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Chapter 1
She ran as fast as she could on the hard packed sand this early morning in February, still cold in St. Augustine, Florida. Cold and beautiful with the tide out and no one around. Almost always surefooted, not as steady since Larry died eight months before, Emily Kendrick stumbled and caught her balance. There was a sense of someone watching her, close to her, yet she ran into no one on the deserted beach. It was almost an everyday occurrence. Tears spilled down her face just as the hurdles set for the track team came up. Easy leap over the first one, the second knocked over by a careless foot. Emily fell and didn’t get up.
A lone runner sprinted through the waves and hurried to aid the fallen woman.
Binoculars slammed against the railing of the widow’s walk where two eyes had been watching the long-legged runner for months. From his well hidden perch high up on the mansion over-looking the Atlantic Ocean, under investigation the infamous Clifford Lansdale said, “She’s mine.” Fragments of the expensive binoculars lay at his feet.
“Are you all right?” the runner said.
Emily laughed and cried. “Oh sure. I never stumble like this and the kids will be coming down for practice soon. I’ve got to be on top of my game to train them.” She stood up, checked all her parts to make sure nothing was damaged and brushed off sand. “Thanks for stopping by. I’m Emily Kendrick.” She noticed the runner checking out all her parts too and shook her head. Guys. They just can’t help it.
“Patrick Corwin. What kids?”
“I coach the women’s track team at the college. We’re at the beach most days before the crowd.” She opened a thermos and offered tea. Patrick begged off.
“I run early before office hours. Have to get up to Jacksonville before morning rush.” He fished a business card from his running shorts. “Call me. I’d enjoy getting to know you better, Emily.”
Patrick left before she had a chance to say no. How could she ever go out with another man? Larry was the best husband in the world, her high school sweetie. Emily didn’t know how she was going to spend the rest of her life without him. Their children were grown up and married. They loved her but had their own lives to lead. “Go out, Mom,” Tommy said. “Have some fun. Dad wouldn’t want you to be alone.” Her daughter wasn’t eager for her to date. “Play Bridge, learn how to use the computer we bought you. I’ll have a baby for you to play with.” Emily hated card games, computers were scary, babies sounded wonderful but is that how life would be?
From sounds of a bus coming over the nearby dune, Emily knew the team had arrived. Time to work and work was the answer for now. After a grueling two hour work-out, the sweating pony-tail crowd waved goodbye to the coach and headed back to school. Emily pedaled her way up the beach to the lovely old house with the wrap-around porch purchased thirty years before when beach front property was affordable.
The mail and paper were dumped on a table purchased years before to accommodate a family of four, now too big for one person. She poured hot decaf coffee over one packet of sweetener and sighed as she sat down on the old captain’s chair. The rubber band slipped down easily and Emily sorted the mail, bills in one stack, discount coupons for cleaning, movies, and food in another. Ready to fling the pizza delivery flyer in the garbage, she reconsidered with a shrug of her shoulders and placed it in the second pile. A catalog for men’s clothes went flying, followed by one with seductive lingerie for sale. Emily retrieved it just in case she lived long enough to change her mind about dating.
She slowly made her way to the big mirror in the hall and looked at the gray roots, the few wrinkles, and shook her head. Emily Kendrick, femme fatale. A woman with grown children and no husband. At her age. Fifty something. Too scary.
The glass is half full. Got it? Stop feeling sorry for yourself. Time to take charge of your life. Yes, you’re a coach and phys ed teacher but it’s time to buckle down and learn a new skill like the dreaded computer. Everyone uses one. Why not me? Take a course and learn.
A quick call to the college and she learned that a beginner course in computers was starting in a few weeks. Before she could change her mind, Emily signed up, credit card information over the phone. Sashaying over to the dusty laptop computer box, she cleaned it off and said,”Hey pal, you and I are going to get acquainted.”
Unaware that the stalker had taken up his position in his hiding place, Emily made plans for the afternoon. Clifford Lansdale knew Emily Kendrick’s schedule.
After a quick lunch and shower, Emily biked over to the swim and tennis club where water aerobics classes were held. Her closest friends hung out there most afternoons.
Margaret treaded water and waved hello. Shelly was in the deep end beginning laps and Jesse sat in a lounge chair, clip board in hand, pen poised as she planned something wonderful from the look on her face. Emily plopped down next to Jesse. “What are you up to? You look like the cat that swallowed the proverbial canary.”
With a haughty expression, Jesse said, “I am planning a get-together right here at the swim club. It’s a membership drive so we’re going to have a luau theme, music, dancing, great food and people will stand in line to join. What do you think, Emily?”
“Terrific.” Emily dived in and swam laps with Shelly.
“Jesse told you about the membership drive party?”
“Uh huh.”
“Discount next year’s dues if you bring in new meat.”
“Nicely put.”
“What about that widower friend. Maybe he’d like to join.”
Emily thought about her old friend, Mark Wagner. She and Larry were best friends with Mark and Sally. When both Sally and Larry had died within a year of each other, Emily thought maybe she and Mark would get together. But no. They had one dinner and he never called. She hadn’t heard from him in months. She hoped he wouldn’t join the club. On the other hand, it might be an opportunity to get together.
She dried off and called his office.
“Lenore, this is Emily Kendrick. May I speak with Himself for a sec?” She envisioned Lenore frowning, then giving in.
“Hold please.”
Emily picked at her nail polish as she waited. Taking too long for Mark to respond was not a good sign.
A click and Lenore said, “Emily, I’m sorry but—”
“He said too busy. He said later. Right?”
“Right.”
“Thanks anyway.” Emily hung up.
She wallowed in self-pity for a while and returned to the pool.
Early the next morning, Emily was back on the beach. Running, running, running. Years of running. Waves lapped greedily at the shore as if they knew the time for tide in would come soon and they could pounce, white caps slap–slap as they rose higher and higher. Patrick Corwin raised a hand in greeting from a distance. Nice looking man, runner’s shape, lean and mean. And he was fast. Suddenly he was next to Emily, slowing down a bit to keep pace. How kind.
“You don’t have to slow down for me.”
“Want to.”
They ran in companionable silence. Out of the blue, Emily said, “If you’re free next Saturday night, would you like to go to a terrific party? It’s a membership drive for the swim and tennis club on the beach.” She babbled on. “It’s a friendly club. My family’s belonged there for a long time. There’ll be good food, good people, and I think, good conversation. I’ll meet you there. All you have to do is show up. It starts at seven Saturday night.”
She gave him the full batting-eyelash treatment. He agreed to go and ran off, a big smile on his face.
At home, she thought about what she’d accomplished on her own. She actually invited a guy to a party. Wow! She may not be one who balances a checkbook or calls the plumber or mechanic because there was more authority when a male voice called. Isn’t that what she was brought up to believe? All her friends believed that too. Well, there wasn’t a male voice in her household anymore so she better learn to make her own calls. But the headline today was Emily Kendrick had the guts to invite a man to a club to invite a man to a club party—no strings attached. Or were there
Chapter 2
Saturday, after two hours in and out of her closet trying on different outfits, she settled on a flowered long sleeved shirt tied at the waist, white silk pants, and sandals. Her sun streaked light brown hair was blown straight. Not easy being single. The mirror reflected an attractive, slim, energetic woman. The grieving widow was in disguise.
Emily drove to the club in her Jeep. Margaret hurried to greet Emily.
“The guy, the handsome lawyer, Patrick Corwin’s been asking for you. Yum. Where’d you meet him?”
“Running on the beach. Where is he?”
She pointed him out.
Taking a deep breath, Emily walked over, dressed in what she called civilian clothes, to say hello. Patrick looked mighty nice, all cleaned up. The phrase, clean him up and send him to my tent came to mind. A deep flush stained her tan cheeks.
“Hi, Patrick.” Smooth, Emily.
He held a paper plate topped with fresh shrimp on skewers.
“I love shrimp.”
“I love to share.”
So far, so good. The shrimp was tasty, Emily’s friends thought her new friend was also tasty and he not only was a runner but a good dancer. They danced. She hadn’t been in anyone’s arms but Larry’s in many years. New adventures. Patrick even joined the club. Discount membership for Emily. What an evening.
They sat outside for a while, Tiki torches fired up, the band let loose with Calypso music, waves pounded the shore, and stars were close enough to touch. A night meant for romance. Not for Emily without Larry or maybe there was a future on a night like this. She wondered as Patrick held her hand.
His blue eyes were sad. He pulled her close, not too close He smelled good. Seemed sincere. Tricky business, this man-woman thing at her age. Whom can you trust, she wondered. Trust me, his eyes pleaded.
“You are newly single”? She nodded. “Will it upset you if I explain some basic safety rules about being single?”
“No, go ahead,” she said and wondered why she felt like a dumb, helpless female.
And she didn’t mind his take-charge attitude. In fact, she kind of liked it. After Patrick’s safety lecture, they spent the rest of the evening playing what Emily called getting-to-know-you. She hadn’t done that since she was a teenager, but it all came back as if it were yesterday. Too soon it was time to say goodnight. Patrick said, “Do you have a cell phone?”
“Why do you ask?” A funny question from this intense man she’d been with for several hours.
He persisted. “Do you?”
“I forgot to charge the battery. It’s at home on the charger. Emily found her wrap, slipped it on, and turned to him. “If this is a test, did I fail?” She grinned.
He removed the tinniest cell phone she had ever seen from an inside pocket of his jacket, flipped it open, keyed in 911, and placed it in her hand. The musk scent of his after shave lotion distracted her.
“Emily, pay attention.” Startled, she did. “Hold this in your left hand as you drive. Be aware at all times of where you are, what street, what town.”
“Seems overly cautious to me. I’m driving straight home just a few blocks away.” Emily felt uneasy. Why was Patrick so protective of her? Already he was territorial about her. “I appreciate your advice, but I can’t —”
His finger touched her mouth. She tried to give the phone back but he shook his head.
“I’ll get it next time we meet.” His eyes never left hers. She broke eye contact first.
“I’ll call you soon.” She fumbled for her wrap and bag. “We’ll make a plan.”
Something about those blue eyes intrigued her.
He smiled and said, “Yes.”
“Yes what?”
“Yes, you’ll call me. Soon.”
Patrick escorted her outside. He kissed her cheek and whispered in her ear. “Goodnight, my little sweetheart. See you on the beach”
When he breathed in her ear, she felt a tingle she’d missed since her husband died. A glow from the pleasant evening warmed her until she turned into her street and the good mood changed. Grief dragged at her spirit. It was always like that, coming home to an empty dark house. She must remember to leave some lights on. She wondered when the grief would stop haunting her, the way it showed up unexpected like an uninvited guest.
Chapter 3
Visions of lost power invaded his dreams. He thrashed and moaned, waking, skin damp with sweat, sheets in a tangle.
For years his wife had nagged him. “Did you take your pills? You know how you are when you don’t take your pills.” He was the boss around here. How dare anyone tell him what to do.
“Delusions of grandeur, my ass.” he said. “What’s this Bipolar shit they keep talking about?”
He listened to his zillion dollar house. Just the ocean to talk to. Good. And his lawyer. Soon. And the Judge. They said he was going down. Not if he could help it.
He jumped out of bed and swept everything off the dresser. Bottles went flying, pills tumbled through the air, framed pictures crashed, glass shattering everywhere. And he stood there not moving, amidst the chaos he created. A man of sixty years, hair askew. Still not bad. He sucked in his gut. “Got to meet that beauty before it’s too late. The runner on the beach, the man, looks familiar. Zoom in on him,” he said to himself.
Chapter 4
Emily undressed, careful to hang the party clothes in her walk-in closet. There was a dumb game she played, alone in her bedroom. How long could the widow avert her eyes from the empty closet next to hers. If she opened the door one more time and saw hangers without clothes, shoe racks without shoes, would she cry? She spent three hours in close conversation with a man tonight. Maybe it was time to move some of her belongings to the second closet. Claim it for her own.
Reaching into the shower, she turned on the faucet and waited for the water to run hot. Adjustments made, she stepped under the spray and poured shampoo on already clean hair.
“Idiot. What the hell are you doing?” she yelled out loud.
A rich lather formed from the excess shampoo. No need for soap tonight. As she washed body and hair, she thought about Patrick. Rewound their conversation and played it back in her head. As water rinsed off the foamy suds, she thought about Patrick again. Was he a man to be trusted? He was guarded about his background, revealing just enough for her to peek. His marriage wasn’t a happy one. He didn’t admit it to his credit but she added up the few comments and came to that conclusion. He was crazy about his newly married daughter. He was a lawyer involved in a big case right now. No reason to lie about any of those facts.
Her body felt different somehow. For months she’d felt dried up, afraid of crumbling to dust. The joyful moist feeling that was a big part of her marriage was gone. Meeting Patrick tonight offered some hope for a return to that happy state. His kiss, the breath in her ear warmed places she had almost forgotten about. Could there be orgasms in her future? She hoped so. She wasn’t naïve. She’d read about pleasuring herself in self-help books, but hey guys, it wasn’t the same. Nothing like the warmth of clean skin next to you. Turned her right on. Larry used to come to bed without taking a shower and she’d point to the bathroom. He’d hurry back still damp and—ooh baby. Reaching up to switch the showerhead to massage, she remembered that Larry’s hand was the last to use that adjustment. She stroked and patted the nozzle. How he loved the pounding needles of water. She whispered, “Larry, I miss you so much. We had good times in this shower.” Slowly Emily turned under the cascade, tears falling, hands soothing her skin, and felt alive with the possibility of a future.
Her stream of consciousness and the hot water gave out at the same time. Wrapped in a fluffy towel, she rubbed steam off the bathroom clock. Oh God. One in the morning already. Dry your hair and go to bed.
As Emily fell asleep, her last thought was, I’ll call him. Yes, I will.
Chapter 5
Patrick Corwin drove fast. He covered the ten miles to his condominium in five minutes. Brakes squealed, car door slammed, long strides and he was in his home, in the bedroom, jacket still on. Light snapped on in the closet, he got down on all fours, crawled to the back, and groped for a metal box. Heart hammering, he found the elusive key on his key chain and unlocked the box. Removing a journal, he unlocked it with another key, and lifted the pen inside the book. He sat on the floor of the organized closet filled with suits, shirts, shoes for every occasion, and clothes from school days he refused to part with, and wrote in his journal.
March 1st
Met THE woman tonight after a ten year search. I’m not good enough for her. Will try to protect her from harm for the rest of my life.
He reread the terse entry. Pen replaced, journal locked and set in the box, box locked and shoved into the depth of the closet. Can’t be too cautious. He crawled out, removed and hung up his clothes. Everything in place. Bed embraced his exhausted body in the indentation made by too many restless nights and too many secrets. Why did he ever take this case? He clutched a worn brown plaid quilt in his fist, burrowed in, and slept a dreamless sleep.
Chapter 6
“Emily, this better be important or you owe me big time,” Jesse said, with an early morning unused-as-yet voice.
Emily fidgeted on the bed. “Sorry. Were you guys sleeping or—oh shit. I interrupted something, didn’t I? What a jerk. Sorry. Please forgive me. I’ll give you my firstborn and—”
Muffling a laugh, Jesse whispered, “No, we just finished, he rolled off and is on his way downstairs to make coffee for the little woman. I was a good girl.” They giggled. “Why the hell are you calling so early and on a Sunday yet. You know we always do it on Sunday mornings even when Ken has golf or whatever.”
“Sorry, sorry, sorry. Listen to this. I met a man last night and I’m wearing a path through my carpet with the pacing back and forth. I can’t decide whether or not to call him today and I need advice from my best pal and—her line was busy so I called you.” Emily waited while Jesse laughed her head off. “What do you think?”
“I think you’re out of your mind. That’s for starters.”
“A simple yes or no will do. I don’t want a lecture.” Impatient, Emily jumped up and paced. “Come on.”
“Call him. Whatever I say, you’re going to call him anyway.” Kat hung up.
She said yes, she did. Great. Emily speed dialed back. “Once a week you do it?” and hung up, leaving an echo of laughter in Kat’s ear.
Time crept by as Emily stretched, went for the Sunday run, ate breakfast, watched the clock-still too early to call, tidied the kitchen and it was 10 a.m. The time was right. Apprehensive about being pushy, clammy with anticipation or maybe she just needed a shower, she dialed his number and hung up. Still uncertain, she pictured her single friend Lola in the same situation. Lola, every hair in place even when she painted, dressed to perfection. When they first became friends, she clued Emily in on certain rules. There were none. “See what you like and go after it,” she said. “If you don’t, someone else will. We’re talking women, honey, competition. More of us out there than men, so don’t waste time. Not like when you grew up”.
Inhaling a deep breath, Emily exhaled and dialed again. His business card looked worn from sweaty palms and too much handling in less than a day.
“Hi.” She cleared her throat. “It’s Emily. Remember me?”
“Remember you? I can’t get you out of my head. I want to see you. Now,” Patrick said.
Nice. Cheeks flushed at his words. “How about dinner tonight or should that be your line?” she said. Her body felt warm from head to toe. Beads of sweat formed across her forehead.
“How about dinner now?”
A sharp intake of breath, take it slow. Emily shook her head. “It’s morning, too early for dinner, isn’t it?” You’re giving him an opening that can’t be closed.
“Not for me. Directions to your home, please.”
She threw all caution away and told him. No turning back, Ms. Emily.
In a frenzy, amazed at her audacity, she changed the sheets, and paid attention to herself. What to wear? Dress like a slut? That’s how you feel. No. Be yourself. What am I? I don’t know. Her body aglow with anticipation, she was out of control.
A quick shower, perfume applied in all the right places, makeup on. She moved close to the mirror. No blush needed today, cheeks rosy. Finger-combed ash brown hair, sun streaks blended with gray. She slipped into a lacy black pushup bra and panty set–oh Emily it’s eleven in the morning– skinny jeans and a silk burgundy sweater. No. She changed into comfortable undies, shorts and a pullover sweater. Take it slow, you fool. No matter what he wants, you’re the boss.
The door bell rang. A final glance in the mirror and ready or not, she flew down the stairs. Ms. Hard-to-get. She paused to catch her breath and with an attempt at poise, she opened the door.
Patrick, even better looking by day–more rugged, was dressed much like her. He kissed her cheek and asked her to show him around her to old beach house. Calming down, Emily gave him a royal tour of the charming home with a great ocean view.
“Nice,” he said. “I’ve never owned a home. I, uh, grew up in the Midwest and we moved around a lot. When I was married, well—it was only a short time.”
She took his hand and led him upstairs.
“Beautiful,” he said, looking at her. He gestured to the empty closet. “This was your husband’s closet.”
“Yes.”
“Looks comfortable,” he said, sitting on the chaise lounge she used for reading in comfort, his dark masculinity a sharp contrast to the feminine pastel fabric. “This is a wonderful home. Excuse me for saying this but I feel your husband wants you to be fulfilled, to have pleasure.”
“How do you know?” Emily said, surprised at the turn of conversation.
“If I were him, that’s what I’d want.” Patrick rose and took her hand. “Let’s go to the Conch House for lunch.”
At some point during lunch, Patrick leaned forward and said, “Trust me. I promise I will never hurt you.”
Chapter 7
The Conch House, overlooking the waterway, was a well known restaurant. As natives of the area, Emily and her family had dined there many times over the years. Greeted warmly by Susan, the hostess of the afternoon, they were seated outside under a canopy.
“How long have you been here?” said Patrick.
“I grew up close by. And how long have you been here? I never saw you before the day you came to my rescue.”
He smiled. “Not too long. I live in a condo about twenty miles north of town. I’m a lawyer working on one case right now. Complicated. What’s good?” he said, referring to the menu.
He’d changed the subject. Emily guessed it was too confidential. “I told you I love shrimp so anything with shrimp.”
They ordered shrimp salad and iced tea, a typical light lunch for Emily.
The sea breeze caressed her cheeks; the sun peeked in and out of billowing white clouds enough not to burn. Something about sunshine on her body stirred sleeping pheromones. She felt Patrick’s eyes on her.
“What?” she said.
“I’d love to kiss you right now.”
The waiter brought lunch just as Emily was about to respond and the moment passed.
“Tell me about yourself.” Emily said, after the waiter left.
He tasted the shrimp, murmured that it was fine, and thought. “Okay. Born and raised in the mid west, speak a bunch of languages, married a young woman who died in Israel when I worked there. One daughter married. I raised her with help from close —friends. Case closed.” He flashed a grin. “Your turn.”
“Oh. My life has been more mundane. Married forever to my high school sweetie who died not long ago, raised two children both married. I coach track and work as phys ed teacher at the college and am about to learn computer skills just because it’s a challenge.”
As they left the restaurant, Emily realized her first date was more than pleasant. She’d like to see Patrick again and from the glances he gave her throughout lunch, he’d like to see more of her. Her cheeks flushed red. How much more of her would be revealed before too soon. She had no idea how romances proceeded in this time so different from the ‘olden days’ when most girls were virgins before marriage. One step at a time and always remember, you’re the boss when it comes to matters of the heart—and body.
Patrick was way ahead of her.
“What are you blushing about, Emily? Are you wondering what comes next?”
They both laughed and it was fun to bring the big question out in the open.
“Caught in the act. I’m new at this dating thing, as you know, so?”
“We’ll go slow and see how we fit together.”
That brought another burst of laughter and the afternoon came to a close.
Chapter 8
Eyes burned through the zoom on the binoculars.”Son of a bitch. It’s him, Patrick Corwin. Traitor. My own lawyer hired to serve and protect me. Kissing my Goddess. What else is he doing to her? Son of a bitch.” Binoculars smashed again and again chipping the railing of the widow’s walk. He wanted to crush the traitor’s throat with his bare hands, feel him gasp for breath, watch life fade from his clever lawyer’s eyes.”Not yet. I need his expertise to clear my good name.” Clifford Lansdale laughed and drank another cup of black coffee.
Chapter 9
Tide came in earlier these mornings but the couple on the beach stopped running and stood entwined in the swirling water as romance grew. Soon passion could not be denied. Patrick pressed his tightening groin to Emily’s heat.
“I can’t run another step,” he said.”How about you?”
Eyes closed, she caught her breath.”I have to teach soon. Later? Come over for, uh, dinner?”
“Okay. One more kiss?”
Emily shook her head no.”I hear the bus. See you later.”
An attempt at dinner failed. They couldn’t keep their hands off each other. The gentlemanly Patrick almost tore off her shirt and when he saw her bra, he said,”I love lace,” and traced her nipples through the delicate fabric until she unhooked and let him taste the tender tips. Then the white shorts were peeled down and Emily stepped out revealing matching lace panties. Patrick slowly dropped down to his knees and whispered,”Ah, the main course.” The lovers giggled and soon Emily gasped as he dipped his tongue in the sweetest spot of all.”Hold onto my shoulders, Sweetheart.”
Pat was naked next to her, inside her too soon because they couldn’t wait a moment longer and so it went. Crying out her name, Patrick shuddered and Emily joined him in a crescendo of sexual love. The joyful tingle and release over and over again like honeymooners at last lulled them to sleep.
Hours later, Emily cried out.
“It’s me, Emily. Don’t be afraid. I have to leave and couldn’t resist one last hug.”
The room was dark. The last thing she remembered was having the best orgasms ever followed by kisses and loves and now he was dressed and ready to go and she’d be alone again. Somehow she never thought about the end of the evening. She wondered if he left money on the dresser. Like, thanks for a swell time, lady. Maybe he’d call some other time at his convenience. She felt cheap, a tramp, an easy woman. Naked under the blanket and he’s dressed in leathers. God.
Soft kisses on her cheek. “Be gone all week on business but I’ll try to call every day, if that’s okay with you.” Caresses under the blanket.”You’ll be in my thoughts, little sweetheart.”
She felt his weight on the bed, the warmth of him nearby. The scent of her shampoo rose from his hair, vanilla body wash lingered on his skin, evidence he’d showered while she slept. How did he know she loved clean skin? In response, she arched her back to get closer, to press against him. She couldn’t help it. Hormones long asleep were awake wanting more, like a teenager.
“Give me your face, your mouth,” she said and thrust her tongue deep, round and round, in and out the way he did when he was on top in her center.
His breathing grew rapid, matching hers. She heard zippers unzip, boots kicked off, and they were joined a moment later. So good. Oh yes. So randy, it didn’t take long to finish. Now he had to leave. She knew he’d come back.
As he dressed again, he said,”You need more secure locks on the doors, front and back, until an alarm system is installed.”
Was this his concept of post-coital conversation? Emily sat up and knocked on his back.”Hello. What are you talking about?”
A tug on each boot, he stood ready to leave.”I want to protect you, dearest Emily,” and headed for the door.
“From what? I’ve been here thirty years, same house, same locks, and always felt safe.”
Patrick covered the distance to the bed in a few long strides and crushed her to him.”Emily, these are different times now. The days of leaving doors open are over. The days of trusting strangers are over. Now that I’ve found you, I promise not to let anything bad happen to you. Ever.”
“Oh Pat. I’m touched by what you say but I’m not a delicate flower. I’ll be careful.” Of what, she didn’t know.
“Please let me call a friend of mine. Pete O’Malley. He’ll change the locks, put the best ones on-dead bolts-chains-peepholes, whatever I order, and he’ll do it while I’m away.” She shook her head.”Do it for me then. For my peace of mind.”
Pat lifted her chin. She saw the intense look in his eyes as he kissed all objections away. A few minutes later, his motorcycle roared into the night. Emily hoped it didn’t wake the neighbors. She rolled over and slept.
The next morning, Monday already? Whatever happened to Sunday? She blushed at that thought. Coffee pot plugged in, toast down, apple cut up, vitamins in a row; she needed them today after the geriatric gymnastics of the day before. With Patrick out of sight, Emily had misgivings about her behavior. Was she a slut, sleeping with this guy so soon? What happened to all the love she had for Larry? Was there room for a beginning with another man? Plagued with doubts, at the same time she felt so alive. A paradox. But she didn’t feel lonely anymore and he talked as if they had a future.
She nibbled at breakfast while making notes. No school today so she didn’t have to rush. It helped to write thoughts down and use them for reference.
1. Pat is a take-charge guy.
2. Easy to fall into old patterns with him.
3. Make sure he doesn’t take charge of me. He has the dynamics to inhale a little woman like me. Don’t disappear just as I’m getting ready to emerge.
4. Goals: learn computer skills
5. Do not lose sight of the above but if I do momentarily, be forgiving—old habits are hard to break. Two steps forward, maybe one step back for a while.
Emily read and reread the list. Her own plan.
Security locks made sense. That was Patrick’s idea. Go with it. If Pete O’Malley called, the job was his but it was her expense not Pat’s. No way. The phone rang. Pat, a man of his word, did not waste time. Larry had such a laid back personality, tomorrow was good enough or next week. Not this new man. Oh no. Well she grinned, it’s a challenge.
As promised, Pat called every day at different times; morning, afternoon, night, she never knew when. She wondered if it was a subtle way of checking up on her whereabouts. Emily enjoyed the chats, the heavy breathing when they recalled their night of intimacy, although she didn’t wait by the phone praying for a call. They made a date for his return Saturday night. When she hung up, her pulse raced in anticipation. Today was Thursday. What’ll I put on? The question is what’ll I take off? Oh Lordy. Too much fun.
After Mr. O’Malley installed the locks followed by a short safety lecture and a few Irish jokes, she paid him against many ‘no you don’t’ and ‘Pat won’t be happy’.
The bedroom was scented with sex and vanilla candles burned low. Their bodies intermingled, contented and satiated. Emily played with his chest hair, a finger circled around his nipples.
“Keep doing what you’re doing and I’ll be ready again.” She had the ability to thrill him. Emily, the seductress, drunk with power.”Pat, I feel like we both got a great deal on a used car. What do you think about that?”
Pat pulled her close to him.”I love you, Emily.” The L word. He said the L word. And he didn’t ask her to say she loved him.
“Do you want to know how I feel about you?” she said.
“Only if you want to tell me. Do you realize that we met two weeks ago?” A lazy half smile from Pat.”I was Larry’s girlfriend for five years before we were intimate and that was after the wedding.”
He stretched a hand out to brush away strands of hair that had fallen over her face. She sat up suddenly, grabbed a corner of the blanket to cover herself, and moved away from him.
“I meet you, we say hello and wham, and we’re in bed. Repeatedly.”
“What are you saying, Emily?” His erection faded.
“That’s not like me. I’ve always been cautious about choosing friends, about allowing people to get close, and look at me. I’m naked —”
“I can see that.” The smile frozen in place,
“— with a man I just met and I don’t know what it means?”
“What do you want it to mean?”
She lay down next to him and sighed. The candle flame sputtered and died. A thin trail of smoke rose up and disappeared.
“I guess it means I love you too.” There. It was out in the open.
He exhaled breath he didn’t know he was holding, the wall of hidden emotions gave way to tears. His face dug into the pillow.
Emily was astonished. Tough, in-control Pat cried.”What is it?” She ran hands down his back, smoothed his hair.
“You love me. Words I prayed for and you said them. Thank you, Emily. I’m the happiest I’ve ever been because of you.”
He turned over, they held each other, she felt him relax and doze. What a huge responsibility this love business. She never dreamed relationships were so complicated. She wanted him to be happy and thought they could have a good life together. One step at a time, old girl. You’re not alone anymore. The L word has spoken.
Emily woke up first, in a talkative mood. Their relationship had reached a new plateau. At close-to-sixty who had time for a long courtship? She might have preferred another week or two, a month even, but at this pace there was no stopping Pat.
“Let’s do lots of stuff together.” She poked him to wake up.
“We already do,” he mumbled, half asleep.
“Not just running and taking off all our clothes, you goof.”
“What’s the matter with that? I thought you loved running and getting naked as much as I do.”
“I do, but there’s other stuff we can do together with our clothes on.”
“Oh yeah? Like what?” He groaned. She was too energetic for him at the moment. He needed strong coffee to jump start his heart in the morning, let alone have an animated conversation.
“Like join the swim team,” she announced in a strong tone that rang an alert.”I love competition.”
“I don’t have time, not now—”
“Not to worry, this is a future plan. As long as you promise.” she ran fingers down his chest, he watched them disappear under the blanket.
He grabbed her hand, held it still and ran the other hand through sleep tossed hair, resigned to the fact that she was up, therefore he had to wake up, and it began to feel as though the rest of him was already up.
“Ms. Emily?”
“Hmmm?”
“I do love waking up with you.”
She gave him the big Emily smile.”So where were we?”
“Hey, don’t stop.”
All innocence.”But we were in the middle of a serious discussion and I—”
Warm skin, not fresh from a shower but okay for now, one leg, then the other, as he maneuvered into position, smooth talking all the while, “Okay, I’ll join the swim team when I can if you agree to learn martial arts. Next to being with you,” he slid inside her moist center eager for him,”inside of you,” he lifted up, then down,”that’s one of my favorite things.” Up and now deeper.
Breathless, said,”What?” What the hell was he talking about? She’d ask later.
Later Emily said,”What?”
“Martial arts. It’s great for balance, health, harmony and protection.”
“I can’t do that.”
“Of course you can. You do it every day in running. This is more and even better. I learned as a young kid. Is that a deal?”
She had to think it over. Did she really want to learn how or would she revert to the old habit of capitulation to keep the peace? She was an expert at that.
Emily wasn’t surprised to hear her voice say,”Okay. It’s a deal.”
You’re biting off more than you can chew this time. Two steps forward. One step back.
“Deal.”
Emily knew she had a satisfied man.
Chapter 10
Preoccupied with the sexual haze she was in, Emily hadn’t told her daughter about the new man in her life. This time Emily had so much to tell but not to Meg. Not to anyone, except maybe Lola, her only single friend. A careful editing was called for. Meg encouraged her mother to go out, have fun but not this much fun.
In the midst of polishing the dining room table, why was she doing such a homely chore—who cared if the table had a shine to it?–the phone rang. She picked up the portable and continued her task. The wood was old and soaked up the polish.
“Mom,” Meg’s worried voice said,”I haven’t talked to you all week. Even longer. Where’ve you been? Are you okay?”
“Yes, dear, I’m more than okay. I met a very nice man at the uh, club membership party and I’ve seen quite a lot of him since.” Saw him with and without his clothes more than once, oh yes. Her face flushed with thoughts of how exciting this romance was.
Good thing Meg wasn’t there to get a good look at her. She’d guess in a minute what her mother was up to. Funny how kids think their parents are asexual. Do they really believe that once parents conceive them, they never have sex again?
“Mom, please be very careful with this man. I want to meet him before you go any further. Do you know what I mean?”
Emily smothered a laugh.”I hear you, honey. Thanks for your concern, but remember I am a grown up lady and I have good taste. After all, I married your Dad. And of course I want you and Jake to meet him soon. He’ll be traveling for a couple of weeks but we’ll get together.”
“Okay, Mom. I’m going to call Tom. We worry about you all the time. Tom calls at least once a week from wherever he happens to be... He says, in that big brother deep voice he uses with me, it’s my job to keep an eye on you. That puts a lot of pressure on me, Mom.” No matter how old kids get, they still whine about each other, telling tales to Mom. It never ends, thought Emily.”Tom will want to meet this guy, too,” she continued.”What’s his name?”
“Patrick Corwin. He’s a lawyer and a runner.”
Emily laughed as she listened to her daughter, now a teacher at The School for Hearing. Parents trusted her to watch over their kids. She pictured Meg and Tom with their heads together, up to no good when they were little. Now she was married to a sweet young man Jake, in his own contracting business, and Tom had recently married Julie, but brother and sister remained close.
“You’ll like Patrick a lot. I’ll call tomorrow and we’ll make a plan. ‘Bye, honey.”
“Wait Mom. I forgot to ask about the computer. Did you take it out of the box yet? Did you sign up for a class?”
“I signed up for Introduction to Computers. First class is tonight. Gotta run”
“Great. Bye, Mom. Love you.”
“Love you, too.”
She didn’t mention the letter from Mark Wagner received today. Too late for you, Mark. Her heartbeat quickened when she saw the letterhead, the familiar watermarked linen stationery Mark and Sally used for years, an embossed gold C at the top. His handwriting was perfect, each letter formed according to the cursive writing book.
“Dear Emily, I hope you can forgive this old friend for poor behavior these past months. I have been wallowing in depression for our losses and am just coming out of it. Please say yes to dinner or lunch or whatever as long as we have a bit of private time. Call me. I promise to return your call. Mark”
She would call and meet with him but their opportunity for more than that was over now that Pat was in the picture, in her bed.
A couple of swipes with the polish cloth and the table sparkled from her effort. Lemon fragrance clung to her skin reminding Emily of all the years of role as the nurturer, the homemaker, a job she used to revel in. The smile faded when she caught her reflection in the table. She looked like Wifey. What became of the resolution to take charge of her life, not to depend on a guy?
Yet here she was with another strong man, even stronger than her husband and for a moment she almost forgot plans to grow up. Take small steps and don’t lose yourself. She threw the cloth across the floor and ran upstairs to change. Emily Kendrick was going to school.
Chapter 11
Emily drove through town toward the college where she taught. A comfortable feeling. Before raising the car window, she inhaled a deep breath of warm Spring air. 6:30 p.m., still light out, what a pleasure after the darker nights of northern Florida in the winter. Not so chilly since after meeting Pat a few weeks ago, she thought and smiled. Hot as a matter of fact.
She could have parked in faculty parking but this seemed closer to Computer Science. Physical Education section was her domain. Kids careened around the parking lot in a frantic search for an elusive space. In an unaccustomed aggressive move, Emily beat someone into place and the guy gave her the finger. She jumped out, slammed the car door and yelled at him. “You’re rude, Mister. Would you like someone doing that to your mother?”
He backed up the electric blue convertible until he was close enough to touch and looked her up and down, an insolent grin on his adolescent face. “Nice move, Lady. Nobody beats me out in the parking lot. You new here?”
Times sure have changed, she thought. “I am not talking to you until you apologize. That was disgusting.” Emily retrieved her handbag, bottled water, and spiral notebook purchased for the class, and turned toward the maze of buildings, mystified as to what direction to take. She didn’t know this part of the campus. “Where is,” she consulted the admission sheet, “Academic 1?”
He laughed. “Thought you weren’t going to talk to me—”
“Come on. Help me out here. I don’t want to be late.”
“Okay.” He pointed straight ahead. “Stay to the right. The first building is #1.”
Calling thanks over her shoulder as she ran, she said, “You still owe me an apology.”
“I’ll walk you to your car after class, okay? Sorry about the finger thing.”
The path was crowded with kids; baseball caps worn backwards, jackets open, girls with belly buttons on display–didn’t they know it looked ridiculous and indecent–this wasn’t the beach for God’s sake– guys in stupid ill-fitting pants. In the distance, Emily spied some gray heads and hurried to catch up.
Breathless she said, “Computers?”
“Walk this way,” they said and chuckled. They were both using walkers.
Emily admired their sense of humor. Her problems were small by comparison. Into a red brick building they went, followed signs to the room number, entered and sat in the few remaining seats. At a glance, Emily counted about twenty five people, all adults, and a lot of gray hair. The big clock showed seven.
School. Emily couldn’t believe it. The desks were larger than she remembered but they had to be to accommodate the soon-not-to-be dreaded computers. As a physical education teacher, she was in the gym most of the time. So few desks were needed, ever. The smell was different. Gone the scent of erasers and chalk. Right. Gone with the horse and buggy. She bet all her fellow students remembered the smell of chalk.
An impossibly young man stood behind a computer desk facing the class. He slid small glasses up the bridge of his nose and began talking rapidly and too soft for Emily to hear. All she made out was his name, Leonard something. After that nothing. She raised her hand. He ignored her. She called out.
“Leonard. I’m Emily Kendrick. I don’t know about the rest of the class but I can’t follow what you’re saying.” She spoke slowly and louder than usual in order for her voice to carry to the back of the room. “Does anyone agree with me?” A bunch of nods and yes’s from the class.
He looked around, shrugged his shoulders and started again. This time his voice was stronger and slower. The class rewarded him with applause. He grinned, pleased with himself, and began a lecture on the history of computers and how they worked.
Emily fidgeted for a few minutes. She wondered if anyone else was bored. One woman doodled on a notebook; another student seemed to be balancing a checkbook... Her generation was too polite in the face of authority, in this case, a young teacher. Since no one objected to the subject matter, she decided to speak up again. “Excuse me.”
Startled by the interruption, he acknowledged her. “Yes?”
“I don’t know about the rest of the class, but I enrolled to learn how to turn on the computer, how to send e mail and use the Internet. History and how it works doesn’t hold interest for me right now. I’m getting older by the minute and I can’t wait to begin using this contraption without being afraid of it.”
To Emily’s surprise and Leonard’s consternation, the group applauded. They agreed with her.
“Okay kids,” he began again, a smattering of laughter from the class, “who knows what a desktop is?”
Everyone was puzzled by what appeared to be a dumb question. A few of the seniors hit the tops of the desks in response.
“Hey,” said the man with the walker, “Don’t you make fun of us. Someday our grandkids will be making fun of you.”
Leonard apologized. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”
His attitude changed as he had them ‘boot up’ and there was the desktop display. From then on, instruction was to the point, questions flew, gnarled fingers played hunt and peck at keys and two hours went by in a flash. The next class was in two days and the assignment was to get a good Internet connection and an Email address.
Seniors zipped up jackets helping each other when needed as they headed out of the building into the chilly night air. Some of them stopped to point out the brilliance of stars in the cloudless sky. Tall light poles showed the way to the parking lot. Emily ran back to the room for her water bottle and was last to leave. She flung open the door, looking for someone to walk with and bumped into the young man from the parking lot. The one who gave her the finger. The bottle went flying. He scrambled after it. The same grin was on his face as he used his jacket to wipe the bottle. He was much younger than she thought at first glance.
“You. What are you doing here? Aren’t you a bit young to be in college?”
“No thanks?” he said, cheeks flushed red with embarrassment.
“No sorry?” she said. “Thanks for the water.”
“Sorry for the bird. Sometimes I feel like I have to act tough. Dumb.”
They laughed.
“This is silly. Really, what are you doing here and pardon me for being nosy but how old are you?”
He ignored the question. “Finished class, ran over to walk you to your car. In case you didn’t notice, it’s dark outside. If you were my mom, I’d want someone to watch out for you.”
Emily felt a rush of pleasure from the young man. “You remind me of my son, Tom. He’s older than you, a lot older, but this is something he’d do. What are you, fifteen, sixteen?”
She couldn’t wait to tell Pat about this kid when he called later from wherever he was. “I’m Emily Kendrick. I’m the track coach here.”
“Erle Lim. Friends call me the Geek as in computer geek.” He paused, made a quick decision by the look on his hairless face. “Promise not to tell anyone—” and waited as she gave the Girl Scout salute. “Sixteen. I’m almost through with high school and I get my associate degree here next month and then I have a full scholarship to UCLA.” He came up for air.
“Yeah. An over-achiever. Now I have to hurry home because I don’t have my senior drivers’ license and driving after nine is a no-no.”
They walked down the path, chatting as if they’d known each other for a long time.
Erle asked her what she learned in class and Emily told him about the homework assignment.
“My computer is still in a dust covered unopened box. After two hours with Brian, I have a vague idea of how to get started.”
Keys in hand, Emily approached her car. Erle said, “When’s your next class?”
“Two days.”
“I can come over after school tomorrow. Take me about thirty minutes to set up.”
She dropped her stuff in the car. “Really? You’d do that for me?”
“No sweat. Where is your son right now?”
She had to think for a minute. “Upstate New York. Why?”
“He’s not around to help you, so I will. Someday, if I’m out of town and my mom needs help she can call him. Deal?”
She hugged him. “Deal. You are a sweetie, Erle.” Emily wrote her phone number and address on paper from the spiral notebook, ripped it out and gave it to him. “I’ll have milk and cookies ready for you. Three o’clock good?”
“More like four. Chocolate chip, please.”
Emily drove off. Her life was on track with a new man in her life, a new skill to be learned, in control with one step at a time.
Coming home wasn’t as traumatic as it had been before meeting Pat. Comfortable in bed after a hot shower, a romance novel next to the lamp, Emily settled in and hoped Pat called before she fell asleep. The phone rang as she placed a marker in the book. A now familiar heat rose in her center in anticipation of hearing his deep voice. “Hi. I was about to turn out the lights.”
“Hello my love. How was your day? Did you do anything special today?”
“Yes, as a matter of fact. I started school.” Emily giggled. Sometimes he made her feel as if she were a little girl.
“School?”
She realized he had forgotten she was enrolled in a computer class. Well, why not, she rationalized. It wasn’t important to him that she expand her skills. His business was much more important. She wouldn’t make an issue of it. “Computer class. It started tonight and it was terrific and the best thing about it was that I met a young kid who’s coming over tomorrow to set up my computer. He’ll hook me up with the Internet and Email and…”
Pat broke in. “Don’t let a stranger in your home while you’re alone.”
“Calm down, Pat.” Heat had flown replaced with explanation. “He’s a computer whiz who offered help and I accepted. Case closed, counselor.”
“What does he expect from you in return for his generous offer of help, dear Emily?” Sarcasm dripped from every word.
She didn’t like him right now.
“Chocolate chip cookies and milk. He’s sixteen. I don’t think he shaves yet. And I don’t like you telling me what to do.”
“Sorry. My experience is that you shouldn’t trust anyone. Let’s talk about the martial arts class sooner than later. I’ll be home Friday night. I love you.” He hung up.
So much for an easy relationship. Emily hit the light and shut her eyes. After the peculiar conversation, sleep was elusive. She didn’t even know where Pat was calling from and yet he wanted to know every little thing she did. Why? What was the big deal?
Four o’clock the next day, the doorbell rang. As promised, Erle Lim was at the door, stuffed backpack slung over a shoulder. Straight black hair mussed by strong wind, he wore a pressed white shirt with a tie and neat chino pants. A big grin creased his face as Emily opened the door.
“Come on in and don’t you look nice. Did you have an interview or something special today?”
“You’re what’s special, Ms. Emily. And this is a business call.” He swaggered in, sniffed the air like a puppy when he caught the chocolate scent, played it cool as he looked for the computer. She directed him to the small office next to the kitchen.
Emily knew she was in the presence of a young Alpha male. She had cleared what used to be Larry’s catch-all desk and polished the top. Again with the polish. There was room for the computer on the gleaming surface, a printer filled with copier paper in the tray, a phone, assorted pens, pencils, and note pads. Everything she’d need for whatever she chose to do. At this point, she didn’t have a clue.
“Nice. I like how you arranged stuff,” he said as busy hands rearranged the desk. “To work.” Bag on floor, leg flung over a chair, he was at home.
She dragged a kitchen chair in and sat behind him. “Mind if I watch?”
He grunted as fingers flew, pictures appeared on the screen, desktop info showed up.
“You like munchkins?”
“What?” Emily watched, fascinated as a parade of munchkins from the Wizard of Oz decorated the screen. “What is that?”
“Screensaver. You like?”
“Well, okay. It’s funny. I always say, if it makes you laugh, keep it.”
“Cool.” Erle clicked a few more times and grabbed the phone. Using an authoritative deep voice, he spoke to someone and over his shoulder said, “Pick a user name and a password. First name that comes to mind. Don’t censor yourself.”
“Emily. That’s a user name. And uh, runners. Password.” Her cheeks warmed from excitement and the pressure of keeping up with this whirlwind. “Did I do good?”
“Call waiting. Do you want it?”
“Like on the phone?”
“Yeah, but instead of the phone ringing forever when you’re on the Internet, a screen pops up and tells you who’s calling. You want it?”
Emily thought for a second. She didn’t want to spend extra money. “Is it extra dollars?”
“No. Trust me, Ms. Emily. It’s cool.” He hung up the phone, stood up, stretched and straightened his tie. “Your turn.” He gestured to the chair. “You sit, take notes, hands on the computer, and then it’s chocolate chip cookies and milk for the teacher. I have a seven o’clock class at the college.”
By five, Emily’s head was spinning but she knew enough to get on the Net, to send Email, and the notes would see her through. “I give up. Show me how to shut down with breaking anything.”
A few minutes later, she smiled as Erle bit into cookies she baked that morning. The sight took her back to earlier happy times when young children who looked like combinations of she and Larry sat at that very table. Pat’s phone conversation the night before invaded the pleasant daydream.
Erle ate another cookie and drank some milk. The back of his hand served as a napkin and he wiped away crumbs.
“Do you know anything about martial arts? My friend wants me to learn so I can protect myself.”
Erle finished the last cookie, drained the milk glass, and carried the plate and glass to the sink. “Smart guy. I agree with him. Everyone in my family has been a student of the art since forever. There’s a Dojo about ten miles south of St. Augustine. The Sensei is the best. He’s a Master.”
“Oh.” Emily rose and followed him to the sink. He used a soapy sponge to wash the utensils.
“Yeah. I tell my mom all the time not to let anyone come in that she doesn’t know. She’s a black belt.” He wiped his hands on a towel, grabbed his bag, and headed for the door. “Call me if you run into a snag but I think you’ll do fine.” He kissed her cheek and ran down the front steps. “See you on campus, lady, or maybe at the Dojo. That means school. Sensei means teacher.”
Emily leaned against the closed front door. What a kid. She thought about what he’d said and realized it was time to trust her instincts. To let common sense guide her. She didn’t need Pat or anyone else to caution her. When she taught her youngsters to look both ways before they crossed the street, and not to talk to strangers, she trusted them to do just that. She let go of them. Now she must let go of herself. Martial arts might be just the thing for her. She straightened up and marched over to the computer, gave it a loving pat and turned her thoughts to dinner. What was she in the mood for tonight?
The phone rang as she snooped through the refrigerator.
“Where have you been?” said Lola. “I’ve called you at all hours and no Emily to be found. And what are you eating?”
“Nothing yet. Foraging through pitiful leftovers.” She pulled out a three day old carton of chicken and broccoli. “How long does Chinese food keep in the fridge?” Without waiting for an answer, she popped it in the microwave.
“You sound different, Emily. Moist, a state I am familiar with, not at the moment sorry to say, but you definitely sound moist.”
“Are you a detective as well as one of the foremost portrait artists in the country?” Emily giggled. “Well Lola, I’m in lust with an option for love.”
“Emily, my little virgin queen. I must tell you that I am shocked to hear you talk like this.”
Removing the over-heated food from the microwave, she uncovered the container letting the steam escape. She slumped in a chair, appetite gone along with the excitement of telling Lola. “Virgin queen? What does that mean?”
After a lengthy pause, Lola said, “In my mind, ever since we met and swapped life’s stories, I have always thought of you as a virgin.” When Emily tried to interrupt, Lola cut her off. “Just listen, please. You were a virgin when you married Larry at what?”
“Twenty.”
“Twenty. Right. Thirty faithful years. One man. To me, that’s as close to a virgin as you can get. And now you tell me you just met someone and you are about to have sex—wait a minute, are you saying you already had sex with someone you just met?”
“Yes, I am definitely having sex with someone I first met on the beach and then at the swim club’s membership party. I see him just about every day and night when he’s not on the road, and I feel like a kid again. And foolish me, I thought you would be happy. You’re the one who said get out and meet people so I did.” She shut up, not wanting to beg for approval. This conversation wasn’t going well at all.
When Jeanine spoke she was cool, distant. She said she was busy, new client appointment and all.”I must run, darling. Talk to you soon.” And hung up.
So much for having a friend share the happy news. She felt on edge the rest of the evening but shifted her unease to the back burner. Girlfriends. Bah humbug. Dickens was right. Being with Patrick felt too wonderful to be wrong. In a few days, he was coming home to her, to her bed.
Chapter 12
Emily could not remember a time like this in all her life except when she was a kid and her worst enemy was the mirror. All she seemed to be doing lately was dressing, undressing—thank you, Pat—working with the team who had reached the semi-finals in the state competition, getting used to her laptop and running.
This time the occasion was not one she looked forward to. A few weeks ago, she’d have given up chocolate forever to be with Mark Wagner. Not anymore. They had a date for lunch, one he requested in the letter she received and she had to tell him about Patrick. She had to. Two young couples always together, hot summer days skipping stones across the river, nights confiding inner thoughts as they sat by the fire. The girls were brought up to value virginity, to save the ultimate closeness for the man you married. The boys learned enough about sex on their own to keep them happy while they waited for the wedding vows. An innocent time.
Emily and Mark used to be best friends. They knew everything there was to know about each other. Mark was faithful to Sally as far as she knew, just as she was all the years with Larry. There were a few times when they were thrown together, alone in Mark’s kitchen once when Sally was away, in a cabin on vacation for a short while, temptation was there but they resisted. Too late now. She felt frustrated, cheated somehow. This was bad. And she looked great today. Sex agreed with her. Eyes sparkled, skin glowed. Would he guess? No. He would think she looked wonderful and be ready to make his move. Oh, Mark.
Backing out of the garage, she turned on the radio and the windshield wipers in time to hear the weather report.”It’s another beautiful afternoon in St. Augustine.” Emily stopped the car and looked through the windows. Why had she thought it was raining? Because it’s raining inside of you. It’s a blizzard of feeling. Put on your boots and slog your way through. Sure.
As Emily parked at the O’Hara’s south on the beach, Mark pulled in next to her. And he looked marvelous, hair a touch more gray at the temples, men got away with that. Impeccable in a beige linen jacket, brown trousers, white shirt and tie, brown boots. She had an urge to muss his perfect hair and restrained herself. Ever the gentleman, he opened the car door but to her surprise he pulled her into his arms. The kiss was soft, yet powerful like everything about Mark. He didn’t have to shout to get what he wanted. Body heat swept through her and she was forced to break the kiss.
“Hi.” Deep breaths and slow down. “I’ve missed you,” she said and knew any chance of a life with Mark was about to end.
He held her at arm’s length for a minute, smiled and guided her up the wide plank steps.
Bowing and scraping preceded them as they were escorted to a window seat over-looking the ocean. Without a word from Mark, Chardonnay was poured into crystal stemware and salads appeared. Obviously, the esteemed professor of law at the University of Jacksonville was a respected patron of the fine establishment.
“I’m impressed, Mark. I’ve never been here before but you have. Clients? Dates?”
“Clients, Emily. I haven’t gone out with anyone since Sally died last year.” He searched her face for a hint of what was on her mind. “Now, let’s catch up. It’s taken me a long time to be alone with you.”
Too long, Mark.
“If you can picture me on a couch, I consulted with a therapist after Sally died. It’s taken all these months to face my feelings.” He removed his glasses, cleaned them and gave her ‘the ball’s in your court look’. “Tell me what you’ve been doing. Work is all I do. Not worth talking about.”
Emily gulped some wine. So soon. She thought a segue into her activities might be possible but—
“Let’s see. I started college.” She smiled, another sip, big sip of wine.
“Tell me about it. What are you taking and why?”
“Introduction to Computers. Overdue. The kids gave me a laptop. My track team is in the state semi finals this year. And I’m about to learn martial arts.” She tasted a miniscule bite of lettuce.
“That’s interesting.”
And so it went until somehow Emily finished the wine and almost the salad and she felt woozy, unaccustomed to drinking in the afternoon with a dark secret that needed spilling.
Mark picked up on the fact that something was amiss and reached for both her hands. “Talk to me, Emily. Don’t eat anymore and don’t drink.” He beckoned a waiter and ordered coffee the way she liked it, decaf black with a sweetener. “Speak to me.”
Tears trickled down, twin streaks through makeup carefully applied an hour before. “Sorry,” she sniffled. “I love you, Mark. You know that. I have for years. I thought we had a future and when you didn’t return my calls, I figured I was way off base and a month ago,” more tears, “I met someone and we’ve been —you know—” she couldn’t look at him, “intimate and I know how important it always was for all of us to be chaste and well, virginal faithful like old-fashioned values but I had to tell you and,” she looked up.
Mark was standing, a look of unbearable sadness on his face. Wallet in hand, money on table, he leaned over and kissed the top of her head, whispered that it was his fault, he would always love her and be there if she needed him and he was gone.
Stunned, she sat alone facing the view of the ocean and blotted tears until they stopped. Did she have to tell the truth and hurt both of them, ruin what might have been? She thought Mark didn’t feel about her the way she felt for him so she moved on. That was okay. Of course it was. Stop beating yourself up. Now he was ready to make a commitment and she had to tell him about Patrick. Give it a rest. Go home. Get a life.
Emily opened her handbag, removed a mirror and tried to take a look at herself. Cursing softly she rummaged some more, found reading glasses and slipped them on. There she was—too old for all this soul searching—like daytime drama. Tune in tomorrow, folks. Can this middle years widow continue having sex with this interesting widower? Will they marry and live happily ever after? She couldn’t wait to find out.
Emily straightened her shoulders, stood up, held on to the table before she took the next step and the next step. Nothing like crying in public to sober you up, she thought, and drove home.
Chapter 13
Tired of his hidden perch, disgusted with glass fragments scattered at his feet from expensive binoculars broken in fits of anger, Clifford Lansdale rose up and stretched. Back aching, out of meds, he went inside the palatial mansion to phone his lawyer. Patrick Corwin had been unreachable for a week. Out of the country on business. What more important business could he have than my case, he thought. Yet young Pat’s the one guaranteed to get him out of this mess. Money spread around and all would be forgotten. Some called his investment plans greedy and said he stole millions. What fools. Patrick Corwin would make it all go away and then he, Clifford Lansdale would make Patrick Corwin go away. For good. The Goddess would soon be his.
First, he needed a new prescription filled and immediately. Second, the lawyer must pay a house call.
The New York doctor phoned in a prescription to the local St. Augustine pharmacy.
“Hello, Patrick. You’ve been incommunicado. I don’t appreciate that. Make time this morning. I don’t care. Be here at noon. And pick up my prescription at Dobbs Pharmacy down at the corner as you make the turn to my home.” He banged the phone down. Liked the sound so much he lifted and banged it again.
The Dojo was a wooden structure nestled small among palm trees, palmettos, cactus babies growing wild in the sand and saw grass surrounded by oriental gardens. Nervous, Emily entered with Patrick and a gym bag but she presented a picture of calm as she met the Sensei. A helper gave her a white ge, the uniform, and white belt and showed her to the locker room. Patrick took a seat and waited. An air of formality was practiced, a protocol, and Emily liked it right away. A few much younger women were also in the locker room and everyone chatted. Emily was the oldest and called the new guy.
The first class was devoted to conditioning, stretching, stances and blocks. A lot of the movements were familiar to Emily but the discipline was far different than anything she’d ever experienced. After an hour, the class bowed to the Sensei and it was over. Emily couldn’t wait for the next class. Two or three times a week would put her in great shape with a good understanding of what to do if attacked. So said Patrick on the way back to St. Augustine where they’d agreed to go the club. He was entered in a swim competition and Emily could relax and visit with her friends.
On the way, Pat told her a little about his strange demanding client and the errand to pick up a prescription nearby. Because of client confidentiality, he couldn’t say much more except that he was sorry to have accepted the case. Emily forgot about it when they reached the club.
Shelly sidled over and appraised her old friend. “Emily, your complexion glows. It’s obvious to me your boyfriend treats you very well.”
“My boyfriend? We’re many decades beyond that title.” She enjoyed watching their faces as they saw her in a different role. “He’s my lover.”
“Is this our Emily talking like the heroine of a romance novel?” Jesse said.
Emily grinned and turned around to find Margaret.
“As Shelly says, nice very nice,” Margaret said in a deep phony southern accent. Margaret grew up in New Jersey. The women cracked up over the expression they’d used since forever.
“Will he join and become a new member?” Shelly said. The play on words was not lost on Emily. “Well, he is your new member, isn’t he?”
“Enough already,” said Emily and they howled with laughter.
Pat climbed out of the pool, a pleased expression on his face. He had won his first ten lap competition and was talking to the other men. She crooked a finger and he excused himself.
“My ball and chain beckons,” he called over his shoulder.
“Your ball and chain?” She was incredulous. “Don’t ever call me your ball and chain. That’s archaic.”
“But honey —”
“This may not be the right place but it’s on my mind so here goes. I’ve given this serious thought.
“Is this a bad thing? I don’t want to hear a bad thing.”
She rummaged through the gym bag, found a small towel, and mopped his face, aware that her friends might be watching.
“I think it’s a good thing. Would you like to live with me? We’re compatible, more than compatible, and I miss you too much when we’re not together.”
Pat was speechless. “Give me a chance to catch my breath, you gorgeous, wonderful light of my life.” He shook his head in disbelief. “Emily, you’ve made me an offer I can’t refuse. I’ll get to wake up next to you every day for the rest of my life.”
“So the answer is yes?’ Her face turned red from the look in his eyes.
“Of course. In fact, you’re so delectable in your shorts, if we weren’t with all these nice folks, there’s another game we might play.”
She hurried over to talk to her buddies.
“You didn’t tell us you were living together,” Jesse said after Emily told them Patrick was moving in.
“Almost. We’ll try it. See if it works.” She patted her shoulder.” Don’t worry, Jesse, I’ll be fine.”
Margaret said, “I’ll be right back.” She headed over to the bench where Pat was, still smiling.
“Where are you going?” Emily said.
Margaret ran back to the group. “I just wanted to see if there were scorch marks on the bench where you sat. I got kind of warm watching the two of you.”
Emily shook her head and hugged her dear friends. “Be happy for me, okay?”
They chorused, “Okay.” The afternoon was a success.
The merger, as they called it, began slowly. One Sunday he was invited to bring a business suit, stay overnight and go to work from her home. Until then, he had gone back to his condo on Sunday nights. This was a trial run to see how living together might work. Pat brought a suit and a jar of chunky peanut butter.
Emily laughed her head off at his priorities. She asked if he was worried she wouldn’t provide him with the extra goodies he enjoyed. “No,” he said. He noticed she liked creamy but he liked chunky. Like a little kid who packs his favorite teddy bear.
“Throw your soiled clothes in the washing machine. I’ll do a wash tomorrow,” she said. “That’s a perk for being my boyfriend.”
“Boyfriend? We’re a bit old for the boyfriend-girlfriend routine.”
“I didn’t say it. Someone at the club called you my boyfriend. It made me laugh.”
Early Monday morning, she prepared a breakfast of whole wheat pancakes with sliced strawberries and strong coffee. No team practice today and classes were later. Served on the deck overlooking the ocean, it was an idyllic setting. A lingering kiss with promise of more to come and he went off to work, a happy man.
The phone rang a minute later. “Does this mean I won’t have to stop at Mickey Dee’s for an egg Mac Muffin and coffee anymore?” Pat clicked off.
Emily watched his car disappear and thought about all the lonely mornings before they met. He was important to her, and in such a short time. Lucky me, lucky us.
She hummed ‘Love is lovelier, the second time around’, started a wash in motion, and then looked at the disarray left from the active weekend. Lots of athletic gear. And now the new white uniform called Ge. She hung up her white tie belt and vowed to make yellow belt before long.
She began a frenzy of organization, as if possessed with anger. She was entitled to happiness with someone other than her husband, she knew that. Larry was dead, she wasn’t. If the situation were reversed, she’d have wished a full life for him. Get on with your life and get over misgivings that come up once in a while. You have your permission to be happy with Pat.
She transferred wet clothes to the dryer and there was Pat’s underwear. The old sadness returned. It was an intimate chore, washing a man’s clothes. A year ago her husband was alive. She had washed his clothes for nearly thirty years and believed they had at least forty more to go.
“Get a grip,” she yelled. “This is twilight time. No more regrets.” This dear man was in her life now and would be for the remainder of their years.
“Thanks, I needed that,” she whispered.
Chores well under way, Emily checked to see if anyone responded to her queries regarding travel work. Confidence in computer skills encouraged her to apply for a wide range of positions. “Yes,” she shouted, new mail awaited her touch. An Email from Geek99@aol.com Erle Lim. She opened it. Hey lady, Greetings from Los Angeles. All is cool here. More to follow. Watch who you trust. CompCoach. She printed and filed it so she’d have a paper copy and sent a quick response. Her first ‘puter buddy.
Chapter 14
By July 4th, Pat had moved out of the condo and the merger was complete. Tricky business, blending two lives but so far, so good. He traveled part of the time although mostly he was building a case for his important client. Under investigation, he said and shook his head. Sometimes he left for Europe or the Middle East and never said why. Their time together was precious, and each return brought renewed passion. Emily felt like a young bride.
Naked on the deck at night was a favorite pastime. The dunes and tall grass provided total privacy from neighbor’s who would have been shocked at the wanton behavior of the widow next door.
Cicadas, playing their constant symphony, cloaked moans of delight in the dark. Clouds, in no hurry to reach a destination, prevented the moon from illuminating the deck. A light breeze, perfumed by summer roses, wafted over Emily and Patrick who luxuriated in a private world as they unraveled the mysteries of their bodies.
“It’s time we did a bit of family blending, don’t you think?” Emily said, one lazy summer night on the back deck. “Meg threatened to barge in unexpectedly, if she and Jake aren’t invited immediately. She’s had enough of my excuses.”
Pat covered his nakedness with a towel, as if Meg might knock at the door any minute.
“She’s right. I’ve heard similar words from my daughter. It’s just that when I come home from a trip, the only place I want to be is inside you.”
He rolled over and grabbed at empty space in the dark. His towel came off, pulled by her unseen hand.
Emily’s voice whispered in his ear from the other side, “Darling, I hope you don’t think I’m too forward —” her hand slid down his body and found the object of her desire, “but I’ve wondered what it’s like to be the aggressor, and tonight’s the night to find out.”
His breathing grew ragged as she stroked him with a soft touch followed by gentle squeezes. A warm lotion spread by sure fingers and it didn’t take long for his back to arch with passion. Her warm, wet mouth took him in.
“Emily, oh Emily, not so fast.”
She didn’t slow, didn’t listen to him. She sucked and kissed him until he climaxed, and held him as he shuddered with pleasure. They snuggled under the big velvet towel.
Pat’s voice was soft, deliberate, a caress to her ears. “I want us to be married.”
The M word reared its lovely head.
She took a long time to respond. She’d thought about marriage, what it would be like, how it would feel to have his last name. To relinquish Larry’s name, the name she’d carried most of her life. She was Pat’s woman now, and he was her man. Were there any reasons not to be married? She couldn’t think of one.
“Yes. I want us to be married too.”
This was a meal to be digested. All was quiet on the deck except for the symphonic night bugs celebrating the good news.
Pat lifted her fingers to his mouth and kissed each one. “You won’t regret this, dear. I promise to take care of you as long as I live.”
“I guess it’s time to bring our children together.”
“I guess so.”
A family gathering took place the following weekend. Tom and Julie drove in from their new home in Virginia and the girls were available. Fresh flowers adorned the inside and outside of the house. A barbecue was planned, all was in readiness. The children were coming.
“I’m a wreck,” Emily told Jesse. “What if they don’t like him? What if—I don’t know.”
“They’ll like him. I do. Everyone at the club likes him. They might be resentful at first, somebody taking their Dad’s place, but once they see how happy you are, they’ll accept him, I’m sure.”
“I hope you’re right. Oops. The doorbell. How considerate. They didn’t barge in. Pat’s kept his clothes on all day just in case they arrived early. Bye.”
When she ran down the stairs, a wonderful sight greeted her. Pat poured on the charm as he shook hands with Tom and Jake and introduced himself to Meg and Julie.
“Hi kids,” she said.
“Mom, you look beautiful,” Meg said. She shook hands with Pat. “Looks like you two are doing well.”
A cool greeting from Meg, thought Emily.
“We are,” Pat said, his arm around their mother. “You and your Mom look alike. No denying where you came from. My daughter and her husband should be here soon. They’re always the last to arrive. Come in. Make yourself at home.” He stopped. “Sorry. This is the home you grew up in.” An uneasy laugh from everyone.
Tom, in his deep manly voice said, “That’s okay, Pat,” the name not comfortable for him. “I can see Mom is pleased to be with you.”
“Thanks, Tom.”
“The grill is just about ready. I’ll get the steaks on,” Emily said.
“If it’s all right with you, I’ll tend to the meat,” Tom said. He exchanged smiles with his sister. They knew from years of experience that their Mom was dangerous with the grill.
Choruses of “I’ll make a salad,” and “I’ll set the table” and the kids took over the kitchen.
“What’s going on, Emily?” Pat said. “Do they always take over?”
“Yes, dear. Nothing hostile. More like friendly fire. My reputation as a chef was ruined years ago.” Emily laughed and led him to the deck. “Let them work while we relax with a glass of wine.
Amanda and Mike rang the doorbell to no avail. Laughter and music came from the house.
“They can’t hear us.” She tried the doorknob. “Come on. The door’s unlocked.”
Cautious, Mike said, “Are you sure it’s okay to walk in?”
“Come on. My Dad lives here now.”
They followed the sounds into the kitchen where Tom shouted orders to the others who chopped, sliced, and assembled a meal.
“Hi. This is the Kendrick household, right?” Amanda said.
“You must be the Amanda and Mike we’ve heard about,” Tom said. “Grab the silverware and set the table. This is terrific, more people to boss.”
Amanda and Mike shrugged their shoulders as if to say why not and dived into the family.
After dinner, Pat clinked a spoon against his water glass. “Attention please and a little respect for the grown-ups.”
“Grown-ups, are there any grown-ups here?” said Tom. The kids cracked up.
“Hey,” Amanda said, “that’s my Dad.”
The laughter was contagious. Even Pat smiled.
“Don’t listen to them, dear. Give them a little food, they get silly. It happens all the time. They’ll quiet down when you make our announcement.”
Something important was about to happen. The kids simmered down and listened.
“We’ve decided to get married.”
A moment for the news to sink in and then everyone applauded.
“Good news.” Meg held her hand out to Amanda. “Welcome.”
“I’m an only child. I’ve always wanted brothers and sisters.”
“Cool. Seriously cool,” said Tom, his arm around Julie who started to laugh. “What are you laughing about?”
“You all sound like The Brady Bunch meets Andy Hardy. I’ve been waiting for someone to say let’s put on a show; my Mom can make costumes; we can use my Dad’s barn. It’s so normal, so wholesome. I love it.”
Emily sensed something off with her daughter and decided to wait and see.
“Yeah, I like the sound of normal and wholesome. No one ever said that about us before,” said Tom.
“Don’t pay any attention to them, Amanda,” Emily said. “By the way, you’re all invited to the wedding.” More laughter.
Emily brushed away a tear ready to spill. This was almost perfect. A new beginning. A new everything. She was ready. But first she went looking for Meg who had disappeared. Meg was curled up on the twin bed in her childhood bedroom, tears in her eyes.
Stroking her daughter’s long hair so like her own, Emily said, “What’s going on, honey? You’re unhappy about something.”
Meg cried harder. “Oh Mom. He’ll take Dad’s place and there won’t be Dad here anymore. I hate him.”
What to do, what to say? Show me the words, please. “Meg, sit up. And look at me. When you married Jake, you weren’t replacing your father. You added to the family by getting married. Dad is gone but he lives in our hearts forever. You know that, don’t you?” She nodded. “And your Dad wouldn’t want me to be lonely without a companion. Pat is the one for me at this time in my life, honey. Now dry your eyes and come down.”
“I’ll try, Mom. That’s all I can do.”
Emily walked downstairs with her daughter and hoped Meg would get over it.
Later, when they were alone, Emily said, “What kind of a wedding should we have?”
Pat pulled a blank with the far-off stare men get. “Not too big, not too small.”
“Thanks. Very good suggestions. Could you be a bit more specific?”
“I’ll prop a ladder under the bedroom window, you’ll climb down and we can elope.”
“No. Bad idea. I’m afraid of heights. I’ll fall off the ladder. How about a wedding at the club? When the tide is out and hurricane season has passed.”
And so it went until they fell asleep in each other’s arms, secure in the knowledge that a marriage was in the near future.
“Now that we’re actually planning a wedding,” Emily said, in bed the next morning, eyes still closed, “how about planning a honeymoon?”
“I’ve given that a lot of thought, my sweetheart. Would you care if I arrange a surprise honeymoon trip? There’s a special place I have in mind.”
Emily thought for a few minutes, eyes now open. They sparkled with excitement. “All right. As long as you reveal what kind of clothes are required.”
“Pack swim suits, sunscreen, walking shoes, sandals, shorts, tee shirts, one long skirt, a shawl, a straw hat, two long dresses, and your denim backpack. Your passport, too.”
“This is very mysterious. How long can you get away from work?”
“Only one week.”
“And you?”
“If we marry in September before school begins, I’m free for the trip. What about your client? Will the case be over before then?”
Pat scowled. “I hope to end the mess around that time.”
“Okay, let’s make plans for late August, early September. Now give me a clue as to where we’re going.”
Standing up, Pat flexed his muscles and made a move in Emily’s direction. “I’ll give you a clue and then don’t ask me anymore. Deal?”
“Deal. What’s the clue?”
“I want to make love to you as we travel through several time zones.”
“What kind of a clue is that?” She smiled and giggled like a kid. This surprise idea aroused her. She was ready to make love in the Florida time zone.
His voice deepened as he reached for her. “I participate in a survey to study the effects of long distance travel on orgasms. This is my contribution to the study. Somebody has to do it. Since I’m a good citizen, I volunteered.”
“What are you babbling about?” She looked at her husband-to-be. He tried to look serious but a smile tugged at the corners of his mouth and gave him away. The light bulb in her head clicked on.
“You’re teasing me.” She smacked his arm. “I’m so gullible.”
“Yes dear Emily, you are. But, as long as orgasms are the topic of discussion—”
A yellow and white striped tent decorated with big pots of yellow and lavender chrysanthemums was set up on the patio of the swim club. The ocean shimmered with the reflection of the sun in the west; each guest was bathed in the soft light of evening. Emily was thrilled that the weather cooperated.
Lola came south from Jacksonville with her latest escort, a young hunk. Underwear model popped into Emily’s mind. They hugged. “Sorry we haven’t been in touch and thanks for the invitation. You will always be my virgin queen.” Emily smacked her in the arm.
“Meet Pierre. His English is poor but his French more than makes up for it.” Pierre kissed both their hands.
“Your gown is ivory silk, isn’t it?”
“It is. I do feel like the virgin queen.” They laughed a private laugh.
“It looks red in the sun’s reflection. If I ever get married, may I borrow it?”
“Of course you can. It will be like new, worn only once. And Lola, I wish the same joy to you. You’re so neat, you may borrow it to paint your next picture in, if you like.”
Moving through the guests to find her groom, at the back edge of the gathering, she spied Mark Wagner. A knot formed in her stomach and she rushed to greet him but he was gone. Gone without saying hello, without wishing her well. She felt his pain. How different their lives would have been if only—would’ve, could’ve, should’ve. Emily searched the group for Pat and there he was, coming to take her hand.
They took their places before the Justice of the Peace. Everyone gathered around in a semi-circle as the couple exchanged vows. They spoke together. “Six months ago, we met on the beach. We met, fell in love, and we are starting over.”
Pat said, “I promise to be your faithful husband. To care for you for the rest of my life.”
Emily said, “You are in my heart forever. I promise this to you.”
The JP declared, “By the power vested in me by the State of Florida, I declare Patrick Corwin and Emily Kendrick to be husband and wife; to love and cherish, in sickness and in health, for better or for worse, until death do you part.”
A five piece band played the song “You Do Something To Me” by Cole Porter, a favorite with special meaning for the newlyweds. The family danced, everyone switching partners, and Meg kissed Pat on the cheek for the first time.
After the wedding festivities ended, the Corwin’s were driven home. In the limousine, Patrick looked down at his wife, her head on his shoulder.
“You have a mischievous look on your face. What are you thinking about?”
She grinned. “What did Adam say to Eve in the Garden of Eden when he tiptoed up behind her and covered her eyes with his hands?”
“I don’t have a clue.”
“He said, ‘Guess who’?” Emily laughed and couldn’t stop.
When she realized Pat didn’t share in her amusement, she said, “The image of the only two people in the world playing the silly game kids play always brings me pleasure.”
Chapter 15
Behind binoculars, glittering eyes filled with malice. Black coffee dregs lay at the bottom of many broken cups on his hidden perch. An empty bottle of Vicodin needed a refill. His back throbbed with pain. Ah Clifford, old boy, now that Patrick Corwin’s work is finished and you are off the hook, you can conjugate, what? No, concentrate on real justice. Lay off the coffee, Cliffy. He twisted the dial for a close-up. Zoom. Look at him with my Goddess.
Clifford Lansdale, cleared of charges by his young defense lawyer, shivered. And continued to shiver on this balmy September evening as the setting sun cast a glow changing the widow’s walk to a deep red.
Chapter 16
Before they went on their honey moon, Pat insisted on having an alarm system installed, “It’s an easy place to break into,” he said.
Pat made sure the system would have kept the White House secure. Emily had to keep a straight face as he explained in great detail how to operate the system.
“Listen to me, so there won’t be any false alarms sent. That’s unacceptable. The security people who receive messages must have faith in us. We don’t want to be known as the folks who cry wolf at the slightest sound.”
“Will there be a written test after your explanation?”
Pained by her remark, he said, “This is all for you, for your protection. We live in a secluded area. When I’m not here, I want the comfort of knowing you’re safe. The world has changed since we were kids.”
Emily nodded as he spoke. She understood what he referred to.
“I’m sorry I was snippy. I didn’t mean it. I remember the good old days when you never locked the car door or even the front door of your house. Please continue and when you’re finished, I’m willing to take a test, written or oral.”
Pat’s eyes lit up and they smiled at each other.
“Okay, my star pupil. Notice the domes in the corners of the entrance hall. There are hidden cameras concealed behind them, on record all the time. If someone enters the house and the alarm isn’t turned off in fifteen seconds, a silent alarm sounds at headquarters. They dial our home number to confirm. If it’s an accidental alarm, we give them the code word and there’s no emergency. Understand so far?”
“It’s not rocket science. Of course I understand. Continue.”
“Sorry, I got carried away.” He took a few deep breaths to calm down. “Sometimes I get so intense, I scare myself.”
“Relax please. I don’t like it when you question my intelligence. One last time. You tell, I listen.”
“Okay. The second alarm, with bells and whistles so to speak, goes off in the house in thirty seconds. You’ll see flashing lights and a loud buzzing alarm will go off. The police are notified and a team of armed cops arrive with sirens blasting. The same happens if someone breaks into the back of the house.”
Emily’s eyes were huge as she took in all this information. Pretty scary stuff and Pat’s fervent wish to protect her melted the misgivings she’d had about all the fuss. She pulled him close.
“Thanks my love. You’ve got the bases covered. I feel safe.”
The next morning, Pat went for his daily five mile run. Emily ran earlier so she could try to finish packing. An hour later the doorbell rang. Annoyed by the interruption of packing for the mystery honeymoon, Emily hurried to the door and yelled, “Who’s there?” She looked through the peephole. All that was visible were red roses, at least two dozen. Suddenly the roses dropped down to expose the face of her new husband.
“Guess who?” he said and opened the door, stepped into the foyer, and swept her in his arms. He covered her with thorn-less roses.
“Here I go again, crying because I’m so happy.”
“My precious wife, I’ll make sure that anytime you’re moved to tears, it will be tears of joy.”
A white stretch limousine arrived at noon. Emily, packed and ready to go on the mystery honeymoon, danced around the house. She couldn’t stop moving from nervousness and excitement. The house was spotless but she always found one more task that had to be done. The nesting urge, some might call it. Like always wearing clean underwear in case you got in an accident. Of course Pat, ever organized with their bags at the door, watched his wife’s antics with amusement.
When the doorbell rang, he hurried out, Emily and luggage in tow, loaded them into the limo, and ran back for a final check of windows, doors, and electrical appliances. Satisfied all was in order, he set the alarm, climbed in next to his wife, and the driver left for the airport.
Emily yelled, “Stop.” The driver hit the brakes.
Pat said, “What’s the matter? I did the final check. We have to hurry.”
“Nothing serious, dear. I’ll be right out.” As she ran to the house, she heard Pat complain to the driver. “Women. Can’t live with them, can’t live without them.” The men laughed. She didn’t like that attitude, but what’s a woman to do?
She disarmed the security alarm, hurried to her computer and sent a message to the widow’s club she had joined months ago telling them she was fine, on her honeymoon and she’d be in touch when she returned. She didn’t want anyone to worry. Then she reset the alarm system and ran back to the limo.
She knew Pat was annoyed. A pulse beat hard at his temple but she kissed him and said she was ready now. If it was business related, she would have been patient. Because it was something he considered trivial, he had no patience. He had a lot to learn. She was beginning to understand her needs were important too.
They proceeded north on I 95 and soon it was apparent Jacksonville Airport was the destination.
Pat signed for the ride, and told the driver, “Pick us up at four p.m. one week from today and thanks for good service.”
“Have a great trip,” the driver said. “My wife and I went to Israel two years ago. The best time we ever had.” He drove off.
Emily was incredulous. “Israel?”
“He spilled the beans, but yes, Israel. I have an hour’s worth of business in Jerusalem and wonderful plans for the rest of our time, at an exclusive resort at the beach in the southern tip of Israel. Are you disappointed?” He searched her face for any flicker of dissatisfaction. She was beaming.
“I’ve wanted to go there for years but it never happened. I wondered where you’d take us but never dreamed it would be to such an interesting country. I pictured a beach with palm trees, tango and cha-cha music, and piña coladas. And that would be fun, but Israel. I’m thrilled.”
“For better or for worse, Emily, this is our first vacation. Be prepared for many heavily armed soldiers, suitcase and body checks before they let us into their country. Security is extremely tight.” He looked serious for a moment. “There’s something I have to tell you about myself and what happened years ago in Jerusalem where I have strong ties. I’ll tell you about the story later.”
“Okay.” Emily thought she knew Patrick so well and there was something else to be revealed.
They entered the check-in line to wait their turn. Finally they boarded the plane and Pat’s extra surprise was the first class accommodation.
“How else can I make love to you as promised?”
Emily went to the bathroom and removed her panties and bra. She wore a coral flared knit skirt, with a matching tee shirt, and long sleeved zippered jacket. Perfect for travel and fooling around. Already moist with excitement, she couldn’t wait for the plane to take off. Her husband observed his wife as she swung her way down the aisle, on her face a special smile full of promise just for him.
He felt himself rise to the occasion as she brushed past to reach the window seat. Wine was served right away, followed by cheese and crackers, and the honeymoon began. Lights dimmed, the movie started and so did the Corwin’s.
When the El Al flight ended twelve hours later, the satiated weary couple staggered out to be stopped and frisked several times before leaving the airport. Pat spied a driver with a card printed Corwin held high above his head.
“There’s the driver who will take us to Jerusalem. It’s only forty five minutes east. Maybe he’ll speak English. My Hebrew is mediocre.”
“Honey, if I’d known our destination, I’d have learned some basic Hebrew. I’m really quick with languages. Let’s buy a phrase book and we’ll get along fine. Besides, most people speak English wherever you travel.”
“We don’t need a guide book. I know enough to get by.”
“Sorry dear, I must insist. Please ask the driver to stop where I can purchase such a book. Also, I want to learn rate of exchange, and most of all, I need to feel independent. Okay?”
Pat touched her face and nodded. “Okay. It’s a good thing to learn.”
The driver did speak a fractured sort of English and Emily took notes on places of special interest. The trip to Jerusalem wasn’t scenic, mostly miles of barren sand. Then the city appeared on the horizon; rolling hills, ornate buildings, and as they drew closer, people in flowing robes, soldiers with ammunition belts, machine guns, grenades attached to their belts, and cell phones. Everyone had a cell phone in use.
Then they were in the city of Jerusalem, a mixture of old and new. The driver dropped them at the Arcadia Hotel, a bed and breakfast in the center of the great city. They’d be able to walk everywhere, except for the West Bank. Signs placed everywhere warned tourists to stay away.
Chapter 17
A tall, pencil slim, olive-skinned woman wearing a black silk jumpsuit cinched at the waist with a flowered red and black sash, greeted them. She smiled, flashed very white teeth with a bit of gold, and extended her hand.
“Shalom. Patrick Corwin, it is good to see you again.” Pat kissed her on the cheek. “Mrs. Corwin, welcome to Israel. My name is Norith. After you register, Ben Ari will show you to your rooms and answer any questions you have about where to go and what not to miss. A repast will be brought to your room shortly.”
Norith spoke in a precise English with almost no hint of an accent, as if she were educated in England. When asked later, she said, “Indeed, that assumption is correct.”
Emily placed her left hand, gold wedding band on display, over Pat’s right hand as he signed the register, Mr. and Mrs. Patrick Corwin, for the first time. She felt a glow emanate from deep inside. She had faith in her new husband, in their future together.
A handsome muscular man with shiny black hair, an embroidered yarmulke worn on the back of his head, picked up their bags and escorted them to their rooms. This was Ben Ari. He moved with a sensual grace, and hummed music the Corwin’s were familiar with.
They exchanged looks as if to ask, do you know what he’s humming?
They both shrugged and tried to recall the tune. Suddenly Emily started singing, “I Don’t Get No Satisfaction” and Pat laughed out loud. Ben Ari turned, smiled, and nodded. “Rolling Stones,” he said and continued to hum.
The sitting room was furnished with a small white couch for two, a chair and teak desk with writing accessories, a round table with two chairs, small refrigerator, and a television cabinet. A large Persian rug lay on the polished dark wood floor. Beautiful. Ben Ari left the bags at the door.
He said,”I shall return with a light repast.”
“Do you like it? Will you be comfortable here?” Pat said.
“Like it? I love it and we’ve only been here 10 minutes. Let’s check out the bedroom and bath.”
“Okay, dear wife. Remember that Ben Ari will return very soon.”
“Don’t worry, dear husband. I won’t take advantage of you.”
“You won’t?” She shook her head no. “Oh, I was hoping you would.”
The bed dominated the spacious room. Everything was white; walls, doors, dresser, curtains, bedspread. The floor was inlaid tile with a Middle Eastern motif. The bathroom was the piece de resistance. Also white with the same tile, but in the center of the room was a sunken whirlpool big enough for two. The possibilities were endless. Emily wondered how much sightseeing they’d do with accommodations like this. Somehow they’d manage.
After a bottle of Israeli wine with crackers and soft white cheese, the new Corwin’s decided to sightsee in the whirlpool. They found it to be a stimulating, cleansing event and promised to return soon.
Emily dressed in a red silk ankle length gown and red high heeled sandals, a red, white, and black flowered shawl over her shoulders to ward off the chilly autumn evening.
“You are lovely, my bride. Your hair is always streaked from the Florida sun,” he lifted a strand.
Her dark eyes watched him as he gazed at her. The journey continued down her slim, youthful shape, and ended at toes seen through sheer stockings.
“You’re everything and more than I’ve ever dreamed of.”
Although they had been making love non-stop, Emily felt moist again.
Norith, at Pat’s request, had reserved a table for them at a five star restaurant, Mishkenot. A taxi waited. Emily was surprised to see Pat haggle over the fare, but haggle he did and a price of twenty shekels was agreed on.
The drive seemed more like an amusement park ride as the driver careened through traffic, weaving and bobbing like a punch-drunk boxer. When he reached the destination, the driver hurried to open the door and assisted her to the curb. Pat thanked the driver and they bid each other Shalom.
Built like a lighthouse, tall and round, the restaurant was unique in appearance.
“Have you been here before?” Emily said.
“Many times, but it never fails to excite me. I’ll tell you more over dinner.”
To enter the restaurant, they first walked down a stairway, then up another stairway. An elegant gentleman, with the dark good looks Emily recognized as the ‘Israeli’ look, opened the multi-colored stained glass door as they approached. The men embraced.
“Shalom. Congratulations to you both. I am Samuel Levy, proud owner of Mishkenot. Thank you and your beautiful bride for honoring this establishment with your presence. A table by the window is waiting and champagne is already there. Compliments of the house. My best waiter will be at your service.”
“Shalom, Samuel. It’s good to see you once again. This is Emily, my bride of two days. I’m combining our honeymoon with a bit of business. I wanted her to have the pleasure of dining here.”
She smiled at the formal informality of this exchange. It was obvious the men knew each other well, and this display was for her. Patrick was even more interesting than she imagined.
Samuel led them through several small dining areas, one more elegant than the other, each table occupied by well dressed patrons, a cacophony of languages blending in hushed tones. A table by the window was an understatement. Each of the three tables in the small dining room faced open French doors with a private balcony. When Emily turned to thank Samuel for the splendid table, he was gone. Pat shrugged. “It’s his way, sweetheart.”
Over a bottle of Dom Pérignon, Pat saw that his wife had questions she needed answers to. Their meeting six months before was a gale force whirlwind. Little time was spent on catching up with lives of longevity. They were both high mileage in years and it would take many more years of conversation and day-to-day togetherness to fill in the squares. This was a perfect time to learn more about each other.
“Samuel had one son. He, Yehuda, was my closest friend during the years I lived here. There was an incident at the West Bank. Yehuda saved my life. He lost his.” Pat reached for her hand. “Emily, I owe this man a lifetime debt. Whatever he asks of me, I do. This restaurant is now one of the finest dining places in Israel, with the highest rating in travel guides. A success story in spite of his tragedy.”
A slight cough was heard close by. They glanced up. The waiter stood like a sentry guarding the table. Menus were handed out with a flourish and the waiter left.
Emily’s palate was in full arousal as she read the entrees. Succulent this, poached that, steamed and sauced, a gourmet paradise written in Hebrew, English, and French. Never adventurous when it came to dining out, Emily selected grilled salmon. Pat ordered Chateaubriand.
He had more on his mind. “We live in your home where you lived with your husband, sleep on the bed where you slept with him. Everything there is from your past life. I’d like us to start fresh. Not to move but to renovate. What do you say?”
“It never occurred to me. Well, now that I think about it, there have been times when I wished there weren’t whispers of my former life around me.” She sipped her drink. “Yes, Pat. That’s a good plan. Jake’s in construction. He can help us figure out changes. Our waiter has a huge tray and he’s headed in our direction. Let’s talk about this later. Much later.”
After dinner, over tiny cups of espresso, Emily brought up the original question she asked when they first arrived at the restaurant.
“Why do you find this country so special?”
Pat’s blue eyes darkened as he seemed to sort through many thoughts.
“Did I tell you that I was a Sociology major at the University of Minneapolis with a minor in Philosophy? All this before law school, of course.”
Emily was surprised to learn about his education. “No, honey. We were too busy making love most of the time to share stories about college.”
Lost in memories, he didn’t hear her. “Part of me dwells on man’s inhumanity to man, crime and suitable punishment. Subjects like that. For instance, my father.” Suddenly he gasped as if intense pain stopped him from speaking for a moment. His eyes closed and he struggled for composure.
Emily dipped a napkin in cold water and pressed it to his temple. “Pat,” she whispered, “Pat, what’s the matter?”
A hard shake of his head, he pushed away the cloth. “I’m all right. Sorry.” He focused on the image of the white starched table linen and breathed. Color returned to his cheeks. “This is embarrassing, Emily. It’s happened before but never in public.”
“Can you tell me, my love?”
Silent at first, a chip in the armor he covered himself with fell away, then another, and there in the heart of Jerusalem with his bride he began to speak.
“I was the oldest of five children. I was supposed to protect the kids and our Mom from him.” He lifted his gaze to meet hers. “Our father was an alcoholic, a bully. Sober during the week, the man had to work, but come Friday, he’d roar his way home and God help anyone who got in the way. The neighbors were good. They’d take turns hiding the little ones after I’d bring them over but Mom,” he squeezed her hand, “she’d stay at home and he’d take it out on her. He beat her, Emily, our Mother, and there wasn’t anything I could do about it until I was strong enough to stand up to him.” He shivered although it was warm in the restaurant and they were drinking hot coffee.
“What did you do, Pat?” She was almost afraid to ask.
She could see the memories take hold as he described the final confrontation in the kitchen of the tenement apartment facing the drunken father. “I held a metal pipe in both hands, told him I’d kill him if he ever hurt her or any of us again. And he laughed at me. So I swung it and smashed it across his head.” He turned away from the sight and looked at Emily.
“That’s it? That’s the whole story? What became of him?”
Patrick lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed each finger. “He was never the same after that. No one knew. We continued to live in that shabby little place with no good memories until he died. One big happy family.”
“What did he die from?”
Tasting a chocolate pastry the waiter set before him, Pat said, “Cerebral hemorrhage.” He offered a forkful of pastry to Emily. Automatically she opened her mouth but later couldn’t recall what it tasted like.
“How old were you?”
“Eleven.”
“Oh, Pat.”
“I was very tall for my age.”
She sat very still, no longer aware of the exotic restaurant, strains of classic guitar rising from the street below. A cool autumn breeze caused to wrap the flowered shawl around her shoulders. Alert, the waiter moved to shut the French doors but Pat waved him away. He reached for Emily’s hands.
“I’ve upset you, my darling.” She patted his hands in response and shook her head.
“This is part of you, part of what you are. It explains why you are so protective.”
She held his hand while he settled down, his serious side revealed. Now she understood why he wanted her to learn martial arts. He wanted to protect her and that was wonderful. They’d have the rest of their lives to discuss what was in their hearts and minds.
She leaned close kissing him, licking his lips, parting them in search of the chocolate. “Hmm. You finished the pastry, you ate the whole thing, didn’t you? Greedy, didn’t save any for the little wife.”
“Emily,” His voice was hoarse, “what the hell are you doing? I have a serious erection and the waiter hasn’t brought the bill yet.”
“Oh dear, so he hasn’t.” She slipped off her sandal and placed a silken hose clad foot over his crotch. “Yes, indeed, you have a serious you-know-what. How in the world did that happen, you horny man. Ask the waiter to bring another chocolate pastry and then the check.”
This evening had taken on a different direction, one Emily hadn’t foreseen. She felt like a detective, uncovering layers of her new husband.
While she enjoyed the pastry, Pat returned to his interest in Israel.
“Okay if we return to the sex thing after we leave here? My mind is on a roll. It’s not often I want to unleash.”
She nodded, happy to listen and savor the chocolate at the same time.
“Do you know there are more people walking around here with numbers tattooed on their wrists than any other place in the world?”
“No. I’m embarrassed to say I never thought about.”
“It’s true. I see crowds of men and women in shops, at work, trying to live normal lives, and I know that many of them suffered at the hands of others who believed themselves to be superior. It makes my blood boil, Emily, that unspeakable atrocities were condoned with a terrifying contempt for human life.
“Oh, Pat. We’ve been so wrapped up in each other and we never spoke of the outside world.”
He went on. “Who changed The Golden Rule to read ‘Do unto others before they do it to you’? A peaceful, caring world isn’t possible.”
“Pat, you mentioned suitable punishment before. I believe in an eye for an eye and no more. That’s in the Old Testament, did you know that?”
“No, I didn’t, but I believe in that too.”
Samuel came to their table. “Everything was to your liking?”
The heavy atmosphere cleared out and smiles returned to the Corwin’s. Promise of good things to follow uppermost in their minds.
“Dinner was superb, the service impeccable. You spoiled us with Dom Pérignon. Thank you, dear friend, for everything,” Pat said.
Emily extended her hand and the courtly Samuel bent to kiss it. As he straightened, he made the smallest of gestures to Pat, who rose and followed Samuel out of the room without a backward glance at his wife. She was mystified as to what had taken place without a word, some form of communication between old friends. It was a bit rude to exclude her with no explanation. She didn’t want to spoil the evening. On the other hand, she didn’t want Pat to think he could just leave her like that. She stewed, played with her mirror, applied fresh lipstick, and finally walked out to the balcony where she was caught up in the night sounds and lights of Jerusalem.
Lost in reverie, thoughts far away of Larry and Mark Wagner. They would have been more considerate. She couldn’t picture Mark ever forgetting about her, even for a few minutes. A touch on her shoulders, kisses on cheeks brought her back to the present. Pat returned. Honeymoon resumed. She felt him press his hardness against her backside, fingertips caressing her waist, her bottom, and she turned and embraced him, a full body hug. Aware of a thickness inside his jacket, she was about to ask what it was when Samuel’s deep voice called out.
“My driver will return you to The Arcadia now. I hope to see you again before your holiday ends.”
She let go of the past and lived for the moment.
Chapter 18
After another delicious night of love making, Patrick rose early in high spirits after the brief meeting with Samuel. Now he would fulfill his mission and be free the rest of the week. He showered, dressed in a charcoal gray suit, starched white shirt, and power red tie. Attaché case in hand, he headed for the door, commitments on his mind. A compulsion to observe his wife stopped him in mid-stride. She slept, stretched out under the white blanket, long hair loose over the pillow and he was leaving her without a kiss, a touch, a something. He dropped the case, hurried over to the bed, and caressed his bride. Even in sleep, Emily smiled in response to his warmth.
“I’ll be back in a couple of hours,” he whispered. “Later, we can walk to the Walled City of Old Jerusalem. Once you’ve been there, it will be with you all your life. Guaranteed.”
“The only guarantee I’ll ever need is that you’ll be with me the rest of my life,” she murmured, rolling over.
An hour later, Emily was ready to explore. It would be an adventure to go out by herself. She dressed conservatively, as Pat had advised, in a long denim skirt and matching long sleeved shirt. Sneakers on, she headed out the door.
Ten minutes passed and from the front desk, Norith watched an anxious Emily return. “Shalom. May I be of assistance? I promised Patrick I would be your guide while he conducts business.”
Emily was relieved. “Shalom and thanks for your kind offer. I didn’t realize that most of the street signs are written with Hebrew symbols and the map confused me. I was lost minutes after I left here.”
Norith laughed, her white and gold smile displayed.
“This happens all the time. Ben Ari will be in charge while you and I go to Jaffa Street. This is a most interesting place to shop and see ordinary people going about their daily chores. You are dressed appropriately for this excursion. Since you have not had breakfast, we may buy food from the vendors. This will be an experience for you as well.”
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