waiting for you, Mrs. Weaver and for Ms. Jackson. They’re going to coordinate and maintain security without disrupting your lives too much.”


“Thanks,” I said to him gratefully. “Has anything else happened since we spoke last?”


“Mr. Carmichael is probably waiting for an update from the people he hired,” he said grimly.


“He’ll be waiting a long time,” Detective Richards muttered. “We’ve scrubbed their cellphones and there’s really nothing on them. I’d tell you that we’ll keep you informed, but your dad was a cop,” he said apologetically. “You know that we won’t share details on an open investigation.”


“You knew Dad?” I asked, surprised that he’d mentioned it.


“I was still working patrol when he was shot,” he confirmed. “I reported to the scene when we lost him. He was a good cop. The least we can do is take care of his son.”


“We all appreciate it,” I told him and shook his hand. “I don’t think that Dennis is done chasing this. We’re foreclosing on his big land deal.”


He made note of that and then gave me his card.


Luther waited for him, the doctor and the nurse to leave before he spoke again.


“You were very lucky today,” he told me. “Giraldi was a fixer for the mob up north. I don’t think that just putting a bodyguard on you is going to be enough.”


“What do you have in mind?” I asked warily.


“I want the three of you signed up for some self-defense training,” he answered. “We have a few people that are capable of giving some instruction. It’ll be an intensive instruction course that includes marksmanship, hand-to-hand fighting, a course on driving and some instruction on escaping from captivity.”


“That sounds a little invasive,” I pointed out, worried about how it would impact the rest of my time working at the plant.


“I know,” he said apologetically. “I think it’s necessary, though. Even if you get through this crisis without needing it, you are wealthy people. The fact is that this might not be the last threat you have to face because of your wealth. I want you to be ready if you need to be.”


I was still torn, but Mel stepped in.


“When do we start, Mr. Brown?” she asked, eager to be better prepared.


“Right away,” he said with a nod. “I understand that Mr. Dunn has a few weeks of additional work at the chemical plant. We can work around that, since he has some experience with firearms already. We’ll start you and Ms. Jackson out on firearms training while he finishes up.”


I didn’t see any reason to object, since I’d been intending to do the same for her. We talked about it for a little while longer and then I was introduced to my new detail. Gunther Westlake was a vet from Iraq who’d taken work with a private military contractor after his discharge. He was tall and rugged-looking, and I noticed that his eyes didn’t settle on anything for very long.


Cynthia MacArthur was nearly his exact opposite. She was short and thick, but she’d been in Iraq too, and there was nothing soft in her expression. I got the sense that our security detail was a little more top-shelf than the last ones had been. I was glad to have them.


After we were introduced, the doctor wanted to do a follow-up exam on me before he cleared me to go home for the night. He’d originally wanted to keep me overnight, but had been overruled by both Mel and Terry, so he contented himself with what they’d let him get away with. When he’d checked my eyes, reflexes, balance and general awareness, he released me reluctantly.


“You should take it easy for a few days,” he said, by way of a warning. “Driving or anything where you could injure yourself or others accidentally, drinking or anything too strenuous is off limits for a few days. It sounds like you have people watching out for you and that’s good, but you need to lean on them for now. You could get away with no lingering side-effects, but you could also be prone to sudden drowsiness, dizziness or disorientation, while the drugs work their way out of your system.”


“I understand,” I assured him. “My job is mostly supervisory at this point, so I won’t be very hands-on for any part of the next few days.”


I asked him to forward copies of his report to Dr. Sebastian and promised that I’d see her immediately if I noticed any symptoms. That seemed to satisfy him, and he let me get dressed. I was processed out and signed the paperwork for my insurance. That reminded me to check on whether I needed to make arrangements to continue my coverage or if I qualified for coverage through the Weaver S&L plan, since I was a part owner.


Everyone was waiting for me and I was informed that we were going back to the house for a more detailed briefing on what had occurred today. I was riding with Gunther and Cynthia and they were all business, staying vigilant and wary of anyone that they didn’t know. Two people had been killed on this detail. I didn’t blame them one bit for not wanting to be next.


I kept the talking to a minimum, not wanting to distract them and started glancing around at the traffic myself, catching a little of the paranoia that comes with knowing that you were in danger. Was that guy staring at the car, or just looking in this direction? Was that woman texting to a friend or telling someone that she’d found me? It was disconcerting, and I tore my eyes away from trying to spot the next threat, looking at my hands instead.


“You okay?” Gunther asked, breaking the silence that had descended upon us and I looked up, seeing him glance at me in the rearview mirror.


“Yeah, I guess,” I said. “I just feel like I’m being watched.”


He nodded and kept his eyes moving, even as he drove, checking mirrors for pursuit and watching the road ahead. He seemed ready for anything.


“That’s to be expected,” he told me, his voice sounding steady and calm. “Someone tried to kidnap you today, maybe they were going to kill you or maybe they had something else in mind. Better that we never find out for sure which.”


Cynthia spared a moment from her vigil to look over her shoulder at me.


“Don’t worry, Mr. Dunn. We know what we’re doing. We’ll keep you safe.”


“After today, I’m more worried about Mel and Terri,” I admitted. “These people don’t sound like the kinds of folks that give up easily and if they can’t get to me, I worry that they’ll try to get to them.”


“We’ll cover that possibility when we get back to the house,” she assured me, her eyes flitting back and forth nearly as much as Gunther’s were.


We got back to the estate after what seemed like an eternity, but we hadn’t taken any longer than the other cars in getting there. Once we were inside, Luther sat us down in the living room and started to talk about what we knew, what we could guess, and what we were woefully ignorant about. We knew that four people were dead and that was really about it.


“Vincent Giraldi has never been a big name, but his name’s floated through a couple of our investigations in the past. Nothing that matters to the case and certainly nothing that’s going to matter in the future, but he’s been known to do low-level work around DC and Baltimore, for the right price. Maybe this was him spreading his wings and trying to move up in the world or maybe he’s smarter than we thought and has been keeping off the radar for a while,” Luther told us. “We’ll have to wait for the PD to identify his partner, but I would imagine she’ll come back with a criminal record somewhere.”


Mel nodded, sitting on the edge of her seat and practically vibrating with the impulse to do something.


“So, what’s our next step?” she asked crisply.


“For now, all three of you stick close to your protective details,” he told her.


Terri and Mel each had a pair of shadows that were going to be constant companions until this was over or until we were trained to take care of ourselves.


“I was hoping that we’d start fighting back,” Mel sounded disappointed.


“Sweetie,” I said, getting into the conversation. “We are. We’re foreclosing on the property that your father is working on. I would imagine that your father will be ruined if this deal collapses.”


“Yes, he will,” Luther told us. “That’s part of what we’ve been able to find out. Mr. Carmichael has banked heavily on the success of this land development. His business and his home are both in jeopardy if this development falls through. In fact, he’s put all his eggs in one basket on this and he’s not the only one in DC. He and others will lose their shirt on this if it fails.”


“So, he’s desperate,” I said flatly.


“Yes,” Luther said. “And that makes him dangerous. A businessman with criminal connections and not a lot of options is likely to lash out in unexpected ways.”


“What else have we been able to find out about him?” I asked, not wanting to dwell on the things that he might try if left unchecked.


“Well, we’ve been able to uncover a second mistress and we’re still continuing to follow his affair with Mrs. Farnsworth. We’ve also begun an investigation of his daughter, Allison. We’re still working on her second address, but she hasn’t led us to it yet.”


I nodded.


“We’ll want to know about her activities, especially any time she spends with her father and any lovers she maintains.”


“Lovers?” Mel asked with an arched eyebrow.


“If she’s running around on Drake, wouldn’t you like to be able to give him the juicy details?” I asked her pointedly.


She thought about that and nodded thoughtfully, sinking into a momentary daydream of wrecking their relationship. By this time, we were joined by the three teams, who had split off to survey and assess the property’s security concerns.


“The property’s secure,” Gunther said, sounding surprised. “The wall is good and high, topped with spikes to deter climbing. The gate’s solid and there’s only two points of entry. There’s a second exit on the north side of the property, but it doesn’t look like it’s used often. The gate there is secure, and we could close it off completely with a concrete barrier.”


Luther nodded and shifted focus to talk to them about the rest of the security concerns. We’d made a decision that it was better and easier to stay here, rather than the small house. It was just a matter of space. The three of us, plus our six-person security detail, made that house unsuitable for our needs. We made up several of the bedrooms for their use with Eliza’s help before she and George retreated to their apartment.


The three of us went to bed that night. It was a very subdued trio that settled down for sleep. The girls both clung to me like they were afraid I was going to vanish.


“We almost lost you today,” Mel whispered in the darkness.


“I know,” I murmured and wrapped my arms around them both. “I kept thinking that I couldn’t let them take me. I couldn’t let them separate us.”


“Good boy,” she said, still sounding like she wanted to cry, but she squeezed me tighter and then the three of us settled down to sleep.


The next morning, we all got up and I started out my first day with Gunther and Cynthia as my shadows. We had breakfast together and I learned that Mel and Terri were getting some instruction in firearms before Terri went to work with her detail and Mel was returning here and starting on some of the other training, while we were both out in the working world.


“Mr. Brown is going to be coming back to town next week with some equipment for the three of you,” Gunther said.


It was the first that I’d heard that he’d left, but I couldn’t fault him for wanting to get back to his own office and bed. I remembered that he also had two families to notify that their loved ones had died here. That made me grimace a little and the three of us separated for the day with tight hugs and whispered exclamations of love for each other. I gave their SUVs a last lingering look as the three of us left.


“Don’t worry,” Cynthia said, misreading the look. “They’re in good hands.”


“I know,” I said certainly. “I just wish we could all stick together for now.”


“You’re actually safer right now than you’ll be in a few days,” she told me. “They might not be expecting an update from the kidnappers just yet. On the other hand, they may already know and be hitting the roof.”


“That makes me feel much better,” I muttered dryly, and she laughed a little.


“Relax,” she advised me again, as we were leaving the house. “Our job is to make sure that you don’t have a repeat of yesterday and the girls don’t have to ever know what it’s like first-hand.”


I nodded and settled down some, letting them handle the commute to work, while I immersed myself in thoughts of what the day would be like. We didn’t have a truck scheduled to arrive until late on Friday and it was the last truck leaving here. We were rapidly getting to the point where there wasn’t much left in the plant. I was operating from the plant manager’s office, but had my calls forwarded to my cellphone most of the day as I checked on the work that was being done.


Mostly, we were cleaning up the last of the equipment and getting it prepped for transport. The chemicals had all been shipped weeks ago, so we were overseeing the last gasp of the plant here. Starting next week, we were just cleaning up. It was a mindless job, but we needed to do it, because there were old chemical spills that we needed to be qualified to clean up. We couldn’t leave them for whoever might buy the plant because the wrong cleaner could turn an inert spill into a deadly gas or a voracious corrosive.


So, that day, I introduced Gunther and Cynthia to the remains of the staff and let them know why they’d be around, had a call put in to corporate headquarters to inform them of the new development and mostly stayed out of the way while the guys finished cleaning and uninstalling the last of the equipment that was going to Mobile. By the time we locked up the plant for the night, we were all eager to be back to the house and make sure nothing new was going on.


I’ll be the first to admit that I’d been tense all day, wondering what Mel and Terri had been going through and I was eager to get back to the house to see for myself that they were safe. The trip home was uneventful and once we got there, I was relieved to know that they’d had a normal day too. Mel actually seemed to enjoy the excitement, now that we were all safe. I supposed I could understand that. She’d commented several times on how boring her life normally was. Getting the kind of defense training that we were slated for was as far from her normal mundane days as she could have asked for. I was just glad she was safe and was distracted from what her father had done.


It turned out that the next few days were similarly uneventful. Luther had shown up, as promised, with some equipment for the three of us. When Gunther had mentioned that he was bringing gear, I’d pictured getting outfitted in spy-tech that was suitable for the next James Bond movie. Instead, we each got a watch that had a tracer we could activate, if we were in trouble and a new phone that had a powerful GPS built-in.


“No lasers?” I asked, looking at the watch, like it was supposed to do tricks. “No explosives?”


Luther chuckled at that.


“No secret decoder rings either,” he said in a tone that told me that he understood my disappointment, but he still found it funny.


I sighed and put on the watch, as if it was a chore that I wasn’t thrilled to be doing. He gave me one last smile and then taught us how to activate the watch’s beacon. It only ran for 24 hours, but it was undetectable before it was activated, so it would probably be overlooked.


“You think we’re going to need these, Mr. Brown?” Terri asked, trying on her watch.


“I hope not,” he told her before turning to me. “By now, Carmichael has heard that his attempt to kidnap you has failed. Nothing has come up on the surveillance that we’ve been able to put in place, but we haven’t been able to tap his car yet, so any calls that he’s had while he drives are still private. We have his office wired now and we’re continuing to put lasers on the windows of his residence. That’ll let us know if he gets calls at home or the office, but there hasn’t been anything. We’re still watching his mistresses and we’ve got a discreet tail on Allison. That’s starting to yield results.”


“That’s great,” I said, cutting off Mel, who looked like she wanted to take the conversation off on a tangent about her sister’s activities. “What I’m interested in is how he took the foreclosure news.”


“About like you’d expect,” Luther told us. “There was a lot of screaming and swearing and several phone calls. Some, we could trace to legitimate businessmen. Some, we could trace to less reputable folk and there were a few that we couldn’t trace back to anything except pre-paid phones. Nothing with a name or a paper-trail. There’s been a lot of discussions about what they can do about the foreclosure and a few very pointed questions about who you are and whether you’ll negotiate.”


I nodded and mulled that over, giving Mel a chance to pump Luther for information on what Allison was doing. It turned out that she had an apartment in the city that she used to entertain, party and avoid home. It was in a trendy area and she’d developed a reputation as a constant fixture in the city’s club scene, despite being way too young to drink.


“How does a high school girl afford a luxury apartment, a party lifestyle and a BMW?” I asked pointedly.


“Guess!” Mel snarled a little at the lifestyle her sister was leading. “I’ll bet you anything that the bills all go to Daddy.” Her expression twisted into a sneer on the last word. “How soon before the land deal breaks him?” she asked.


“We’re not sure,” Luther admitted. “He’s trying to fight the foreclosure and he’s investigating his options for trying to raise the financing to buy out the face value of the mortgage on the property, now. He might have some success with that.”


“That would certainly get him out of our hair,” I admitted. “After that, I don’t care if his land deal turns into a multi-million-dollar cash cow.”


“The property is intended to be an ambitious shopping destination,” Luther supplied.


He produced a folder full of photos and spread them out on the table. It was an architectural model of the property that boasted three different malls, a shopping district full of boutiques, a business park full of big box stores and a block of office buildings in one centralized location. It even had a park in the center that had pathways radiating out from the center like spokes on a wheel, reaching out to all the corners of their little utopia.


“Where did we get this?” I asked, looking over some of the pictures.


“When we placed surveillance on his office, we took the time to photograph this. It’s on display in his office. He seems to like showing it off,” Luther told us.


I looked at the model and shrugged.


“How much work have they got done on this?” I asked.


“Not a lot,” he admitted. “It used to be apartments and neighborhoods. The old structures have been cleared and they’ve broken ground on the first of the malls. That’s about it. Dennis seems to like to call it ‘Phase 1’ when he talks about it. Phase 2 seems to be the second mall and the boutiques. At this rate, they’ll need to resort to a Phase 3, 4 and 5 to complete all the things on display here.”


“It’s a lot of money to tie up in it,” I said grimly.


People have killed for far less money than we were looking at in terms of revenue and investment. It worried me. For that much money, they’d kill me, Mel, Terri and anyone else in their way.


“I think we need to put a stop to this shit. I don’t want to sit around, waiting for them to get desperate enough to do something even more crazy.”


“What did you have in mind?” Luther asked warily.


“Do we know who the other investors on this thing are?” I asked.


“Some,” he told me. “We don’t know them all.”


“I think we should find out and offer them a deal that cuts Dennis out of the loop,” I said. “I read something once that the best way to do business is to give everyone something that they want. If you put someone in the corner, with no way out, they’ll turn and fight with everything they have. That’s not what we want. We want out of this land deal without any more loss and we want Dennis out of our lives.”


He nodded, some of his anxiety easing. He’d been clearly thinking that I was suggesting that we do something illegal. The truth was that I didn’t want anything to do with this whole situation. My ideal would be to reach an agreement with the investors to get the mortgage paid so we could wash our hands of the whole thing. It didn’t even make sense to me that Stan would have been doing business for a property in DC anyway, since he’d been based here in Charlotte.


I made a quick call to Mr. Lawton and to Angela, asking them to find out as much as they could about the investors that were backing the deal in DC and to work together to try to set up a meeting with as many of them as possible. I didn’t go into what I had in mind, but I couldn’t think of a reason not to try to give them a way to salvage their investment.


Our meeting broke up after that. We’d set up the second apartment above the garage as a temporary command center for them and Luther was staying there for the night, so he gathered up the rest of our detail to have a separate meeting with them. At the same time, we talked a little more about things, between the three of us.


“You’re still holding back, Terri,” I chided her lightly. “We want your input when we get together like this.”


“I know,” she said uncomfortably. “I just ... I can’t wrap my head around having this much money sometimes. Part of me wonders if we shouldn’t just let them have it.”


“No!” Mel said emphatically. “My father wants it. He’s done with getting what he wants. If he wasn’t such a bastard to me and to Rand, I’d think about it, but he doesn’t give a damn about me, and probably never has.”


She was angry, as she usually was after a conversation about her father or her sister. Tonight, we’d talked about both of them. I winced and hoped that we could calm her down in time to meet with the rest of the investors on the project.


It took almost two weeks before we could arrange for a meeting with almost twenty investors that represented the bulk of the backing for the project. For convenience, we held the meeting in Washington and Terri, Mel and I flew into town along with an entourage that would make Hollywood proud. Angela, Lawton, the estate accountant, their assistants, secretaries, Gunter and the rest of security detail, senior managers from Weaver S&L and a couple of people that I’d lost track of why they were with us all piled onto a plane and flew to DC.


“You’re all done at work?” Mel asked me once we were settled.


“Yeah,” I mused. “Once we get these meetings out of the way, we can decide what to do. We have hit a little snag on our plans though.”


I glanced at Terri and took her hand.


“You still want to keep teaching music?” I asked her gently.


She bit her lip and took a deep breath. She finally shook her head.


“You said you needed me to help run the business,” she said slowly. “Do you still want that?”


“Of course!” Mel blurted. “If we decide to keep the business, we need people we can trust not to rob us blind.”


“But I don’t know anything about accounting or banking,” she pointed out, apprehensively.


“Neither do we,” I laughed. “I’ve been giving serious thought to all of us going back to school and taking finance and business to learn how to manage the business for ourselves.”


“Really?” Mel asked, surprised by that. “When?”


“Probably in the summer or the fall term, depending on when programs start,” I admitted. “Maybe fall. That way, we can spend the summer doing some travelling, maybe buy that RV you talked about and see some of the country.”


“So, you’re just going to drive around camping all summer?” Terri asked, amused by that thought.


“No,” I corrected her. “We are going to. Or we could go down to Miami and live in the condo for the summer or we could go out to LA or Hawaii or tour Europe, but wherever we go, it’ll be the three of us. We’re not ditching you, Terri. You’re one of us.”


She blushed a little but nodded. We were all still adjusting to being a trio, but it was a lot less awkward than I’d have thought if I’d considered it a year ago. The three of us settled down to talk about our summer plans for most of the flight, getting focused on the meetings shortly before we started our descent.


This time, things went much more smoothly. We weren’t met by her father and we were able to check-in at the hotel without any of the problems we’d had last time. Our security checked the suite and declared it to be free of listening devices, intruders and surprises before they let us alone to get settled before our meetings this afternoon.


Chapter 26


When our security team left the suite, I turned and looked at the two women that were making my life a dream as I took off my suit coat. Each of them set their suitcase on the bed and began to unpack, I went to the sofa and began to unpack mine. They began to stake their claim to the closet space and, being the loving women they are, even left space for some of my clothes.


“Are you going to leave room for my stuff?” I wondered as I examined the remaining space.


“There is room for your stuff. Well, most of it.” Mel said with a chuckle


I figured that the worst case would be that I had to send some of my clothes out to be cleaned and pressed before we went to the Smithsonian Air and Space Museum and the various monuments over the next couple of days. We wanted to visit the White House, but found out too late, that we needed to make arrangements twenty-one days in advance with our Congressman. There were no walk-in tours.


I called Gunther, the head of our security detail and told him that we were going to get some lunch.


“Gunther, do you want to join us?” I asked.


“Where are you going? Are you staying inside the hotel or going out?” he asked.


“What would be easiest for you?” Given my recent experience, I didn’t want to take any unnecessary risks.


“Staying in the hotel is easiest.” He answered.


“Then we will stay in the hotel.” I told him.


“Good. When do you want to go?” He asked.


“Mel? Terri? How soon before you are ready to go to lunch?”


“I’m ready now.” Mel chimed in first.


“Me too Rand.” Terri added, lightly.


“The ladies say now is fine.” I relayed to him.


“Ok, Mr. Dunn, we will be at your door in a few minutes.” He answered and hung up.


I hung up the phone and had just told the ladies that we were going to the hotel restaurant and there was a knock on the door. I checked the peep hole and saw Gunther. I opened the door to find him and three other members of the security crew.


“Hi Gunther, are the others sleeping in?” I asked, not sure how they organized.


“No, they’re downstairs talking to the restaurant manager to get a secure seating location.”


“I should have guessed that. Are we ready?” I asked as I turned to Mel and Terri.


“We are, if you are.” Mel chirped.


“Mel, Terri, let’s eat.” I said.


I reached out to hold each of them by the hand and, with Gunther leading the way and the two others behind us, we walked to the elevator that served the two suites on our floor. Gunther inserted his room key in the slot and hit the button for the ground floor. When the doors opened, we walked into the lobby, drawing attention from everyone. They must have thought that we were important since it was obvious that we had body guards.


Cynthia and another woman were standing at the entrance to the restaurant as we approached; they led us to a big table in the back. There was a server waiting for us with menus. He told us the specials of the day and took our drink orders. We had a nice lunch and talked about the sites we were going to see today.


“Well, it’s almost time.” I suggested, after the server came to pick up the check.


“Rand, I would like to go and brush my teeth before the meeting. Do we have time?” Mel asked tentatively.


“I think so.” I turned to Gunther and asked him.


“Gunther, the ladies need to brush their teeth. Is it ok if we go to our suite and then come back down for the meetings? I assume that your team has already scanned the meeting room.”


“We have, and two of us will be doing a wand scan of everyone who enters.” He responded.


We went back to the suite, the ladies took care of their teeth and make up, and we were off.


The security team was scanning the men and women entering the meeting room on the conference center floor. We waited in the line like everyone else and, upon entering the room, moved to the head of the table. The number of eyebrows that rose at the sight of three young people sitting at the head of the table was an amusing sight.


The security team took their places inside and outside the door and I stood at the front of the room. I looked down for a moment to gather my words and courage, then looked up to the almost two dozen men and women facing me.


“Good afternoon, everybody. My name is Rand Dunn. This lady to my right is Melody Weaver. Melody is the widow of the late Stan Weaver, former owner of Weaver Savings and Loan. Melody is also the daughter of Dennis Carmichael, and is my fiancé. You are here today, with your lawyers from the looks of things, because your lawyers were contacted by our lawyers and you have come to understand that the real estate deal you had with Dennis Carmichael is in trouble.


“Let me give you the short version of what is going on. Our lawyers will be giving each of you the full details before you leave here today. A short while ago, Stan Weaver was diagnosed with prostate cancer. At the time he was having an affair with my ex-wife. I found out when she gave me an STD. I divorced her and ended up in a cheaters support group and met Melody. We fell in love and are going to get married.”


“I know. You’re wondering what does that have to do with this deal? I’ll explain. On his death bed, Stan told us that he had rewritten his Will and given everything he owned - including the S&L - to Melody and myself. Dennis Carmichael was the previous executor and we believe that he was counting on that money to keep the deal going while he skimmed off your investments for himself. In the end he would have your money, the money he would have stolen from the S&L and a ticket to a country that has no extradition treaty with the U.S.


“Since that time, Melody has signed over the power to make all of the financial decisions to me. While our lawyers were doing our due diligence over the ownership of the S&L, we discovered that Melody’s husband was in a land development deal with her father, Dennis Carmichael. And, we found that Stan had been writing off the mortgage payments to the S&L. We believe that Dennis had an agreement with Stan to split the funds with Stan. I don’t know how many of you know Dennis, but as far as Melody and I are concerned he is a lying, cheating asshole.”


That brought a serious laugh from several of the attendees.


“I know, right. We also found out that Dennis was fiddling with his books and was skimming money and paying off Stan personally. The funds being paid to Stan were lower than the mortgage payments. Stan had been personally writing off the mortgage payments on his books for two years. No records were kept of the payments to Stan by either Stan or Dennis. With no history of payments being made, a few days ago, I instructed the S&L’s lawyers to start foreclosure proceedings on the loan. At this time, Dennis does not have the money to pay the mortgage.”


“He damned well better have the money, we have been paying him all along to cover the mortgage payments.” A stout, middle-aged man in an expensive suit said.


“I understand. We don’t know at this time, where that money has gone. As I said, Stan had no records of it and there was no one to provide oversight on the loan, since Stan was the owner. We are assuming that Dennis was pulling this deal off on his own, and that Stan and the S&L were out of that loop, although Stan thought he was a part of the deal. We are also assuming that the funds are offshore and out of reach of U.S. courts.


“As we speak, Dennis is trying to find investors to pony up enough cash to buy out the entire loan. He is not having very much luck. Has he tried to contact any of you for the funds?” I asked, as I looked around the large table.


Several heads nodded.


I continued, “It is the opinion of my lawyers and accountants that very soon Dennis is going to need to bring the offshore money back to fend off bankruptcy. If he does, it is the S&L’s intention to sue for those funds. Unfortunately, that will mean suing all of you for any unpaid portion of the loan, as well.”


That brought a groan from the room and set us up to carry out our plan.


“What about the development?” a fortyish woman asked.


“At this time, because of the foreclosure, all work on the development is frozen because all operating funds are frozen.”


“Shit! I’m going to lose my ass over this.” Another well-dressed man spouted off.


“How many of you are in the same boat?” I asked.


Most of the hands in the room went up.


“We have a proposition for all of you. My lawyers will – again - hand out the details for our proposition when we are done. The long and short of it is that we would entertain an offer to buy out the mortgage. If you can form an LLC and put together the amount we need, you can buy the loan and take over the project and cut Dennis Carmichael out of the deal altogether, since he cannot raise the funds to buy out the loan or make up the missing payments.”


“We will continue to go after him for the offshore funds, because we have no proof that the payments were made or that they were written off. As I said, Stan kept no records on the deal, so we will ask Dennis for proof. He won’t have any, either, and we will go after him.”


“Our actions against Dennis will not affect any of you that join the organization that buys out the loan.”


One of the lawyers asked, “So, let me get this straight. You hold the paper on the land for the development and all work is frozen. Dennis has stolen the funds to do the project and without those funds the project is fucked. You intend to sue Dennis - and us - to recover the funds for the loan that has been defaulted on. But you will allow us the opportunity to buy the loan from you, instead of sending the funds to Dennis, and that will allow us to own the project and take you off the hook for the loan, and Dennis will still be up shit’s creek with you. Right?”


“That is pretty much the way we see it.” I replied.


“Assuming that we can pull this together, how much time do we have?”


I looked at Melody and the accountants. Every one of them was smiling and nodding at me. Our plan was going to work.


“Ladies and gentlemen, if you are serious, I will give you a reasonable amount of time to pull it together. How does 90 days sound?” I proposed.


“Not as good as 120 days.” Another lawyer replied.


The accountants and lawyers told me that we could go up to 180 days if we had to, but beyond that the deal was not in our favor. So, we offered 90 and they proposed 120 and that made everyone very happy.


“Ladies and gentlemen, I am not a businessman; I’m a chemical engineer. I understand that when you put together two or more chemicals that are not compatible you get a big kaboom and people die. When you put together the right chemicals in the right way, great things happen. So, let me propose this. I am going to walk outside the door and let our lawyers hand out the information I mentioned. Take as much time as you need to look it over.”


“If you can come to a consensus, in this room, that you want to take us up on our offer, and that you can do it in 120 days, I will be outside ready to shake your hands and seal the deal. The lawyers can do all the legal bullshit later. I am a man who believes that a man’s word is the most valuable thing he has. My dad always told me that everything you have can be taken from you, but you have to give away your honor.”


“Whichever of you shake my hand and tell me that you agree, I will consider the deal done between us. I’ll let the lawyers make it official.”


I stood, pulled out Mel and Terri’s chairs, and we walked to the door. Our security guys opened the door and we walked out to wait.


“I hope you guys weren’t expecting me to talk.” Terri said.


I pulled Terri in for a hug and kissed the top of her head. “Terri, I think that this was a good time to listen and get a feeling for what this world of finance is like. I know the lawyers didn’t like the idea that a hand shake would seal a deal, but I feel that both Stan and Dennis were double-dealing crooks. I want to get off to a start by dealing honestly with people; making sure that our deals were based on honesty, and that our word is our bond.”


“I trust you, and I want to do business like that too. I’m sure that Terri would rather be dealing and sleeping with an honest man and woman. Rand, honesty is important in any relationship, personal or business. I think that you made the right decision,” Mel hugged me and patted my back. “Keep being honorable and dealing honestly with people in the business.”


Terri, Mel and I were hugging and planning the rest of the day as we waited in a small alcove outside the meeting room. Angela and Lawton knew what we wanted and how we wanted to get there, and, frankly, I didn’t understand most of the legal mumbo-jumbo. After almost an hour we heard the door open. I turned to see our accountants and Angela and Lawton walk out with stacks of papers in their hands.


“Everyone bought in, 100%. I think all of the lawyers are speed readers! They got through the details and each one advised their clients that this was as good a deal as they were going to get. They will be out some money, but they still have plenty to carry on with the project and make a lot more money down the road.”


“Do all of the documents have e-mail contacts?” I looked at our team.


“Yes.” Angela answered.


“Good. As they get though Phases 1 and 2, and get into the last Phases, maybe we can loan them the money. If these folks remain honest, we can do business down the road.”


The people in the room came out in single file, and we shook hands, even the lawyers. It seemed like they were all in good spirits. Most gave me compliments on being ethical and looking forward to doing business down the road. The last several men looked, somehow, to be more serious. The last man out was shaking my hand when he looked me straight in the eyes and gripped it even more firmly.


“Mr. Dunn. I have access to resources that may be able to help you track down the funds. I will gladly make those resources available to you. They are ... not always as ethical in their methods as you seem to be in your business. But they are very effective. Dennis has cost me a very large sum of money, but your actions are going to make it possible for me and my associates to regain our losses.”


I looked at the man and could see in his eyes the looks of a man who was very serious.


“Mr...”


“Carlisi.”


“Mr. Carlisi, I have a very good team working on this. They have dug up all the info we already have and did so in a very short period of time. I couldn’t have done any of this without their hard work. I thank you for your offer, and I promise that I’ll keep it in mind.” I informed him solemnly.


A couple of very large men walked up behind him and one whispered into his ear.


“Don Carlisi, your car is ready.”



He nodded and relaxed the grip on my hand.


“Mr. Dunn, it has been very good dealing with you. I understand that your organization does the hard work, but they do so with your leadership. I will keep you and your S&L in mind for possible future business.” He offered casually.


I’m no dummy. When a man with an Italian name is called ‘Don’, I can figure out what it means.


“Don Carlisi, thank you for your kind offer. I look forward to doing honorable business with you in the future as well.” I bowed slightly as we shook hands.


He looked me in the eye and understood my meaning as I understood his. He smiled, nodded, released my hand and walked away with his large associates. I turned to Mel and Terri.


“Was that what I thought it was?” Mel asked nervously.


“I don’t know, Mel. What do you think that was?” I asked with a smile.


“Don Carlisi? Don? As in the Godfather Don?” Mel replied.


“It could be.” I suggested, cautiously.


The accountants and the S&L managers, Angela and Lawton called us back into the room. We sat down at the table and were briefed on what happened and where it was going. All the news was good. Everyone agreed to work together to form an LLC and take over the property. When they had all signed on, Lawton told them that if funds were needed in an emergency, that the Weaver S&L could be talked into funding another deal, if the deal was honest and fair.


“Rand, you are now the owner of a business and a seriously honorable reputation. If you don’t screw it up, you can use it to make a lot of money over the next several years and you will have the opportunity to build a great legacy.” Lawton said.


“Mr. Lawton, I’m going to work hard to make sure that continues to be true.” I agreed.


We all shook hands.


“Gunther, Mel and Terri and I want to do a little sightseeing. We want to see the Air and Space Museum and some of the monuments before we go home. What is the security situation for that?” I asked.


“Well I don’t think you’ll need a lot of security in the museum. Getting there and back, and any stops along the way for the monuments or food would be the only issue.” He advised.


“Has Luther heard anything about Dennis?” I wondered.


“Nothing that would affect you or the ladies.” He answered.


“Mel. Terri. Get your going out clothes on. We have a date!” I directed.


When we got back to the suite, I went to pull out a nice shirt and some slacks, but then...


“Honey, Terri and I need a shower. Would you wash our hair?” Mel cooed.


Ok, so we didn’t make it to the two attractions we wanted to see as soon as we planned, that afternoon. By the time we finished our shower and dressed, we only had time to take the Washington and Lincoln Monuments before going back to the hotel and turning in for the night.


The suite was dimly lit when I woke up. The sound of soft lady snoring filled the air. Terri was on my left with her butt pressed against my hip. Mel was on her back with her left hand on my morning erection. It occurred to me that I should pinch myself - because this had to be a dream.


Taking Mel’s hand off of my cock didn’t wake her, so I sat straight up and scooted to the end of the bed. I stood and stretched and scratched before walking to the bathroom. The night light built into the bathroom light switch gave enough light to find my way to the toilet. I closed the door and sat. When I finished, I flushed and washed my hands before going back to bed.


I scooted back into my place and rolled to put my arm across Mel’s breasts before nuzzling her hair and falling back to sleep. The feeling of a hand on my cock began to wake me. The feeling of a hand on my balls woke me all the way. Looking down to see the hands were two different colors got all of my attention.


Mel and Terri took turns stroking my cock and playing with my balls. Every few seconds they would switch, until I was getting close to release.


“I’m going to cum.”


“Wait.” Mel instructed. “Terri come here and lay down next to me. Rand get on that side and when you cum, shoot it across our pussies.”


I took my place, and with Terri holding my balls, I stroked myself until I shot a huge rope of cum onto the two women’s pussies and legs. When I was done, Mel turned around and pulled Terri onto her in a 69. Mel began to lick up and clean the cum off of Terri’s pussy and legs. Terri got the idea and did the same.


When Mel had cleaned up all of my cum, she began to kiss and lick Terri’s pussy. Terri looked at me and took my cock into her mouth, sucking out any remaining sperm. As she worked on me, she began to hum from the love Mel was making to her pussy.


“Terri, look at Mel’s pussy. I think it is one of the most beautiful things I have ever seen, don’t you?” I asked.


“Yes.” Terri purred.


“I want to kiss it every time I see it.” I whispered to her.


“I know.” Terri purred some more.


“Don’t you?” I asked.


“I don’t know. I’m still not sure.” Terri spoke, still not fully sure of her sexuality.


Just at that moment, Mel did something that made Terri’s eyes roll back in her head and she pushed her face into Mel’s pussy. She began to kiss the soft skin around it and finally her lips found the top of Mel’s slit. She touched the top of the slit with the tip of her tongue, like she was checking to see if it was too hot.


The whole team met for dinner in the hotel restaurant, and again in the morning for breakfast and to go to the Air and Space Museum. I’ll tell you right now, if you ever want to stand in awe of how great America is, go to the Air and Space Museum and see what Americans have done. From the Wright Brothers to Charles Lindberg to Amelia Earhart to the X-15 to the Mercury, Gemini, Apollo, and moon capsules.


My God, what a country. When we first walked in, Mel and Terri were just amazed at the size of the place and how there was so much stuff crammed into the building. Mel and Terri didn’t get it at first, but the weight of what they were seeing finally got to them.


“Rand, I never understood. We do live in a great country.”


“We do, Terri, and I live with two great ladies. I swear to God that this dream just can’t get any better. If it does, I am going to go out of my mind.” I said pulling them both in for a hug.


We each bought ball caps from the souvenir stand and once back at the hotel, we packed everything except our clothes for the trip home the next day. Angela and Mr. Lawton had flown home this morning, leaving Gunter and the rest of our security crew to take care of us.


That night Terri and Mel made love to each other while I watched and stroked myself, and this time, there was no hesitation on Terri’s part at all.


I lay there and watched the two loves of my life send orgasms shooting through each other. They finally took their places on each side of me and wrapped me in their arms and rubbed their wet pussies against my leg. They stroked me until I blew a load of cum all over my stomach. They seemed to have a wonderful time scooping the cum up and eating it.


“I see a little more,” Mel declared and slid down to suck my cock into her mouth. She nursed on it until she had the last drops of cum in her mouth and I was starting to get hard again.


“Terri? Rand looks like he is ready to go again. Do you want to take a ride?” Mel asked.


“Mel, I’ve been on a ride since I met you two. Go ahead and ride him and I will get his face wet.” Terri replied, with a smile and lick of her lips.


The next thing I knew my vision was blocked by an ebony body with a hot pink center over my face. Mel slid down on my cock and began to rock and rotate. Terri sat down placing her pussy over my mouth and her dark brown pucker over my nose. It seemed to be a race to see who was going to have an orgasm first. I knew it wouldn’t be me, because they had drained me earlier.


Mel and Terri were close, and I moved my hand down to flick Mel’s clit. Mel and Terri began to pinch and pull on the other’s nipples. I felt the two shudder simultaneously, then Mel humped on my cock hard and fast until I came inside her. Mel lay back as Terri leaned forward and, while I continued to eat her brown and pink center, Terri moved her mouth to Mel’s pussy to lick the mixture of Mel and my juices.


The ladies resumed their places at my sides and we quickly fell asleep until our alarm went off in the morning. They took their turns on the toilet while I started the shower. Then they showered and washed each other thoroughly as I sat on the toilet and watched. When they were done, they stepped out and dried while I grabbed a fast shower. I was thinking that I should join them, but I figured that I’d give Terri more alone time to get used to having a woman lover.


I dried and stepped out of the bathroom to find the two women dressed for the road and ready to help me dress. They both held my underwear and I stepped into them and the ladies pulled them up my legs and made sure that my penis was in the proper place. They helped me put on my shirt and jeans and socks and shoes.


Mel put all of our toiletries into one of the travel bags. Terri called the front desk for a bellhop to take our bags to the lobby. I called Gunther to let him know that we were ready for breakfast and the ride to the airport. Our breakfast was spent talking about the visits we had enjoyed and not the business of the past days. We all made fun of Gunther because he put ketchup on his scrambled eggs.


One of Gunther’s crew got our big SUV from the valet and scanned it for bombs and bugs. That still freaked out the ladies and me. But we knew it was needed until we could get Dennis under control. We all loaded into the SUV and headed out to Regan National. With me in the middle and a lady on each side life was good. Mel’s phone rang. Without thinking she answered it on the speakerphone


“Hello?”


“Melody.” The voice was cracking with sobs.


“Mom? Are you ok?”


“Melody, it’s your father. He’s dead.”


“Gunter, pull over!” I shouted.


“Yes sir.”


Gunther pulled the big truck over at the next exit and pulled into the parking lot of a small strip mall.


“Mom, Rand and Terri are here with me, and we are on the speakerphone.”


“Mrs. Carmichael, where are you?” I asked.


“I’m at home.”


“What happened?” I continued.


“He was shot early this morning, along with his mistress.”


“Mrs. Farnsworth?” I wondered.


The line went quiet for a few long seconds.


“How did you know, Rand?”


I let out a long sigh before I told her what I knew.


“After our incident, I had my people look into Dennis. They found out that he had two mistresses and then Mr. Farnsworth approached us to share information for his divorce.”


“Why didn’t you tell me? Melody?”


“We were not sure that you wanted to know, after you told me that you would not go against daddy. From the way you sounded when we spoke, we figured you knew and were putting up with it.”


“I didn’t know.”


“Mrs. Carmichael, how much did you know about your husband’s business?”


“I didn’t know anything.”


“Then we’re going to need to take care of you, Mom. We just bankrupted daddy. We took over a business deal he had going on and left him with nothing.”


I looked at Gunther and he was on the phone. I interrupted him.


“Gunther? How long to get to the Carmichael’s home?”


“About a half an hour, Mr. Dunn.”


“Mrs. Carmichael, we will be there in 30 minutes. Have the police come to talk to you?”


“Yes, two officers came to give me the news. They asked me to stay in the living room, and that there would be some other officers coming to look at his den and office.”


“We’ll see you in 30 minutes. Don’t say anything to the police until we get there.”


“I love you mom and we are on our way.” Mel said.


Mel disconnected the phone and began to cry into my chest.


“Terri, take my phone, look up Angela’s number and call her please. Gunther, can one of your guys call Luther? He needs to know what is going on.”


“He knows. That was him on the phone.”


“What did he have to say?” I asked.


“Do you want me to speak in front of the ladies?” Gunther looked back towards us.


“Yes. They need to know.” I held my crying fiancé and our girlfriend.


“It was a professional hit. He was shot twice in the back of the head in his office. Our surveillance team witnessed the whole thing, and have it on tape.”


“Good.”


“Rand, I have Angela on the phone.”


Terri handed me my phone. I made sure it was not on speaker.


“Angela, this is Rand. Dennis Carmichael is dead. It was a hit. Luther’s team has it on tape. I think we should send an email out to the members of the LLC and let them know what has happened. Please let Lawton know, as well.”


“Do you think that any of them had anything to do with it?”


“Yeah, Angela, it’s a definite possibility. You should expect some replies that might be of interest.”


“Ok Rand. I’ll call you if anything of interest pops up.”


“Yeah, do that.”


“Bye Rand, and tell Mel, I’m sorry for her.”


“Ok, thanks. Bye.”


We drove in silence with Mel in my arms. Terri had moved around in the big back seat to get on the other side of Mel and stroke her hair. Gunther pulled up the security gate. Mel gave him the code and when the gate opened, we drove straight to the front door. Mel exploded out of the SUV and, dodging police cars, ran into the front door.


Gunther approached one of the officers and presented his credentials, after which the rest of us were allowed to enter the house. As we walked into the massive front door, an officer pointed to our right and we moved, like a herd, in that direction to find Mel and her mother on a sofa, hugging and in tears.


“Are you alright, Mrs. Carmichael?”


“You must be Rand. I was wondering if I was ever going to meet the face that went with that wonderful baritone. Yes, I am doing well. Apparently much better than my daughter. Who are your friends?”


“I’m so sorry. This is Gunter, the leader of our security team.” I waved at the other men and women. “This is Terri, Melody’s girlfriend and traveling companion. I’m Rand Dunn, your daughter’s fiancé. Do you need anything? Can we do anything for you?”


“Young man, after the way we treated the two of you a few weeks ago, I’m amazed that you want to do anything other than say, ‘I told you so’.”


“It wouldn’t help if I did, and it would be rude in the extreme. I’m afraid that I feel a bit responsible for your predicament.”


“How so, son?”


I paused at the word ‘son’ and smiled at her as I continued.


“We bankrupted your husband a few days ago. I am afraid that it may have been one of the investors in his business that got to him.”


“What about the woman with him?”


I closed my eyes and took a breath. When I opened them, I looked at Mel to find her nodding with tear-filled eyes.


“Mrs. Carmichael, we knew that your husband had been carrying on an affair with Mrs. Farnsworth since she was your babysitter, and with another woman who might have been in line as her replacement.”


“I have been thinking about that name since you mentioned it earlier. Do you mean Connie Farnsworth?” Mrs. Carmichael asked.


“Yes, mom.” Mel chimed in. “It appears that daddy might have been having an affair with her since she was our babysitter.”


“Mrs. Carmichael, I assume that she was in the wrong place at the wrong time. As to the other woman that he has been seeing, I have Gunther getting that info to the police, just in case she was involved.”


As soon as I finished my sentence, Gunther turned and approached one of the officers and was directed to a man in a rumpled suit. As they began a conversation, I turned back to Mel and her mom. Terri was now sitting next to Mel with an arm over her shoulder, stroking her hair.


Suddenly I noticed that Mel had a look of utter hatred on her face. I turned in the direction of her gaze and saw a younger version of Mel walking into the room. This version had larger breasts and a predatory look in her eyes.


“Allison! What the fuck are you doing here?”


“Hi Melody. I live here. I was hoping to find you here and talk to you. Why is everyone so upset. I didn’t do anything.”


“You haven’t heard?” I asked.


“I haven’t heard what? And who are you? Oh! You’re Rand. Hi, I’m Allison Carmichael.”


She held out a hand and gave me a “come fuck me” smile. I refused her offered hand.


“Hello. The reason we’re here is because your father was murdered this morning, along with one of his mistresses.”


“Which one?”


“Connie Farnsworth. You knew?”


“Yeah. She was always coming to visit us.”


Looking at the expression on her mother’s face, Allison realized what she had said and quickly changed the subject and returned her attentions to me


“Nice to meet you Rand.”


“Maybe not so nice.” I tried to sound as neutral as possible.


“What do you mean?” She asked, trying to sound innocent.


“Allison, your sister, my fiancé, hates you. Your father is dead. Your father’s business has been bankrupted. Your mother is about to be homeless.”


“Bankrupt? How? Where did all of daddy’s money go?”


“Your father was ripping off some serious players and, after he had me attacked a short time ago, I went after his business. At that time, your mother had alienated herself from Mel and, as I said, she hates you, so I didn’t feel bad about ruining him.”


“What about me?” Allison was now very concerned.


“What about you?” Mel spat out. “You’ve got your apartment until the rent runs out. And from what I hear you should have no problem paying the rent.”


“What does that mean?” Allison was suddenly on the defensive.


“It means. Little sister, that you are a slut and whore and now, without daddy’s money, you’ll have to fulfill your hopes and dreams and reach your full potential on your own. You should probably go and pack as much of your stuff as you can before they close the house down.”


Allison looked to be in partial shock as she left and went to her own room. I turned my attention back to Mel. She had a look on her face of full satisfaction. She had one-upped her sister and this time it was going to stay that way. Reaching for her, she jumped into my arms. I was so happy for her - and for me - because the demon that had haunted her was gone.


“Mel? I think that we need to make a Plan B. When Gunther gets back, let’s have him change our reservations to include your mother, and when we get home, we can make a new and improved Plan A.”


I turned to my future mother-in-law.


“Mrs. Carmichael, would you be available to travel with us?”


“If the police are done with me, I can leave the house in the hands of the caretaking staff. Will the house be taken?”


“As I said to Allison, I assume that at some point it will have to go. But we have more than enough room for you in our home. If you want to come with us, take Mel and Terri with you, so they can help you pack for an extended stay.”


“Are you sure?” Mrs. Carmichael looked at her eldest daughter.


“Mom! Yes, we’re sure. I was going to ask you to leave daddy and move in with us a few weeks ago. But you said you wouldn’t go against daddy’s wishes, so I never brought it up. Rand and Terri will be your family too.”


“Terri?” Mrs. Carmichael looked at the beautiful black woman that had been comforting Mel.


“Yes, I’ll explain while we pack.”


The ladies rose and moved out of the room to a large staircase. I found Gunther as he was speaking to the rumpled suit.


“Is Mrs. Carmichael free to travel? I would like her to come and stay with us in Charlotte, North Carolina. She would still be available for questions whenever you need her.”


“I don’t see a problem as long as we have an address and phone number. She is not a suspect in any way.”


“Gunther, would you please give him our addresses at the big house, the small house and the condo? As well as the phone numbers for me, Mel, Terri, yourself and Luther.”


“Will do. Anything else?”


“I hate to ask, but we will need new reservations for all of us plus Mrs. Carmichael. Security may not be a major concern now.”


“Dennis may have started some things in motion that he or we have no way of stopping, so let’s not back off just yet. I’ll call the office and get the travel arrangements fixed.”


“Thanks, Gunther. I appreciate it.” I turned to the rumpled suit.


“Officer?”


“Detective.” He looked offended.


“Sorry. Detective, is there anything I can do? Any questions I need to answer?”


“Not right now. Your security chief has been filling me in on the last few weeks. If we need anything, we’ll call you. You can go anywhere in the house, except into Mr. Carmichael’s office.”


Gunther and I walked upstairs and, using our ears, found the three women. No one was crying, they were all chatting about stuff. Nothing seemed to be very serious. I was surprised that Mrs. Carmichael was so settled over the whole thing. Mel came to speak with Gunther, so I approached her mother.


“Mrs. Carmichael?”


“Please, Rand. You are going to be my son-in-law, I think you can call me Grace, and eventually mom or mother. Ok?”


I smiled at her and then at Mel, who was still speaking with Gunther.


“Ok, Grace. Welcome to the family.”


“I think I’m supposed to say that ... son.”


I tried to not grin like a complete idiot but failed, miserably. After Grace was all packed Gunther led us out to the SUV and we headed to the airport again.


“We are all set to go, Mr. Dunn.”


“Gunther how the hell did you do that so fast?”


“We have a charter.” He answered very matter-of-factly.


“A charter?” Ok, I was a little stunned.


“It was my idea, Rand.” Mel said. “We have all this money, and it makes no sense to not use it to smooth out a rough spot in our lives. So, I got a small jet to take us home.”


The trip gave us a chance to talk about things without having to worry about others listening. We decided that Grace, if she liked it once seeing it, would take over my old house as her own home. We also talked about our wedding, and by the time we landed, Mel, Grace and Terri had all the details worked out and I had learned all over again how to say, ‘yes dear’, and ‘no dear’.


Chapter 27


Months later, the wedding was upon us and life was just wonderful. Our trio had firmed up and Terri no longer had any trepidation about getting her face wet or wetting Mel’s. Grace was a regular visitor to our home and us to hers. Allison had faded out of our lives and, although I know Grace heard from her on occasion, she never talked to us about her.


The morning before the wedding, Mel and I took a limo to the airport and picked up Tanya. At the same time another limo picked up May and Glen, and Beth and Roger. Yes, I invited my ex. I promised I would.


Tanya came running to Mel as she entered the waiting area.


“You guys! First class? That was the most awesome flight I have ever been on.”


“I’m glad you liked it, Tanya. This is my soon-to-be-husband Rand Dunn.”


“Hi Rand. I’m happy to meet you and so happy that you two worked things out.”


“Come on, let’s get your luggage and go to the house.” I said.


Mel took Tanya’s hand before I finished talking and led the way to the luggage carousels. Since we had flown Tanya first class, her bag came off first. I snatched it up and Tanya and Mel headed for the parking garage with me following.


“So, Mel, what’s the plan?” Tanya asked excitedly.


“Tonight, you and me, and my friends Theresa, Claire, Stephanie, Belinda, Mary, and Eliza are going to go to dinner and go over the schedule for tomorrow. Then we are going out to a club and having a little fun.”


“Ooh! I love fun.”


We followed the plan and while the women were gone, Jason came over to shoot some pool with George and me. Eliza left some of her great, cold, fried chicken for us and she had stocked up the fridge with my favorite beer. We had the run of the house until the ladies showed up, so, being guys, we spent a few minutes in the theater to see what porn would look like on the big screen. It looked like porn, only bigger. After about 3 minutes, we changed over to “The Avengers” and had a lot of beer and popcorn.


When the ladies came home, Eliza took one look at George and shook her head. She hugged him and then scolded him all the way back to their apartment. It was funny to see her in a party outfit, scolding her husband for not acting his age. Jason and Steph held hands as they went to their room. Bella and Mary kissed and went to theirs.


“I had no idea they were lesbians.” Tanya whispered to Melody.


“Tanya, you have no idea about a lot of things in life, right now. But tomorrow, you will know so much more that you will remember this day for the rest of your life. I promise. Now, I am going to go to bed with my guy and we are going to make sure that we walk funny to the alter tomorrow. I’ll see you at breakfast.”


The two women kissed, and Mel grabbed my crotch and pulled me to our room. So much for the myth of not seeing the bride the day and night before the wedding.


I woke to the giggles of my two lovers holding each other and pointing at the pretty red ribbon they had tied around my morning hard-on. The two of them had red ribbons taped to their nipples and their pussies.


“Looks like everyone is already dressed for the wedding.” Mel giggled.


“Mel, what are you going to do when I actually walk out wearing only this ribbon?”


Mel laughed and hugged Terri, then both of them hugged me. The three of us made love for the last time as single people and after a sensuous shower we went to breakfast. The whole gang was there, none looking too much the worse for wear from the previous evening’s misbehavior.


Mel sat next to Tanya and they held hands as they ate.


“Tanya, since Stan passed, my life has changed so much. I have all this money and wait until you see the cars we have. There are cars in the garage that are so fast I’m afraid to drive them.”


“My God! What are you going to do with them?”


“I guess we’ll sell them, but I may give some to my friends and some charities for fundraisers.”


When Tanya heard Mel say give away some to friends, I think her mouth began to water. The idea that she could come away from this weekend with a hot new car was the stuff dreams are made of.


“For our honeymoon, Rand and I are going to get an RV and take a tour of the US. We want to see Yellowstone and Yosemite and then we want to go to Washington and see the stuff we didn’t get to see before.”


“Rand, we need to remember to call our Congressman and set up a White House tour.”


“Yes, dear.” See, I was learning.


After breakfast, Mel and Terri went out in the back and checked to make sure that everything was set and just as they had planned it. I stayed out of the way, like a good little groom. The arbor and the dais were simple, yet elegant. It was the perfect setting for the several lives that were going to be started today.


We spent the rest of the morning with Terri and Tanya. I think I saw some signs of jealousy from Tanya towards Terri. I wanted to go to Tanya and tell her that she had no reason to be jealous of Terri, but she would find that out eventually.


I was standing on the patio watching the three women and having mostly inappropriate fantasies, when Mel started walking towards me.


“Rand? Our guests are going to be getting here soon. It’s time to get our ribbons on and get ready to get married.”


“Is it really? It still seems like some impossible dream that I’m going to wake up from just before I say, “I do”.


“Well you may wake up, but it will still be real. Come on lover.” She took my hand as she spoke softly, lovingly to me.


Standing before Mel, I chuckled, hugged her and patted her on the butt. Tanya watched as Mel and Terri and I went to our rooms to dress. Mel and Terri went to the room that Clare had slept in to dress. After a few minutes, I opened my door and yelled down the hall. Mel stuck her head out and I waved the red ribbons at her.


“Lover, you and Terri forgot your outfits.”


“I love you too, Rand.” She stuck her tongue out.


Stepping out into the hall naked, she turned and shook her butt at me before giggling and going back into her room. Life was getting better. If I woke up from this dream, I was going to be pissed. I finished dressing, dreaming the whole time.


There was a knock on my door. I’d waited after getting dressed, as instructed, for someone to fetch me. I opened the door and Terri was standing there looking ravishing.


“Well, lover boy, this is it. You ready?”


“I guess, Terri. I don’t remember being this nervous the first time.”


“That’s because the first time it was only Beth. This time it’s the woman you are going to spend the rest of your life with.”


“I know. I know. I hope I’m man enough.”


“Rand, in my opinion you are more than man enough. I’m starting to think that I should have made a run at you when Mel went nuts.”


“But you didn’t, and I will be grateful for that, forever.”


We walked downstairs and I met Jason, while Terri went to stand with Mel. We walked out into the back yard to the applause of our friends. Grace was smiling and sitting next to Tanya. As we approached the dais, Terri split away and sat with Clare. Jason walked away and sat with Steph.


The ceremony went off without a hitch, other than I don’t remember any of it. I must have said, “I do” at the right time, because I was suddenly being kissed by Mel. When we separated from our first married kiss, we turned to more applause and walked off the dais where we greeted and accepted the congratulations of all of those in attendance. After many minutes, we got to Tanya, Mel spoke to her quietly and they walked off into the house. Terri tried to follow, but I stopped her.


“Stay here and stall the guests, please Terri. This is something that Mel needs to do.” I kissed her cheek and followed Mel and Tanya. At the front door Mel stopped and turned to Tanya, while I stood off to the side.


“Tanya, I wanted to give you a special gift on my wedding day. Remember when I came to see you, because I was all messed up and I needed to figure out what I needed to do?”


“Of course, I do! I’m happy that I was able to help.”


“Help? You tried to get me laid. You tried to get me to cheat on Rand. You had me pay for several expensive dinners for you and your friends and your pick-ups. If I had done what you wanted me to do, I would never have been in this house and married to this man.”


“But Mel...”


“No buts, Tanya. Your bag is in the car outside waiting for you. It will take you to the airport and to your flight home. I don’t ever want to see you again.”


“Then why did you bring me here?” Tanya’s attitude swiftly changed to bitch mode.


“Because I wanted you to see what I have now, and what I am going to be sharing with my husband and friends. I wanted you to see what you gave away for a few dinners. Tanya, I loved you. I could have made Rand accept you. You and I and Rand could have shared all of this together,” Mel waved her arm to point out the house. “You could have shared me with Rand. Now, good bye.”


Tanya stood there, gob-smacked. She looked at me and I smiled while Mel opened the front door and ushered Tanya out towards the waiting limo, with a look of triumph on her face. The driver opened the back door of the limo and as it slammed shut, Mel closed the front door, turned to me and smiled before giving me my second married kiss.


“Well, my love. That felt really good. I wish I could be there to see her face when she finds out that she is flying from Charlotte to LAX non-stop, in the middle seat of the back row of a packed flight.”


“Ouch! Remind me to never piss you off. Now, would you like to join me for the next big think in our lives?”


“I do.”


That made me smile broadly. I took her hand and led her through the house and into the back yard to find all our friends waiting.


“Hi all. Sorry to walk out like that, but we had to take out some trash. Now that we’ve finished with that, we have one more thing to do.”


Mel and I walked up onto the dais and turned to face everyone.


“Terri, will you please join us?”


Terri looked around, confused, and coming forward, stepped up onto the dais with us.


“Theresa Robbins, you have become my second-best friend and someone that I hold very dear in my heart. You were there in my darkest hour and when you could have taken advantage for your own needs, you didn’t. You are caring and honorable and...”


I reached in my pocket and pulled out a small box wrapped in a small red ribbon. Pulling off the ribbon, I opened the box and removed the contents.


“ ... I love you. Theresa Robbins, would you marry me?”


Everyone was in shock as I stood there next to my new bride. Terri almost swooned.


“Stop! Rand, where the hell do you get off asking Terri to marry you? And right here in front in me. Terri is my girlfriend!”


Mel pulled something out of its hiding place in her dress’s bra cup.


“Theresa Robbins, you were there to hold my man together when I went nuts. Because of your integrity and love for both of us, you made this day possible. I love you, would you please marry me?”


Now the confusion was epic. Terri stood there staring at me as I stood there holding out an engagement ring that was identical to Mel’s. Mel stood next to me, holding my hand, and holding out a ring that was an exact copy of the wedding ring I had just put on Mel’s finger.


What could Terri do? She cried and put her right hand up to her mouth and held out her left hand. I slid the large diamond engagement ring onto her ring finger and then Mel slid the titanium wedding band on the same finger. We kissed and, being women, Mel and Terri cried some more, while the three of us hugged and kissed and hugged and kissed and ... oh, you get it.


Finally, the three of us turned to the assembled friends and family.


“Thank all of you for coming to share this day with the three of us. Now, let’s get some wine and do some toasting and some eating. We don’t want Eliza to feel insulted.”


While I was mingling, Beth approached me.


“Rand, I am surprised and amazed and so happy that you have pulled life together after what I did to you. Now that I know what true love feels like with Roger, I am so happy that you have it with Mel and Terri.”


Beth kissed me on the cheek and then went to Roger and planted a very passionate kiss on him. I turned and walked back to my future.





Epilogue


The next afternoon, after a night and a morning with a considerable amount of consummating, Mel, Terri and I went to a local RV dealer and purchased a very nice bus. I had taken a CDL course and passed the driver’s test during the previous month while the women were organizing the wedding. Mel and Terri would be learning as we drove and then they would take their tests in the future. I drove the rig off the lot and straight onto the highway to the west.


We got a call from Mr. Lawton a week after the wedding. He had gotten a call from Dennis’s lawyer to inform us that Dennis’ estate was going to stop fighting the foreclosure.


“Mr. Dunn, he said something sort of strange. He sounded scared and said, “Please tell Mr. Dunn to let the investors know that I have taken their advice.” Mr. Dunn, do you know what that meant?”


“No, Mr. Lawton, I have no idea.”


I thought about it for a second and wondered if Mr. Carlisi had sent a message in my name. I wasn’t ever going to say anything to anyone.


A few months later, my wives and I drove our bus to Atlanta for Beth and Roger’s wedding. Terri, Mel and May did all the cooking for the affair. I spent most of the time in the basement with Glen as he showed me the set up of Gettysburg on the sand table.


Their wedding went off with fewer surprises than mine. I wondered if Beth had called and asked Mel to help with the planning. After the wedding, I wished Beth the best, as she had done for me. We ate May’s cooking until we had to finally waddle to the RV. After a night of making the RV rock, Mel, Terri and I continued the tour of our country and our lives as a loving trio.


The End
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