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CHAPTER ONE

 


A limp object lay sprawled in the parking
lot where Dorrie was to meet her husband. It looked like, no it
couldn’t be...

Pulse pounding, she hit the brakes and flung
open the door. A few steps, and she stood staring in disbelief at
her husband’s still form. That red streak didn’t belong in Larry’s
salt and pepper hair, nor should it mar his olive skinned cheeks,
and trickle onto his white cotton shirt.

She groped in her purse for the smartphone.
Fingers shaking, she dialed 911. “There’s been an accident at the
Life is for Living Institute. I need an ambulance. Hurry,
please.”

A helpless feeling engulfed her. If only she
knew first aid, but in all her fifty-five years, she’d never
bothered to learn. She had to do something, but what? Bending down,
knees scraping the asphalt, she touched her husband’s hand. “Larry,
it’s all right. I’m here.” She wanted to be brave for him, but
couldn’t keep her voice from quavering.

He whispered something she couldn’t catch,
something about his iPhone.

“I found it on the nightstand, Larry. It’s
right here in my purse.”

“Dorrie, I want you to keep it.
Something’s…on it,” he gasped.

She bent closer. “I know honey, all those
songs and photos. They mean a lot to me, too. Don’t worry, when we
get home tonight, we’ll share them together.”

“No, more…Life is for Living isn’t…Forever
Young isn’t…”

He struggled to speak, but his voice faded
in and out. He probably shouldn’t talk. Where was that ambulance?
Her husband needed help.

Larry flashed a weak smile and looked
straight into her eyes. “Love ya,” he whispered.

Stifling a sob, she completed the ritual.
“Love ya, back.” In their thirty years of marriage, how often had
they said those words to each other?

His lips stilled. His hand slackened. His
brown eyes stared unseeingly, as his face froze into a smile.

This can’t be happening. Larry, you can’t
leave me. It’s too soon.

Blood rushed to her head. Roaring filled her
ears. Larry couldn’t be gone. She’d prove it. Dorrie bent to kiss
his lips. They felt warm and soft. He must be alive. Soon the
ambulance would come, the paramedics would fix him, and he’d be all
right.

She glanced again at Larry’s still form. The
truth hit, sucking her breath away. She didn’t need a medical
examiner to tell her what she could see with her own eyes. Larry
had left and would never return. Her stomach convulsed, her chest
heaved with sobs.

It shouldn’t end like this, not in the
middle of a parking lot. Larry deserved better. So did she.

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


Dorrie barely managed to pull a cream linen
jumper over her head and clasp her damp gray/blond hair into a
barrette before the doorbell rang. Lips set in a grim line, she
rushed downstairs to the front door. She’d been waiting for this
confrontation. Now she’d get to the bottom of things.

The peephole revealed Larry’s boss, Roman
Remington, standing before the backdrop of the blue Arizona sky.
She’d never met him in person, but recognized the long blond hair
and six foot frame of the Angel Man, famous for his infomercials.
Probably in his mid-thirties, he seemed more handsome in person
than on TV. Not that she cared about looks. She needed answers. The
man had some explaining to do.

Dorrie opened the wood planked door to an
assault of mid-morning sunlight. It struck her swollen eyelids,
making her squint.

“Mrs. Donato, thank you for agreeing to my
request. I’m dreadfully sorry about your husband, and wish I didn’t
have to disturb you at a time like this. I’ll get this over as
quickly as possible.”

When he’d called, she’d been in too much
shock to press issues. She didn’t feel any better now, but the
desire to know consumed her. She stood ramrod straight, hands on
her hips, staring up at him. “Before you come in, Mr. Remington,
I’d appreciate you enlightening me on a few matters.”

“Sure, anything you’d like, Mrs.
Donato.”

She flashed him an assessing glance, and
frowned. Though her world had collapsed, he appeared unruffled, as
if Larry’s death didn’t matter. What value did one employee hold in
the scheme of a multi-millionaire’s life?

Remington’s bland exterior belied
compassion, making her speculate what would make him react. If she
shoved him into the ocotillo cactus in back of him, would he flinch
when his flesh hit the thorns? She resisted the urge to find out.
More important matters required her attention.

“Mr. Remington, maybe you can explain
something to me. The police say they have no idea whose vehicle
struck my husband. Apparently, the plates were smudged and your
cameras couldn’t read the number. When I drove up, I didn’t see a
guard anywhere near the station. In fact, the gates lay wide open.
I’d expected more diligence from what I’d thought was a well run
operation.”

Irritation followed by regret, flashed
through his blue eyes. “Mrs. Donato, you have every right to
express your displeasure. Words can’t convey how deeply disturbed I
am. This tragedy should never have occurred. My guard should have
been there. That’s his job and he knew better. Believe me, I
questioned him immediately upon word of the accident. He explained
how an unanticipated intestinal emergency necessitated his
abandonment of his post before he could arrange a substitute. It’s
unfortunate his call of nature occurred at such an inopportune
time.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Unfortunate?
Inopportune? That’s not how I’d describe it.”

“I’m sorry if that came out wrong. I didn’t
mean to sound callous. Please, forgive me.”

Dorrie nodded in resignation. The excuse did
seem plausible. She couldn’t hold a grudge against anyone for being
in the throes of a bodily function beyond his control. The poor
guard probably felt bad enough as it was. Why make him suffer more?
Like air from a pricked balloon, her anger dissolved, leaving a
flat emptiness in its wake.

She moved aside. “You may as well come in
and take what you need.”

Mr. Remington bent down to pick up a
cardboard box and stepped into the front hall. She led him past the
family room with its cream and olive colored couches, recliners,
and sun resistant drapes, then down the main hall until they
reached the last room on the right.

“Here’s where Larry worked,” she said,
pointing to the den with its auburn and black jacquard carpeting
and teeming bookcases.

As she watched Mr. Remington enter the den
she and her husband had decorated right after putting their bedroom
together, a surreal feeling gripped her. It didn’t seem right for
anyone to invade her husband’s sanctuary. Then again, nothing
seemed right after the accident.

She bit her lip to keep it from trembling.
She’d done enough crying at the funeral on Saturday, which she’d
kept private, except for close friends and family.

It had been all she could do to cope with
her own and her in-laws’ grief, along with that of Larry’s best
friend, Keith Nash, and his brother Steve, whom she’d almost
married years ago.

They’d offered comfort as best they could,
though they’d all been reeling from the shock and pain. If only
Jeanne had been there for support when Larry’s casket was lowered
into the ground, but Dorrie couldn’t impose on her friend who
caretaked a very ill father.

Her mind had wandered off again. She had to
get a grip on herself while Larry’s boss was in her home.

Dorrie crossed into the room and handed Mr.
Remington the grey laptop computer from Larry’s battered desk. “I
believe this belongs to the Institute. It’s got one of your
stickers on it.”

“I don’t mean to pry, but you didn’t use it,
did you?”

“No, I have my own notebook computer in the
kitchen.”

“Were they networked?”

“No, Mr. Remington. Larry would never have
breached the Institute’s security.”

His face cleared with relief. She could
understand that. With all the viruses and malware going around, one
couldn’t be too careful.

Determined to make a good impression at his
new job, Larry had gone by the book, yet what had it gotten him?
How ironic to be struck down in the parking lot of the employer
he’d tried so hard to impress. All that care had gone for naught.
Her lip trembled. She composed her face to keep from crying.

Mr. Remington shot a sympathetic glance.
“This must be hard on you, Mrs. Donato, especially since you were
there when it happened.”

She swallowed hard. “Yes, it is difficult. I
don’t expect it to get better any time soon. Reality hasn’t sunk in
yet. Though I saw my husband buried, my mind plays tricks on me. I
keep expecting him to walk in the door any minute.”

Taking a shaky breath, she continued. “I’m
lucky I didn’t see the accident itself. If I had, I know it would
have been indelibly etched in my memory. When I got to Larry, I
barely had time to say goodbye.”

As the scene unfolded in her mind, her knees
shook and the room dimmed. She heard Mr. Remington say in the
background, “You can take comfort in the fact he didn’t suffer
long. That’s a blessing of a sort, isn’t it?”

“Yes, thank God. Still, you’d think the jerk
responsible would have had enough decency to stop and see how Larry
was. I can’t understand how anyone could be so heartless. That
person should rot in jail.”

“I understand your sentiments.”

She sighed. “I wish I could have gotten a
description, but all I saw was a silver SUV disappear up the
mountain.”

“That leaves it pretty much open. I own a
silver SUV myself.”

She gave a short laugh. “See what I mean?
Most likely I’ll never know.”

“You may be right. The driver is probably
too afraid to come forward and confess.”

She knew about fear, all right. Try sleeping
alone in an empty two-story house after living with a loved one for
thirty years. What good were stone walls surrounding her patio and
backyard when anyone could pick a lock and waltz right in? Every
creak in the middle of the night sounded like footsteps creeping up
the stairway and along the carpeted hall to the master bedroom
where she sleeplessly huddled. To call her misgivings the product
of an overactive imagination offered small comfort in the dead of
night.

She’d even resorted to leaving the lamps
lit, so it would look like she was moving around instead of tossing
and turning in a bed made for two. Her precautions wouldn’t fool a
savvy criminal, but were the only way she could cope.

God, she missed Larry. Not only because he’d
kept her company, but for a myriad of other reasons. He’d been her
soul mate, and the man she’d expected to grow old with. Tears
welled at the thought of spending Thanksgiving on Thursday without
him, not to mention Christmas and her senior years.

Dorrie bit her lip. She would not cry in
front of Larry’s boss. She must stay focused, and get him out the
door so he wouldn’t witness a breakdown. “Except for the books,
you’re welcome to take whatever you wish. It’s yours, by rights,
anyway.”

To keep out of his way, she crossed the room
to lean on the oak doorframe. In a haze, she watched him gather the
papers and folders from Larry’s battered brown desk and ill matched
cabinets to deposit in the cardboard box. Though Larry had had his
hopes pinned on a new desk from an office shop in Phoenix, he’d
been practical enough to wait until he could afford to pay cash.
Too bad he hadn’t given in and enjoyed that small luxury. No wonder
people say don’t deny yourself because life is too short. She
shivered, as the impact of the saying struck her.

Before long, the room took on a barren look,
as if Larry had never inhabited it. It didn’t seem right that
inanimate objects should survive their owners. At thought of the
randomness of death, her breath caught and her skull pounded. She
crossed her arms to ward off a fresh case of shivers.

Mr. Remington looked at her, his blue eyes
clouded with concern. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

“I think so,” she said, swallowing a lump in
her throat. Maybe she’d been wrong in her assessment of him. He did
seem to care about her feelings. Unfortunately, that made matters
worse. She couldn’t handle sympathy, not with the pain so fresh. If
only she could sink onto the floor and bawl her eyes out, but
sharing her misery was not an option.

He turned. “Anything else you can think
of?”

Dorrie straightened and gazed around the
empty room. He seemed to have gathered everything of concern, that
is, except Larry’s iPhone which she would not give up. She’d
purposely left it upstairs so Mr. Remington wouldn’t claim it. When
Larry had bought the phone a few months ago, he’d mentioned
something about setting it to sync documents to the work computer,
with the exclusion of private photos and songs.

The phone did contain classified information
which belonged to the Institute, but that aspect didn’t concern
her. She had no idea what the mumbo jumbo meant, and had no
inclination to decipher it. The phone had belonged to Larry, had
been bought with his hard-earned money, and he’d specified she keep
it. Those were good enough reasons not to hand it over to someone
who’d not appreciate the sentiments. She had, however, discontinued
its service to save money.

Right now she couldn’t face reminders of her
life with Larry, but when she was strong enough she’d like to
access those photos and songs. It was her right as Larry’s wife to
do so.

Her mind skittered again to other matters.
She must place an ad for Larry’s van as soon as Mr. Remington left.
Hopefully, she’d get a good price, enough to pay for the remaining
funeral expenses. She had so much to remember when it was so hard
to think.

Meanwhile, Mr. Remington looked at her,
expecting an answer. She avoided his eyes. “I don’t recall anything
else. You should have everything.”

He secured the strings over the hooks on the
box and picked it up. They walked across the Travertine tile to the
front door.

Hand on the wrought iron knob, he turned to
her. “Thank you, Mrs. Donato. Sorry again to disturb you.”

“I understand, Mr. Remington. You have an
important business to run. I can’t expect it to shut down because
of one person.”

“Not just any person. If it’s any
consolation, I considered your husband extremely gifted,
hardworking and a valuable asset. I’ll have a hard time locating
anyone approaching his capabilities.”

Her eyes welled again with tears. “Larry
would have been pleased to hear that. He so wanted to make good at
the Institute, and very much admired you. He called you a
genius.”

“It’s all in a day’s work.”

“Not everyone’s. You should be very proud of
yourself. You’ve invented such wonderful products: weight loss
pills without side effects, those age spot removers—oh, and that
Forever Young pill you’ll be introducing.”

He blinked. “Larry told you about the young
pill?”

“Nothing specific, only that he’d been
testing it for the Institute.”

Mr. Remington’s mouth set in a grim
line.

Dorrie gave a short laugh. “Don’t worry, Mr.
Remington. I know nothing about biogenetics. If I did, I’d be
applying for Larry’s job. Being a receptionist at the local high
school doesn’t bring in the big bucks, no matter how pleasant the
atmosphere.”

He put the box down. “Then, you’ll stay on
here in Scottsdale?”

“I can’t afford not to. With the real estate
market so tight, I can’t move anytime soon.”

He flashed an assessing look. “Would you
consider changing jobs?”

She gave a short laugh. “That’s about as
hard as selling a house. I haven’t noticed any plum positions I’d
qualify for.”

“I may have an opening at the Institute.
Send me your resume and I’ll review it.”

“Thank you Mr. Remington. That’s very kind.
After I get my head on straight, I’ll do that. I must admit,
though, my work history will show a gap. Before I was fortunate
enough to get hired by Foster High, I was out of the workplace for
five years caretaking my mother. She passed away shortly before
Larry and I moved to Scottsdale.”

“That’s a shame about your mother. You’ve
had double tragedies to deal with.”

She nodded. “I appreciate your sympathy, Mr.
Remington. It’s not been easy going, that’s for sure. Life goes on,
as they say. With the grace of God, somehow I’ll survive.”

“I’d like to help. Maybe you could tell me
more about your qualifications.”

“Oh, yes, sure. When Mom took ill, I’d been
working as an administrative assistant at an advertising firm for
fifteen years. Before that, I held various clerical positions. My
typing speed’s at least seventy, maybe better. I know shorthand,
but that’s obsolete these days. I’m also familiar with Dictaphones,
and have learned various programs from working at the school.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “Get me that resume
when you can. I might be able to dig something up.”

She thanked him for his interest and ushered
him out.

As she closed the door, she thought about
his possible job offer. If he found something, she may need to
leave the high school.

That would be a shame. Everyone there was so
friendly, even the principal, Candace Saunders, who treated faculty
and staff almost as equals, even going so far as to encourage them
to address her by her first name. In her forties, with bobbed
chestnut hair and kind hazel eyes, she didn’t look anything like a
typical principal, yet her classy mannerisms commanded respect. It
would be almost impossible to find another boss like her.

Squaring her shoulders, she resigned herself
to making the necessary sacrifices when the time came. For now, she
had other considerations, like making a call she’d avoided.

Dorrie climbed back upstairs to the bedroom,
where she found her purse sitting on the nightstand. She rifled
inside and dug out the smartphone. She should have done this
sooner, but hadn’t the heart to pour out her feelings again, even
to her best friend.

Jeanne picked up on the fourth ring. Her
cheerful voice turned to dismay when Dorrie explained what had
happened. “Shame on you. Why didn’t you tell me sooner? We’re
friends. That means sharing. You should not have gone through that
ordeal alone. Besides, Larry was like a brother to me. I would have
dropped everything to come to his funeral.”

“Sure, it would have been nice to have you
here, but I knew you shouldn’t leave your Dad. Don’t forget, I went
through the same thing with my Mom. I know how it is.”

“Sometimes you are too considerate for your
own good, Dorrie Donato.”

“No, just practical. You’re where you should
be.”

Jeanne sighed. “It would be helpful if I
could be in two places at once, but I haven’t figured out how to do
that yet. Listen, if you feel like crying on my shoulder, call
anytime, day or night. You’re my buddy, and I’ll always be here for
you.”

“Thanks, I needed that,” Dorrie said, voice
thickening. She wished her friend didn’t live so far away, but knew
their bond couldn’t be broken by distance.

 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


When Dorrie arrived at work the next day,
she found a beautiful floral arrangement and a card on her desk
signed by the staff members. Everyone, from Principal Candace, to
the cafeteria ladies, and even the fastidious sixth grade teacher,
Mr. Landscomb, stopped by to express condolences and offer
encouragement.

Toward the end of the day, Candace called
Dorrie into her office. “How are you making out?”

“I’m coping. It helps that everyone’s being
so nice.”

“You deserve it, Dorrie. By the way, I was
thinking, with Thanksgiving coming up on Thursday, you’re more than
welcome to spend the day with me and some of the other faculty
members at my place. I’ve been known to cook a mean turkey.”

“Thanks, Candace, I really appreciate your
offer, but I’ll have to decline. I don’t think I could handle that
yet.”

Candace nodded. “I understand, but if you do
change your mind, let me know. It’d be no trouble to set an extra
place for you.”

Thanksgiving arrived all too soon. As Dorrie
tried to eat an unpalatable frozen turkey dinner, she almost wished
she’d taken Candace up on her offer. Still, she knew she’d not have
made a pleasant dinner companion. How could she keep up a pretense
of thankfulness when inside she felt cheated?

The day stretched long. Maybe if she
concentrated on a project the time would pass. She’d meant to
finish the cross stitch pattern of a cardinal she’d brought with
when they’d moved from Wisconsin, and had since stored in the
closet. Maybe that would occupy her mind and time. Between her eyes
smarting, small holes in the pattern, and her mind straying to
remembrances of Larry and Mom, the distraction didn’t produce the
desired effect.

Sighing, she stored the paraphernalia back
where she’d gotten it. Maybe someday she’d try again.

Since she was already depressed, Dorrie
decided she may as well tackle her finances. As she switched on the
computer, she had a feeling she would not be happy with what she
saw.

Unfortunately, her misgivings were well
founded. The account register looked anything but appealing.
Selling Larry’s used van and cashing in on his life insurance
policy had barely covered his burial. Accumulated back bills from
Mom’s medical expenses, along with the additional expenses of
mortgage, taxes, utilities, insurance and food bills all needed
resolving. At least her health insurance payment didn’t amount to
much, since she received benefits through the high school plan. By
careful juggling, she could eke by a while, but not for long.

The days passed in dreary succession. Before
she knew it, Dorrie faced another holiday. Again, for fear of being
a wet blanket, she turned down an offer by a staff member to
celebrate the day with her and some of the others.

On Christmas Eve, it didn’t feel right going
to Midnight Mass without Larry, so Dorrie went the next morning
instead. Though someone sat next to her at the service, the spot
still seemed empty. Hearing the joyful choir voices hitting such
beautiful notes left her more depressed.

When she got home, she didn’t bother fixing
any special dishes. No sense in wasting good food.

Watching Christmas programs didn’t lift her
mind from her loneliness either, so she gave up and made an early
night of it. She may as well have stayed up late, for all the sleep
she got.

Though dragging, Dorrie welcomed work the
next day. While she sat in her cranberry colored suit at the
receptionist desk outside the principal’s office, trying to keep
her spirits up, and hoping she could afford to remain at such a
nice place, Candace’s voice came over the intercom.“Dorrie, can you
please come in here a moment.”

Something in Candace’s
tone didn’t sound right. Warmth spread to Dorrie’s face as dread
filled her. Please don’t let me lose my
job. That would be too much.

“Have a seat and make yourself comfortable,
Dorrie,” Candace said with a tight smile.

Dorrie groped backwards for the edge of the
vinyl chair, and gingerly sat down.

Candace cleared her throat. “As principal,
sometimes I have difficult decisions to make. I’ve just received
word our district is low on funds, and I’ve been ordered to cut
expenses. I value each and every member on staff here, but must
comply with the rules. I’ve taken a hard look at all the positions.
One way to cut back is to combine the receptionist and
administrative assistant jobs.

Here it
comes, Dorrie thought, heart
sinking. Candace feels bad, but hasn’t a
choice.

“Of course, you know Lauren, my
administrative assistant.”

Dorrie nodded.

“It turns out Lauren has missed being home
with her child for the past six months following maternity leave.
She regrets that the important milestones in her baby’s life keep
happening in front of the babysitter and not the child’s mother.
Though it will be a hardship financially, she’s decided to be a
stay-at-home Mom. I applaud her for her willingness to sacrifice
money for the sake of her family, and fully understand where she’s
coming from. You can never replay those important moments.”

“I know I’d feel the same, if I had the
opportunity,” Dorrie said.

Given the chance, she’d probably have
spoiled her child rotten. Unfortunately, such a blessing had never
occurred. No matter what her mind had longed for, her body had
refused to cooperate by producing a child to love.

“Lauren’s decision comes exactly at the
right time, Dorrie. Since you’re adept at handling our programs,
I’m hoping you’d be interested in trying your hand at the combined
position. Our budget could spare an extra one hundred dollars a
week, which I know isn’t much considering the added
responsibilities, but I’m guessing would come in handy for you
right now. What do you say? I have to warn you, if you’re not
comfortable with the change, I’m afraid I’ll have to let you
go.”

She wasn’t fired, thank God.

“Oh, please, I’d love to stay. The job
sounds perfect and the extra money would be a great help. I enjoy
working here and can’t bear the thought of leaving. Thanks so much
for asking me.”

“I couldn’t not think of you. You’ve done a
terrific job since coming aboard. You’ve always gone out of your
way to help Lauren. She’s told me how you often complete her tapes
and do various projects for her. That diligence will stand you in
good stead, making it easier for you to assume the dual role.”

“I hate not being busy, so I don’t mind the
extra work.”

“And I like your attitude. Then, it’s
settled to everyone’s satisfaction.”

Dorrie couldn’t believe it. For a change,
something had gone right.

***

A few days later, when she’d stepped into
the kitchen after work, she noticed her answering machine blinking.
She clicked on the message and found Mr. Remington had called about
a job opening. Just as well she needn’t apply. Going to work at the
same place her husband had died would not have been pleasant. She
could get by with the extra hundred a week at the school.

Still, no sense in burning bridges. To be
polite, she returned his call the next morning. “Thanks for the
offer, Mr. Remington, but I’ve had the good fortune of getting a
promotion and raise at the high school, and have decided to stay
there.”

“I understand, Mrs.
Donato. I’m glad things worked out for you.”

He sounded more peeved than glad. Maybe
she’d imagined the inflection in his voice. After all, with the job
shortage, he could choose from any number of applicants.

On Saturday, New Year’s Eve, she made an
early night of it so she wouldn’t be reminded she had no one to
kiss at the stroke of midnight. When Jeanne and Larry’s friend,
Keith, one after the other, called the next morning to wish her a
Happy New Year, she felt a little better.

After she became accustomed to the
additional work responsibilities, the days settled into a
predictable busy pattern. If only she didn’t have those long
weekends to fill in the empty house with only the radio and
television for company. She got a certain measure of comfort in the
mornings sitting in the backyard, watching the swallows fly into
their cacti nests, and listening to the doves and pigeons coo while
making their rounds. Also, she kept the hummingbird feeder filled
with nectar, so she could watch the flutter of the hummingbird’s
wings as they enjoyed their treats.

The nights still proved difficult. No matter
how hard she tried, she couldn’t get used to that empty space
beside her in bed. To think Larry’s snoring had bothered her so
much she’d sometimes wished he’d go to the guestroom and sleep.
She’d gladly suffer the noise if she could get him back even one
night.

Being by herself in the dark still made her
uneasy. To save electricity, she alternated between which lights to
turn on or off. If she got a dog, that would solve the safety
issue, but it wouldn’t be fair to leave the poor thing home by
itself all day.

***

Dorrie glanced at the school desk calendar
and frowned. Twelve weeks had passed since her world had collapsed.
She’d done her best to get on with life, but the pieces would never
fit back into place.

She broke off her ruminations when Mr.
Landscomb, the sixth grade teacher approached, with a lip and
nose-studded student in tow. The man was reputed to be a stickler,
but, judging from the energetic students in his classroom, he had
small choice if he were to survive.

“Ms. Donato, I’d like you to inform the
principal this young lady has committed an infraction of our
school’s rules and requires disciplinary action from the principal.
As you’re aware, it’s against school policy for students to wear
face rings or studs, yet this student has chosen to flaunt
authority.”

He pointed to the young girl sporting the
offending jewelry, along with blue dyed hair, tattered jeans and a
tie dyed tee shirt reading, “Express yourself.”

Restraining herself from bursting into
laughter at the student’s decorative display, Dorrie bowed her head
and nodded. Still tempted to laugh, she grabbed a notepad and pen.
“What’s her name?”

“Stephanie Dalton.”

“Okay, I’ve got it. Thank you, Mr.
Landscomb. I’ll make sure she’s attended to.”

The thin man nodded, and hurried down the
hall to his classroom, no doubt wondering what mayhem had occurred
in his absence.

She gave the girl a kind smile. “All right,
Stephanie, why don’t you sit here on the bench until the principal
is free to see you.”

Forehead knit, the girl plunked onto the
wooden seat. She clasped her hands tightly in her lap and stared
straight ahead, blinking rapidly. The poor darling. Dorrie had seen
such cases before. Getups like this were often worn in a desperate
bid for attention from the parents. How sad.

After getting the go ahead, Dorrie escorted
the young girl into the principal’s office. Candace would sort
things out. She always did.

Sure enough, after a few minutes Stephanie
re-emerged, sans studs, at least in any visible areas. Not only
that, she seemed more relaxed. Par for the course. Candace had just
the right touch. A few minutes later, Candace stepped out of her
office.

“You handled that situation well, as usual,”
Dorrie said.

“Thanks,” the principal said in a strained
voice.

“Is something wrong, Candace?”

The principal motioned to Dorrie. “Why don’t
you come into my office. I need to speak to you.”

Dorrie wondered if she’d not performed well
at her new position. She’d done her best to handle her duties, but
no matter how hard she tried to focus on work, her mind still
tended to wander.

Questions crept in
like, If I hadn’t encouraged Larry to
apply for the Institute job, would he have given up and be alive
today?, or If I’d
gotten to the parking lot a few minutes earlier, could I could have
warned him in time? She’d never know the
answers to those or any other questions tormenting her.

Dorrie stepped into the principal’s
office.

“Please close the door and sit down,”
Candace said.

The door squeaked as Dorrie closed it. She
slowly sank onto the cold chair.Candace frowned and shook her head.
“There’s no easy way to say what needs to be said.” She sighed hard
and seemed to catch her breath. “Ignoring this situation won’t make
it go away, so I may as well get it over with. The budget cuts
weren’t enough. Our district is in the hole. Foster High is getting
axed.”

Dorrie gasped. “No, you can’t be
serious.”

“I’m afraid so. The sad truth is our school
is closing.”

“That can’t be.”

“Here’s the letter explaining everything.”
Candace passed over a printed sheet on district letterhead.

We regret to inform you that budget
shortfalls force us to centralize the county’s school districts. As
of February 13, students of Foster and Darwin High Schools will
attend Greenberry High School. All staff at the Foster and Darwin
schools will be terminated and receive one month’s severance pay,
no matter how long their tenure. Health insurance benefits will
remain in effect throughout the month, after which Cobra will
apply.

“That’s crazy. I’ve heard terrible rumors
about Greenberry. Foster has much higher standards. Whoever made
this decision is way off base.”

Candace sighed. “Quality doesn’t count in
the scheme of things. Since Greenberry’s in the middle, geography
wins.”

“I don’t believe this. You’ve done a
terrific job. Losing Foster will be a huge blow to the
community.”

“Thanks for the compliment, Dorrie. I’ve
done my darnedest to provide a quality education for our students,
but I’m afraid in the present economy sacrifices are in order.”

“That shouldn’t be.”

Then again, lots of things shouldn’t be.
Panic spiraled in Dorrie’s stomach, making her nauseous. She’d
counted on this job to keep her sane and pay her bills. Now she’d
need to start over and search for a new position in the tight job
market. She had no guaranty she’d find another job soon, especially
one as ideal as what she was losing. Too bad she’d not taken Mr.
Remington’s offer. No doubt that position had been filled by
now.

“You’re such a great principal, Candace.
With your credentials, any school will be lucky to get you.”

The principal sighed. “I’ve been thinking
over the situation, and I’ve come to the conclusion I’m meant to do
something different with my life. My folks aren’t getting any
younger, and New York isn’t exactly a hop, skip and a jump away.
Occasional holiday visits really aren’t enough. It would set theirs
and my mind at ease if I lived closer to them. There may not be any
principal positions available there, but I could settle for
something else. It would be worth the sacrifice.”

Nodding, Dorrie said, “I don’t blame you,
Candace. I’d do the same.”

She wished she had parents to visit. She
didn’t remember much about Dad because he’d passed away after his
bout with lung cancer when she was in second grade, but Mom was a
different story.

Dorrie often remembered the good times, like
when they’d gone to the zoo together when she was a little girl,
and when she was older, sharing popcorn at the movies. Such
remembrances were tinged with sadness as Dorrie’s mind also flashed
back to the image of her mother pretending she wasn’t in pain while
her condition deteriorated. She’d been a good woman and hadn’t
deserved to suffer. Dorrie blinked rapidly to keep a tear from
falling.

“I know this must be hard on you, with only
a few weeks’ notice, especially in your current situation. If you
need a reference, I’ll be more than happy to provide one for any of
the positions you’ve held here: administrative assistant,
receptionist or the combination. You’ve admirably filled them all,
and I couldn’t have asked for a better worker. Please, I want you
to take whatever time is necessary to find something decent, even
if you need to use school hours to do so.”

“Thanks, Candace. I appreciate your
understanding and help. You’ve been such a great boss. I doubt I’ll
find another half as good.”

Candace flashed a warm smile. “I’m sure you
will, Dorrie. You’re diligent, punctual and have much to offer.
Now, listen, you’re the first I’ve told. There will be many others
I’ll call in, until I’ve spoken to them all. Please don’t let
anyone know of the situation beforehand. I owe it to each of them
to personally explain what has happened. It’s the least I can do,
and what every staff member deserves.”

“Don’t worry, Candace. You have my
word.”

Frowning, the principal reached for the
phone, “Well, I best get on with the chore.”

Dorrie stood up to leave. With her mind in a
fog, she stepped out of the principal’s office. She didn’t envy her
the task of breaking the news. It would be horribly hard for
Candace, since she was such a caring person and had known the
majority of the staff for ages. Dorrie had only been there a short
while, yet dreaded leaving. And what about poor Mr. Landscomb? The
man had poured his heart and soul into his job for over thirty
years. He could have retired ages ago, yet this place was his life.
Where would he go? What would he do? What about the other teachers,
the cafeteria ladies and the cooks? All would face unemployment
with small chance of finding a new job soon.

She ached for them almost as much as
herself, but dare not dwell on their predicament. She had her own
plight to resolve. If she didn’t find a job immediately, she’d be
in trouble.

Though the prospect of again proving her
worth to strangers was not appealing, it couldn’t be avoided.
Unemployment compensation could never keep her afloat, not with the
house payments and her other responsibilities.

As the staff members approached, Dorrie
smiled noncommittally at them, and tried to act as if nothing were
amiss, though her heart ached at what they’d learn.

“Mrs. Donato, do you know how long this will
be? My students are alone in the classroom,” Mr. Landscomb said,
coming up to her desk.

She’d known this moment would arrive. Afraid
she’d break down, Dorrie shook her head. He gave her a sharp look
and hastened into Candace’s office. This was not right. Someone as
dedicated as Mr. Landscomb should at least be allowed to transfer
to Greenberry instead of being dismissed. How could the district be
so cruel?

He re-emerged, shoulders slumped and eyes
downcast, not saying a word as he trudged back to his
classroom.

Finally, the school bell rang at
three-thirty. Dorrie had never been so happy to leave the place
she’d always loved.

At home, she dragged herself into the family
room. In slow motion, she sank onto the cream and olive recliner.
This new blow was too much. Everywhere she turned, bad news seemed
to follow. How many times could she pick up the pieces? How much
more could she handle?

“Lord, give me strength,” she said, quoting
one of Mom’s sayings.

As if in answer to her prayer, another of
Mom’s pet phrases flashed through her mind. “The Lord helps those
who help themselves.”

“Thanks, Mom, I needed that.”

Shamed into action, Dorrie climbed out of
the chair and into the kitchen. The expanse of cherry stained
cabinets, granite countertops, mosaic tiles, and stainless steel
appliances which had given her so much pleasure when she’d first
arrived at her home, now made her uneasy. Could she afford to keep
all this?

She crossed over to the corner and flipped
the switch on her laptop computer. A quick glance at the checkbook
balance and further calculations of her future bills reminded her
she didn’t have time to loaf. She reached for the newspaper on the
table. A perusal of the want ads revealed a few possibilities.
She’d check the websites of the companies, and while online, see
what else turned up.

Determined to think positive, she examined
the leads. She had skills. Her qualifications and referral from
Candace should stand her in good stead.

The search began. For the next few weeks,
Dorrie went on interviews during her lunch break and after work,
took typing tests, answered questions, and did everything she could
think of to get hired.

“You were less than a year at your last
job,” some employers said. After she explained why and showed a
copy of the school district’s letter, she still had to explain the
reason she’d been out of the work force so long before then. Was
she paranoid, or did they think she’d cooked up the story about her
mother? Sad to say, she couldn’t prove they were wrong, even if she
produced Mom’s death certificate.

Others found her job skills lacking. “If you
only knew spreadsheets, databases or other programs, we’d hire
you.”

She could take courses to beef up her
qualifications, but that would mean using up such precious
commodities as time and money.

Friday, February 10 came all too soon. After
a glum last day at Foster, Dorrie joined Candace and the other
faculty members for dinner at the family restaurant not far away.
They all smiled bravely, though from time to time they openly or
surreptitiously blinked back tears.

At home afterward, Dorrie’s stomach churned,
as she thought of the fear and sadness lurking in the eyes of her
dinner companions. No doubt they’d seen the same qualities
reflected in hers as well.

She had to find a job, but how? She’d
followed up on every likely ad, yet the results were discouraging.
Sighing, she stepped into the kitchen to check again, in case
something new had turned up.

She stared at the screen, knowing what it
said, yet not liking it. Life had turned out so wrong. The only man
she’d loved had died, as had her mother. She missed them both
dreadfully. She also missed her friend who lived miles away. Now to
top off her misery, soon she’d have no income to pay her pile of
bills. Would she soon be homeless? She didn’t enjoy wallowing in
self-pity, but how much more could she take?

The phone rang. Dorrie glanced away from
scouring the ads. She didn’t recognize the number on Caller ID.
Maybe it was a telemarketer, but she couldn’t take that chance. It
might be someone important. As she lifted the receiver, she decided
it was time to get rid of the landline and save money.

“How’re you doing, Mrs. Donato?”

Guilt filled her as she recognized Mr.
Remington’s distinctive voice. Though queasy at the prospect of
working at the Institute, she should have checked with him for an
opening.

“Oh, hi, Mr. Remington. Thanks for calling.
How am I? Well, I’d say, life could be better. I just lost my job
at the high school because of redistricting, so I’m back where I
started when I moved out here from Tomahawk. Since getting my
notice a few weeks ago, I’ve been job hunting everywhere, but no
luck.”

“Well, maybe that will change.”

“I hope so. Things are not looking up right
now.”

“Listen, I’ve already filled the position I
mentioned before, but I do happen to have another, much more
intriguing, if you’re up to a challenge.”

A spark of hope kindled inside of Dorrie.
Would he rescue her from her predicament?

“Tell me more. I’m willing to give almost
anything a try.”

“Mrs. Donato, why don’t you stop by my
office on Monday, say, ten in the morning, and we’ll go over what I
have in mind.”

After agreeing and hanging up, Dorrie
wondered if she’d done the right thing. Could she handle going back
to the scene of Larry’s accident? What would it feel like to gaze
at the spot where her husband had breathed his last? She shuddered,
imagining what the impact could do to her fragile state of
mind.

“You’re a big girl. You’ll get through
this,” she said, tilting her chin.

Still, it wouldn’t hurt to get a little
moral support. Dorrie punched in Jeanne’s number. She’d already
filled her friend in about the school’s closing right after hearing
about it.

“How’s the job hunt coming along,
Dorrie?”

“I don’t have one yet, but I do have a
possibility. I’ll tell you about it, but first, how’s your Dad
doing?”

“Could be better, to put it mildly. I’d give
anything to turn back the clock to before he fell on the black ice
in the driveway, setting off this whole miserable chain of events.
The poor man can’t do anything he loves, like fishing, hunting or
even something so ordinary as walking around the block. Even with
medicine, he’s in such pain that half the time he doesn’t feel like
eating. He’s wasting away, no matter how I keep after him to get
something down.”

“Can’t anything be done?”

“I’m afraid not. Every specialist I’ve
consulted, and there are tons of them, all say his back was broken
so severely an operation could paralyze him. Given the situation,
we dare not take the chance. He’s bad enough as it is.”

“I feel so sorry for Mike. He’s such a great
guy. He used to be so cheerful, too, with such a great laugh.”

“Well, not any more. I can’t remember the
last time he even smiled. I’m constantly monitoring him in case,
God forbid, he breaks down in a moment of weakness and does
something drastic. It’s heartbreaking to see him like this.”

“I know exactly how you feel. I had a hard
time dealing with Mom’s osteoporosis, especially near the end when
she was so helpless. It’s difficult to stand by and know there’s
only so much you can do.”

Jeanne sighed. “I guess we’re at that age,
you know, the time for reciprocating for all we’ve received, but
it’s not like a day at the ballpark, that’s for sure. Well, enough
about me. Now, spill. What’s happened on your end? You mentioned a
possible lead.”

“I do have something to report, but I’m not
sure if it’s good or bad. Larry’s boss, the Angel Man himself, says
he might have a job for me at the Institute. He’s invited me to his
office tomorrow to talk it over. It’ll be nerve racking facing that
place. I hope I’m up to it.”

“I appreciate what you’re going through, but
maybe if you get it over with, you’ll feel better afterward.”

“You may be right. Anyway, I did agree to
go, so I won’t back out now.”

“I wonder. If you didn’t call him, how did
he know you needed a job?”

“Not too hard to figure out. He knew I
worked at Foster High, and the school board cuts have been all over
the news.”

“It’s nice he thought of you, but be
careful. A man with his popularity is used to getting his way in
more ways than one. Don’t let him think he can hit on you, because
you’re lonely and a widow.”

Dorrie gave a short laugh. “Whatever made
you think of that, Jeanne? Need I remind you, I’m at least twenty
years older than the man and not exactly the most gorgeous woman
who’s walked the face of the earth?”

“Don’t sell yourself short, Dorrie. There’s
nothing wrong with your looks, and lots of men go for older
women.”

“Oh, please, you’ve got to be kidding.
There’s no reason for someone in his league to be attracted to me.
Besides, if such an unlikely event were to occur, I’d have no
trouble refusing him. Sex is the last thing on my mind. I miss
Larry too much.”

“Forgive me, little sister, for my warped
sense of humor. Sometimes I don’t think before I speak.”

For as long she could remember, though they
weren’t related, Jeanne had been dubbed big sister, and Dorrie the
little one. It was their way of acknowledging their significance to
each other.

“Thanks, Jeanne, I know you mean well. It’s
good to know someone out there cares,” Dorrie said, swallowing a
lump in her throat.

“Always have and always will.”

“Ditto.”

“On that note, I hear Dad
calling me, so I better see what’s going on. Let me know how the
interview goes. I’ll cross my fingers and toes and say lots of
prayers that something good comes of it.”

Thank God for Jeanne. Without her, Dorrie
didn’t know what she’d do.

***

On Monday, Dorrie steeled herself to make
the drive to the Institute. Her heart almost burst as she
maneuvered down the mountain road. When she made the turns near the
steep drop off, she couldn’t stop her hands from shaking on the
wheel.

Unlike the last time, after the trek down
the mountain, this time a uniformed guard stood at attention
outside his station and checked her ID. Was it the same person
who’d suffered the intestinal emergency the night of Larry’s death?
She didn’t have the fortitude to ask. As she drove onto the
straight stretch, she glanced ahead at the parking lot. Vehicles
crowded the area, yet Dorrie could still see the emptiness of that
horrible evening and the still form sprawled across the
asphalt.

She pulled into a parking spot not far from
the scene of the accident, and forced her trembling legs to propel
her out of the car. Tears clouded her vision as she stopped to
stare where she’d last seen Larry. Coincidence or not, that was the
only space empty.

“Lord, please help me cope. I miss him so.”
Her prayers drifted on the morning air of a sky blue day. The birds
chirped. A gentle breeze rifled her hair. Everything continued, as
if Larry had never been part of it.

She swiped at her eyes, hoping her mascara
wasn’t running. She did want to look professional for the
interview.

A second glance at the fatal spot set off a
wave of guilt. Was she doing the right thing? Didn’t Larry deserve
more respect? What was the matter with her?

“Larry, I’ll always love
you. I wish I didn’t have to do this, but I must go in there and
apply for a job. I hope you understand,” she whispered.

Her husband had adored his position at the
Institute. In a way, being here might make her feel closer to him.
Besides, at this point, she’d have to take what she could get.

Determined not to give in to self-pity,
Dorrie straightened her shoulders and headed for the front
entrance. Once she reached the glass door, she pressed the button,
gave her name and was buzzed in. A high heeled, suit clad
receptionist greeted her. “We’ve been expecting you. Right this
way, Mrs. Donato.”

Dorrie caught a quick glimpse of the
atrium’s vaulted ceilings, citrus trees and greenery bathed in
sunlight, before she was whisked into a modern, glass enclosed
elevator, which transported her to the third floor, and down a
hallway lined with geometrically patterned black and white
pictures. More patterned pictures lined the walls of the waiting
room, some with varying concentric purple circles in dizzying
patterns.

“Have a seat, please,” the receptionist
said, gesturing to a chrome and black chair.

Dorrie sank gratefully onto the chair, which
proved surprisingly comfortable, despite its sparse appearance.

Once the woman had left, Dorrie wiped her
moist hands on the skirt of her navy blue suit. Job hunting, even
without the impediment of disturbing memories, didn’t top her list
of fun things to do.

The muffled tread of footsteps on the grey
patterned carpet alerted her that someone approached, even before
the door opened to reveal Mr. Remington, perfection himself in a
tan suit and cream colored shirt.

Looks weren’t everything. As in her first
impression of the man, he seemed plastic, without dimension, like
an actor in a commercial.

He gestured her inside. “Mrs. Donato, come
this way, please.”

They walked past a populated area of
cubicles, from which resonated the click of keyboards, and then
proceeded down another grey carpeted hallway to what appeared to be
a separate office suite.

Once inside, she noticed three doors leading
off the hallway, two of which were closed. He led her to the open
one. Royal blue and gold carpeting lent an impression of richness,
even without the added dimensions of the massive mahogany desk,
cordovan leather couch and matching chairs.

“Please, have a seat,” he said, pointing to
a chair facing the desk.

The entire room spelt quality and
meticulousness, from the comfortable, yet supportive chair where
she sat to the other tasteful accoutrements. She wouldn’t expect
less from a man of such genius and talent.

“Now, Mrs. Donato, let me be up front. The
position I’m offering involves an extreme amount of risk, but the
benefits far outweigh them.”

That didn’t bode well. She held back a frown
of disappointment. He had to know from their previous conversation,
plus her résumé, her qualifications lay in the areas of office
work, such as receptionist or administrative assistant. Why mention
something else?

“What kind of position?”

“I’m getting to that. First, promise to keep
an open mind. This job could be the opportunity of a lifetime. It’s
different and exciting, perfect in your situation, and involves my
new invention, the Forever Young pill.”

She nodded. “Oh, yes, the promising pill
Larry helped you tweak.”

“That’s right. Well, as you know, your
husband played a role in its development, by ironing out some of
its minor bugs. I’m almost ready to offer the pill to the general
public, but one last step is involved. This is where you can come
in.

What I’m offering is a chance for you to get
in on the ground floor, and play a pivotal role, much as your
husband did, but in an even more electrifying way. The tests have
been successfully concluded. From every indication, the pill is
absolutely safe. What I need now is a pioneer, someone from your
age group, who will accept the challenge and get the ball rolling.
Should you accept this position, you’d be the first person to take
the Forever Young pill, be transported to the age of your choice,
and become its official spokesperson.”

She gaped at him in disbelief. He couldn’t
be serious. “Mr. Remington, no offense. I’d like to help you, but
that’s going too far. Down the line, I might be tempted to try your
pill, but right now at the beginning, before anyone else does,
that’s way too scary.”

“Now Mrs. Donato, please don’t say no
without hearing me out. Think of the substantial benefits. Wouldn’t
you like to be young again?”

She gave a short laugh. “Of course. What
person my age wouldn’t dream of turning back the clock? Sure, my
body isn’t what it used to be, but it’s something I have to accept.
What you’re suggesting sounds dangerous, and I’m not a risk
taker.”

He leaned across the desk, his blue eyes
staring into hers. “Think about it. You could stay whatever age you
want and never grow old.”

“You mean live
forever?”

“It’s possible, if you’re
careful. What I offer is, protected by your chosen age; you’d be
immune to the host of maladies and diseases associated with growing
old. You’d also be immune to viruses and other illnesses. However,
nothing’s perfect. There are still other ways to die, but believe
me, you’d have a greater chance at longevity on this pill than
without it.”

A picture of Larry splayed across the
parking lot flashed through Dorrie’s mind. Yes, there were other
ways to go. Her husband hadn’t even lived his natural life before
it was stolen from him. A shiver raced up and down her spine.

Still, she had to admit Mr. Remington
sounded convincing. Of course he did. He had the gift of
persuasion, as evidenced by his previous success.

“To say the least, what you suggest sounds
appealing, Mr. Remington, but I still can’t take the chance.”

“Don’t be too hasty. I know you loved your
husband and miss him, but would he want you to be unhappy? I’m
offering you the opportunity to start a brand new life as a young
person, free of the infirmities of age.”

“But couldn’t I get that chance later, after
other people have tested your pill?”

“Of course, but why wait when you can enjoy
the pill’s benefits now, along with the added celebrity and a very
handsome recompense?”

“Let’s say I did agree, what exactly would I
do?”

She must be crazy to even entertain the
idea, but the bizarre concept piqued her curiosity.

“When you’re not taping or participating in
live commercials, you’d be working directly under me transcribing
dictation, answering telephones, and promoting the product. You’d
receive a tidy initial amount, which would increase in increments,
as you progress through the various phases. Your main payback would
be the priceless benefits of the pill.”

The sum he mentioned would solve her debt
crisis and certainly keep her solvent.

“The idea is tempting, and I do need a job,
but I’m still not sure. Like I said, it’s dangerous.”

“So is growing old. I’ll give you a week to
come up with an answer.”

She didn’t blame him for the ultimatum. He’d
spent time and money perfecting his product. If she didn’t want it,
no doubt someone else would gladly accept the challenge, especially
with so much money involved.

Dorrie stood up. “Thanks, Mr. Remington. I
appreciate your considering me, and will certainly think it
over.”

 


 


 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


Dorrie stepped into the bedroom. Tomorrow
the week would be up. Mr. Remington would expect an answer.

She slipped into her oversized tee shirt,
climbed onto the bed, and steeled herself for another sleepless
night. As expected, the pattern continued. Her mind insisted on
reliving the memories that refused to fade. She missed Larry’s
touch, the feel of his arms around her, the magic of their
lovemaking. Those moments had been precious and special, though no
child had ever been born of them. Dorrie sighed. It would have been
nice to have a part of her husband left to cherish, but that wasn’t
meant to be.

Though she couldn’t stop thinking of Larry,
she still hadn’t the strength to look at the photos on the iPhone.
It lay in the safety deposit box where she took it out Saturday
mornings to charge at the café not far from the bank. Someday she’d
feel comfortable keeping the iPhone at home and facing the
reminders of her past. Right now even thinking of the connection
between the phone and Larry’s passing haunted her.

So many dreams and hopes which would never
come true, yet so many good times they’d shared. For their tenth
anniversary, she’d come home from work to find a standing rib roast
in the oven, complete with baked potatoes and other fixings. That
wasn’t all. After dinner, Larry had said, “And now for something
really classy. Come with me, my dear.”

“Where to?”

“You’ll see.”

Leaving the dishes on the table, they’d
dashed out to his car. After driving across town, Larry stopped at
the mystery destination, Dairy Queen, where they happily consumed
yummy ice cream Blizzards.

Another time she’d turned the tables on
Larry with a surprise party for his thirty-fifth birthday. He’d
asked why, but she’d insisted it was the perfect time to surprise
him since he’d never suspect it.

“You got me on that one,” he’d said, as they
undressed in the bedroom after the guests had left.

She’d been dead tired after playing hostess,
but when he’d reached across the bed to take her in his arms, she’d
readily acquiesced. Their lovemaking had always been tender and
special. She could never deny him. If she did, she’d be denying
herself.

So many other memories crowded her
mind—birthdays, Christmases, other holidays, plus the not-so-good
times, like colds and the common ailments which cropped up and
disappeared.

And the really bad times, when Mom’s health
declined. A broken hip, two replacement surgeries which never took,
more repercussions, as the worsening effects of osteoporosis piled
up, all left Mom a victim, unable to navigate on her own.
Medication proved a poor weapon against the advancing toll of such
a crippling disease. Caretaking Mom drained their finances and
stole valuable time from their marriage, yet Dorrie couldn’t bear
the thought of abandoning her to a nursing home. Larry unselfishly
supported her in her choice to keep Mom with them.

Then one afternoon she’d heard Larry’s car
pull into the garage. Smiling, she wondered if it could be a
holiday she’d forgotten. Not working a day job tended to make all
her days seem similar.

The smile died on her lips when Larry,
slumped shoulders and heavy steps, trudged into the living room
where she and Mom had been watching television.

“What’s wrong, honey?”

He gave her a wounded look. “Bad news. I lost my job.”

She gasped. “They let you go after twenty
years? I can’t believe it.”

“It’s not just me. Keith, too, everyone at
Tomahawk Chemical. They ran out of money. Something about poor
investments. Today’s my last day.”

“Oh, my God. This is too much.”

“I’m sorry, Dorrie.”

“It’s not your fault. You don’t need to
apologize.”

As Dorrie rushed to hug her husband, Mom
also offered sympathy. Her embarrassed look made Dorrie feel worse.
Her mother had to be thinking what a burden she was, though she
didn’t come right out and say it.

A month later, Dorrie’s heart ached as she
watched Larry congratulate Keith, on the eve of his departure.
Keith, also a biochemist, had secured a position at Chicago Chem,
where he could put his talents to use. She wished him luck, while
wondering if desperation would force her and Larry to move as
well.

With Larry’s specific talents, his leads
were limited. He searched high and low, but nothing materialized
until a month later when he mentioned an ad from a laboratory in
Arizona. “I know it’s far, but if they hire me, we could get back
on our feet and out of debt. Believe me, hon, I’ve looked, but
there’s nothing here.”

She bit her lip, and nodded in agreement.
Practically speaking, she knew he was right, but felt a pang at
abandoning her home. She’d grown up in this town and knew no other
lifestyle except here in the North Woods. In times of stress, all
she need do was walk outside, watch the swaying pine trees and
breathe in their Christmassy scent for her burdens to lessen. She
never tired of watching the deer, chipmunks, rabbits and other
wildlife meander to the backyard feeders which she kept filled,
despite their desperate finances.

When the Institute paid for Larry to fly
over for an interview, she guiltily hoped something would be wrong
with his credentials. It wasn’t right to think that way,
considering their financial straits, but couldn’t help herself.
Deep down she knew she was only fooling herself. Tomahawk was a
lovely place to live, if they could afford it. Unfortunately, they
couldn’t. Keith had accepted that fact. It must have devastated him
to leave. If he could do it, so could they.

Larry had lost his friend to distance. Would
she lose her best friend, Jeanne, the same way? If that’s what it
took, no matter how hard it would be, she’d do it for Larry’s sake.
He’d sacrificed a lot for her, taking Mom into their home. He’d not
complained when she’d quit her job to stay home with Mom, though it
meant less money coming in. Nor did he object when they dipped into
their personal savings to pay for Mom’s medical expenses. If he
wanted that job, much as she’d rather stay put, she’d not stand in
his way.

Calamity struck when Mom suffered a fatal
stroke from a blood clot the doctor attributed to inactivity. Mom’s
valiant fight had ended. Dorrie missed her dreadfully, but felt
relieved Mom was at peace, with the suffering over.

A few weeks later, when Larry received a job
offer from the Life is for Living Institute, she’d put aside her
misgivings and rejoiced with him. His joy became contagious. Soon
she got into the spirit of adventure, believing change would do
them both good.

His new employer arranged for the sale of
their home and for their furniture to be shipped to one they’d
chosen online. When they’d walked inside their new home for the
first time, she’d smiled with delight. “Looks like we made the
perfect choice. I love it,” she said, turning to Larry.

He put his arm around her, “Love ya,
honey.”

“Love ya, back,” she said, barely getting
the words out as he crushed her to his chest, lifted her off her
feet and swirled her about the room. The future seemed as bright
and beautiful as the blue skies and sunshine of Arizona. Blinking
back tears in her lonely bed, she wondered if she’d ever feel such
joy again. It all seemed so hopeless.

Or was it?

The Angel Man offered her a way to redirect
her life. She could start over again, in a way she could never
imagine. Not only would she be young again, but she’d stay that
way. It seemed impossible, yet in his genius he’d assured her it
would work. Through the success of his other products, he’d already
earned a great reputation. Would this one work as well?

What if it didn’t? She’d be the guinea pig,
trying an untested product which could ruin her health, and might
not realize the consequences until it was too late.

No, I can’t do it. It’s too much to ask.

A picture of Mom lying helpless and scared
flashed through Dorrie’s mind. Heart dropping, she sat upright in
bed. Six months ago her own baseline bone density scan had read
minus one, denoting osteopenia, the first stage of the disease
which had destroyed her mother. Frightened by the news, Dorrie had
begun a regimen of exercise, Vitamin D, Calcium and other
medication to ward off the eventual ill effects, but she had no
guaranty her efforts would work. That and more hadn’t helped
Mom.

Life was not good. Her job searches had been
unsuccessful. Bombarded by memories of the past and worries about
the future, she couldn’t sleep most nights. During the day, she
walked around like a zombie, functioning, but barely living. She
could do better.

Always the serious one, all her life she’d
followed the safe path. She’d weighed every decision, even the most
trivial, like where and when to get a haircut. Unfortunately, all
her planning had not prevented tragedy from striking twice, first
to Mom, then Larry. She could muddle along, and if she were lucky,
maybe someday she’d find a job, which she may or may not like. If
the pill proved to be safe and effective, she might get up enough
nerve to try it. Or, she could be a pioneer, do something radical,
and change her life drastically.

What was the worst outcome? Dying? If that
happened, she’d see Larry again. Maybe it would be worth it.

She shouldn’t think that way, welcoming
death.

Morning light wiggled through the edges of
the bedroom’s floral drapes. Dorrie sat propped against the
pillows, pondering her choice. Remington wanted an answer. She’d
have to say something, but what?

 


 



CHAPTER FIVE

 


Dorrie reached for the phone beside the bed.
Palms clammy, heart thumping, she waited for Mr. Remington to
answer. After a perfunctory hello, he got to the point. “Mrs.
Donato, have you made up your mind?”

She took a deep breath. What she’d tell him
would shape her future, be it for good or bad.

“I’ll do it,” she finally blurted out.

“I’d hoped you’d say that.”

The smile in Remington’s voice seemed
genuine, but it didn’t stop her legs from shaking beneath the
sheet. Good thing she had the bed for support, or she’d
collapse.

She tried to listen to his next words, but
couldn’t concentrate on such trivialities as when and where to
meet, when her mind dwelt on the frightening step she’d agreed to
take.

“I’m sorry, could you repeat that? I’m a
little nervous right now. ”

“Understandable. Let me run through it
again. Come in the side door tomorrow at nine. Don’t dress up. Wear
something casual, like you’d wear at home. We’ll shoot a few before
shots and videos. You’ll take the pill, and be on your way. It’s as
simple as that.”

He made it sound like an everyday
occurrence.

“Okay, I think I can handle it.” Her voice
sounded weak, but this was a huge step out of her comfort zone. Was
this Dorrie Donato or some alien being which had taken over her
body and agreed to such an outlandish experiment? The way her life
twisted around lately, nothing surprised her.

After she’d hung up the phone, she still
couldn’t believe she’d actually said yes. Even more surprising was
the weird adventurous streak shooting through her. Grief must have
left her unbalanced, making her go off the deep end. She couldn’t
think of any other reason for her atypical state.

The next morning, while alternating between
fear and excitement, she changed outfits dozens of times. She
usually wore jeans and a tee shirt around the house, but wanted to
look special for the camera. She finally settled on the velour
jogging suit she’d bought in a shortlived fitness craze.

On the way to the Institute, fighting fear
and dread, she gripped the steering wheel tightly and tried to
concentrate on driving. When she turned into the parking lot, she
studiously avoided staring at the spot where Larry had lain.

Her fingers trembled as she followed
instructions and pressed the doorbell at the side entrance. Mr.
Remington himself answered and whisked her down the hall and into
what looked like a family room, complete with a gold couch, walnut
end tables, glowing lamps and a gas burning fireplace. The homey
surroundings eased her nerves, until she noticed the cameraman with
his equipment in the far corner. What had she gotten into?

Mr. Remington gestured toward the couch, and
then motioned for the taping to start. She answered inane questions
about age, weight and health, before he got to the grist of the
interview. “Why are you taking the young pill?”

“It’s a marvelous opportunity to turn back
the clock, and I want to be young again. My bones are already
thinning, and that’s not good. My Mom had osteoporosis and suffered
a horrible death because of it. I don’t want to go through what she
did.”

At thought of her mother’s suffering, her
voice broke. She bravely continued. “Along with my fear of
following in Mom’s footsteps, there are plenty of other reasons to
be young. I used to have loads of energy, could eat what I wanted
without gaining weight, and still had great cholesterol readings.
Then my thyroid gave out and slowed down my metabolism. I take
pills to combat the affects, but they’re not perfect. I dye my
hair, but it’s not like before. If I wear shorts, my varicose and
spider veins stick out. I’m even more embarrassed by all the
wrinkles on my face.”

Wow, she’d come up with more reasons than
she’d realized. They were all true, yet if by some miracle Larry
came alive again, she’d gladly put up with aging for the chance to
grow old with him. Unfortunately, that could never happen.

Mr. Remington signaled for the cameraman to
stop. “Great job, Dorrie. Very convincing. Now, if you would,
please stand by the fireplace and we’ll take a few shots.”

Following instructions on body placement,
she adopted the various poses, then answered additional questions
designed to emphasize her fearful senior status.

After the questions, he handed her a small
plastic bag. “Mrs. Donato, I’d like you to put this on, please. The
bathroom is over there,” he said, pointing to a closed door.

Dorrie glanced inside the bag, then cringed.
What she saw was the tiniest bikini she’d ever laid eyes on. She’d
never worn one that small, even when she’d owned a decent figure.
In her present situation, every pound accumulated through her
entire life would stick out and look hideous.

“Is this absolutely necessary?”

“I’m afraid so, if we’re
to measure your before and after. Don’t be nervous. It’s purely
professional.”

Of course. Who on earth would be attracted
to anyone in her lumpy condition? Still, flaunting her flab would
be extremely embarrassing. She didn’t much care for this part of
the adventure.

On reluctant feet, she stepped into the
bathroom. Once there, she quickly donned the suit without looking
at herself in the mirror, except at the last minute to make sure
nothing vital showed. She wanted to get this ordeal over as quickly
as possible. She had to be insane to make such a spectacle of
herself, even more insane to think his pill would work. Where were
her brains?

Hand on the knob, she took a deep breath.
She’d stroll out the door and pretend she wore bikinis all the
time. Easier said than done, when her knees knocked from fright as
she walked. She wanted to sink into a hole as Mr. Remington and the
cameraman eyed her.

The session lengthened. Boredom and
irritation set in. Her legs, arms, and back ached from striking
poses for the shots and videos.

“That should do it. You can change now,”
Roman finally said.

With relief, she stepped into the dressing
room and changed back to her jogging outfit. When she’d re-emerged,
he said, “You’ve done very well, Dorrie. For the next step, we’ll
go to my office where I’ll administer the first pill.”

An icy shiver raced up and down her spine.
She’d been so busy with the superficialities of posing she’d almost
forgotten the reason for the publicity. Could she do this to
herself?

 On
unsteady legs, she quietly followed Roman and the cameraman down
the hall and up the glass elevator. This time all the doors lay
open in the suite, instead of only the one used for the
interview.

They entered the first area, which looked
more like a living room, with two cranberry colored recliner
chairs, matching couch, end tables, and soft lighting from
strategically placed floor lamps shining on the black and grey
carpet. To one side a modern kitchenette gleamed. The cameraman set
up his gear in the corner.

As soon as the green light appeared, Mr.
Remington waved her to a chair, where she gratefully sank. With
sweat dripping to the back of her velour suit, she watched him step
to the refrigerator and remove a bottle of water.

Next to the refrigerator, he tapped a wall
tile to reveal a built-in safe. He entered a combination, reached
inside, and withdrew a tiny pill bottle.

Holding both, he walked up to her. “Are you
ready?”

Dorrie’s stomach felt queasy. She ran her
dry tongue over her upper lip. Maybe she should say no, and live
life like everyone else.

Did she really want to? Lately everything
seemed so meaningless. In the past month her husband had died, and
her job had vanished, not to mention, she had no family to speak of
and her smattering of friends lived nowhere nearby. She’d almost
asked Jeanne’s advice, but instead decided to control her own
destiny.


Though a search on the the web hadn’t
produced any results about the young pill, it couldn’t be
dangerous. No matter how much Larry had needed a job, he wouldn’t
have worked at the Institute if he didn’t believe in its products.
He’d been assigned to vet the young pill, and someone with his
qualifications would have noticed any flaws in the pill’s formula
and notified Mr. Remington of them. She’d trust his judgment and
not back out. Only good would come of this.

Dorrie squared her shoulders and looked up
at the Angel Man. “Yes, Mr. Remington, I’m ready.”

“Roman,” he said, handing her the pill.

She nodded, with her mind more occupied on
what she was about to do than on his first name offer.

“This should take you back to twenty-four,
the age you requested. Now remember, it won’t happen all at
once.”

Again, a surreal feeling gripped her, like
when she’d seen Roman in Larry’s den.

As she reached for the pill, her fingers
shook so much she almost dropped it. Taking a deep breath, she
grasped it tightly, and then placed it on her tongue. He opened the
water bottle and handed it to her. She gulped both the water and
pill down, then handed the bottle back.

“That will be all,” Roman told the
cameraman.

My God, she’d done it. She didn’t know
whether to be proud or angry with herself. She told herself to stay
calm and not get upset. What did it matter what happened to her?
She was only a tiny speck in a crazy, mixed-up universe. If the
pill didn’t behave as promised, so be it. No, that wasn’t the right
attitude. She must think positive. The pill would work and she’d be
young again, with a new and exciting life ahead of her.

As the coolness of the water swirled into
her abdomen, a tiny voice inside of her whispered she’d made a
mistake.

***

The morning after her first dose, though she
knew it was too soon, Dorrie couldn’t resist checking the bathroom
mirror for signs of improvement.

The creases between her eyebrows, and the
wrinkles lining her eyes and her mouth still stared at her. It was
too early, but she couldn’t help hoping anyway.




As she drove to the Institute, she tried not
to second guess. Good grief, she’d already made her choice. Would
she feel such uncertainty every time she took the pill?

When she stepped from her Hyundai onto the
asphalt, again she averted her eyes from the tragic spot. She
started to walk, but her legs shook even more than the day before.
It was almost as if they were telling her to go back to the car and
drive home. She’d taken the pill only once. If she stopped now,
maybe she’d be normal. If she continued on instead, she placed
herself in danger of contracting cancer or some other kind of
disease. Then again, wasn’t growing old a disease?

Remember, Mom,
she told herself. Her mother’s plight was reason
enough to reach out and press the doorbell. From now on, she’d not
question her decision. Head high, Dorrie smiled at Roman when he
answered, then followed him to his office. She’d reaffirmed her
decision and that was that. No more pondering and
obsessing.

Each day, as Dorrie took the pill in Roman’s
office and allowed her appearance to be documented, she ignored her
negative feelings. It had to be all right. She felt fine, in fact,
more energetic than ever. Even her aches and pains had started to
disappear.

After a month, the wrinkles began to fade,
as did the veins and cellulite on her legs. In another month’s
time, her gray hair reverted to a vibrant blond without dye.

Roman smiled with approval, as he lined her
up for another bikini shot where she’d previously stood in her
lumpy body. When his eyes raked her figure, she still felt
embarrassed, but at least now she didn’t also feel ashamed. In a
different lifetime, Larry had glanced at her like Roman did now.
Her heart ached at the reminder.

“Where’s that happy smile?” the cameraman
coaxed.

Shaking off melancholy, Dorrie turned her
lips up. Nothing could be gained from dwelling on her losses. A
lifetime of promise lay ahead of her, even if it didn’t include
Larry.

Roman administered another pill in his
office. After the taping had finished and the cameraman had left,
he said, “You’re progressing on target. Tomorrow I’ll give you
alternate IDs and credit cards with your actual name, but a later
birth year.”

Dorrie’s spirits soared when he handed her
the cards, evidence the pills were really working.

As the changes advanced, Dorrie’s hair
shone, her skin grew soft and supple. Instead of size fourteen, she
went down to a seven. What a pleasant transformation from saggy to
firm. How could she have hesitated to take this marvelous pill?

Before long, three months had passed. After
another taping session, Roman shot her an assessing glance. His
wide smile told her he was pleased with the results. “You’re ready
for the next step, Dorrie. Tomorrow, you’ll be my assistant.”

Since she’d lived in semi-isolation during
the reversion process, it would be a welcome change to mingle with
others in the light of day. Starting work in a new persona would be
fun, almost like a college student on the first day of class. At
last she could do something constructive besides cataloging and
admiring her looks.

She smiled back at Roman. “I’m looking
forward to it.”

***

On Wednesday morning Dorrie couldn’t keep
the spring from her step as she strode to the side door of the
Institute. Roman met her downstairs and rode up with her in the
elevator. When they arrived at his office, after administering the
pill, he handed a small bottle to her. “I’m leaving the pills in
your hands now. This will hold you down the rest of this month and
through June. Remember, to take one each morning. I’m sure I don’t
have to stress the importance of staying on the regimen.”

“I’ll definitely do that.”

He then led her through an adjoining door to
a smaller space. Dorrie glanced around the room and smiled, taking
in the slate colored office furniture, state of the art computer,
blush colored wall coverings and matching carpet. Her surroundings
seemed a dream come true, as were her looks. She’d work extra hard
to show appreciation for what Roman had done for her.




“You like?”

“How could I not? It’s gorgeous.”

Dorrie eagerly listened as he described the
equipment she’d use, along with the other aspects of her job.

Unlike the old-fashioned transcription
machine she’d grown used to, the digital one here didn’t require
tapes. Roman’s words magically sounded in her earphones by means of
an onscreen computer program.

The Institute’s other software didn’t match
any she’d used before, yet contained the usual commands, so it
shouldn’t be hard to figure out.

“Ready to start?”

She nodded. “Bring it on.”

Roman only dictated a few letters to begin
with, which she found easy to master. After a stress free morning,
she meandered to the company cafeteria for lunch. Fumbling in her
purse for her wallet, she balanced her tray with the other hand. A
bump from behind made her tray almost topple, but she righted it in
the nick of time.

She turned to see the cause of the
commotion. A dark haired twenty something girl flashed a smile.
“Sorry.”

The warmth in the girl’s eyes made Dorrie
smile back. “No problem, nothing lost.”

Maybe it was her new brave self, but
suddenly Dorrie found herself adding, “Do you have anyone to sit
with?”

“No, I’m kind of new here. I’m Kelly
Kingston.”

“So am I.” She laughed. “No, that’s not what
I meant to say. I’m Dorrie Donato. I’m new here, too.”

Kelly’s infectious laugh followed. They
found an empty table on the side and laid down their trays. As they
talked, they connected on a subliminal level as if they’d known
each other forever. Dorrie would have liked to share more about her
exciting job, but unfortunately couldn’t divulge any of the
incidentals. That was a secret she mustn’t share, though she was
burning to do so. She wondered what Kelly would think when she
found out. Hopefully, she’d not be offended by the evasion, and
they’d stay on speaking terms.

A few days later Roman stopped by Dorrie’s
desk to say, “You’re off Monday for Memorial Day. Tuesday, be here
bright and early for priming on the Forever Young news conference
following right afterward.”

Her smile vanished. Though she’d been shot
endless times by cameramen and photographers, she’d never
experienced a live broadcast. If she made any kind of mistake,
thousands, no, millions, might see it. Would anyone she knew be
watching?

Catching the terrified look on her face,
Roman patted Dorrie on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, sweets, you’re
gorgeous. It’s almost a waste of money, given your natural beauty,
but I’ve ordered a hair stylist and makeup artist for you.”

“Thanks. If I look that good, it’s because
of you, Roman.” She owed him so much she could never repay him.

“Nonsense. You had the raw material to begin
with.” He flashed a smile, which would have melted her heart if
Larry didn’t still own it.

Roman went on to instruct her about her
role, saying, “The before-and-after film and photos will provide a
major portion of your role.”

Dorrie grimaced at thought of how she’d
looked before.

Roman smiled reassuringly. “Don’t worry.
When they witness the results, you’ll be more than vindicated. Your
stint will be simple. Smile, turn around a few times, say a few
words, and look pretty.”

The old Dorrie still cringed at the thought
of people staring at her. She needed to get over that. She had
nothing to be ashamed of now. She looked young and pretty, like
when she and Larry had dated. The thought sliced a fresh cut in her
heart. How could she get used to being without him? She dare not
think of Larry or she’d bawl.

“Is there a problem?”

“Just a little stage fright. I’ll get over
it, I’m sure.”

She better. Compared to what Roman had given
her, what he wanted in return wasn’t much.

***

Saturday, Larry’s friend, Keith Nash, called
to see how she was doing. After a mental debate, she chose to fill
him in. “You better sit down. You will not believe what I’m
doing.”

“I know you, Dorrie. It can’t be that
insane.”

“Oh, yes it is. Now promise to keep an open
mind and not tell me to go straight to the nuthouse.”

She explained about the pill, then held her
breath and waited for his reaction.

After dead silence, he whistled. “That is
way too sci-fi for me, Dorrie. Maybe my brother, Steve would go for
it. He loves all that far out stuff; but hey, I don’t mean to take
this lightly. This is real, isn’t it? I’m surprised you’d even
consider such a thing. Monkeying around with your chemistry isn’t
the wisest course of action, unless for medicinal purposes.

“Plus, if I remember correctly, your track
record isn’t the greatest in the world when it comes to substances.
Even two drinks put you under. I can’t imagine what that pill would
do to you.”

Dorrie laughed nervously. “I got drunk once
in my life from a few drinks at a party and you won’t let me live
it down. I swear you were feeding me doubles.”

“No, I wasn’t, dear heart. Face it, you
can’t handle booze.”

“That’s neither here nor there. I really
believe this Forever Young pill is a good thing, and I haven’t gone
into the experiment lightly. Though I started the regimen for
health reasons, because of my Mom’s osteoporosis, I must admit the
cosmetic changes are a tremendous bonus.”

He sighed. “I see where you’re coming from,
but I’m still not convinced. Hell, it’s your body and your choice,
and it’s not for me to criticize. Dorrie, I sincerely wish you the
best, and hope this experiment works for you. I’ll even watch your
commercials and root you on.”




“Thanks, Keith, I appreciate your support.
Now, maybe you can tell me what you’ve been up to. Knowing you, I’m
sure it’s a lot as usual.”

***

As Roman passed his assistant, he felt a
stir. Working in close proximity to such a knockout presented an
exhilarating challenge. He generally preferred keeping dalliances
non-work related, but could make an exception in her instance.

Of course, not everyone who took Forever
Young would achieve such spectacular results, but the pill would
take care of that. Once the customers were hooked, they’d not
desire anything but the next dose. Unwelcome, perhaps fatal side
effects might occur for a minority, but nothing was perfect. The
benefits would outweigh the risks involved.

Roman strode to the walk-in closet and
donned the waiting cream colored satin shirt, suede pants and
matching boots. After a glance in the mirror, he nodded with
approval at his angelic looks, the best and only legacy he’d
inherited from his no account father. That’s where the resemblance
between them ended. He lived his own life.

Anticipation shot through him as he stepped
to the wall safe and entered the combination. Soon he’d do what he
loved most. His reward would be the admiration in the eyes of his
audience.

He dialed the special phone line and
confirmed his readiness.

“Okay, then. Get over there and do your
shtick. I’ll be watching.”

Roman knew he would. Nothing escaped the
man’s eyes, thanks to the unobtrusive devices blanketing the
building. Though others might be chagrined by such scrutiny, Roman
felt comfortable in their presence.

“You won’t be disappointed.”

He clicked off, and headed out. His pulse
and steps quickened as he stepped out and rounded the corner in the
hallway. By now the finishing touches should be done, and Dorrie
would be ready for the world to see.

At the far end, he knocked and gained
admittance to the special salon fitted with sinks, counters, swivel
chairs, hair dryers and hair grooming accessories, along with full
length mirrors and a dressing area.

The hairdresser and makeup artists had
skillfully performed their duties, enhancing but not overshadowing
Dorrie’s fresh and innocent qualities. Her shoulder length honey
colored hair sparkled with vitality. The subtle variations of eye
shadow deepened the depths of her warm brown eyes.

All those were but appetizers to the main
dish, an exquisite body barely contained in a buttercup colored
bikini. Dorrie’s specially designed costume, while illustrating the
pill’s power, emphasized her womanly attributes to advantage,
setting off her taffy colored hair, caramel colored eyes, and legs
long enough to bring a man to ecstasy in their embrace. The sight
made the blood rush to his head, as well as another portion of his
anatomy.

Self-conscious, like a young girl, she
flushed at his appraisal, and eagerly reached for the turquoise
Oriental wrap from the wardrobe mistress. Dorrie wasn’t used to her
new skin, but had all the time in the world to make the transition.
For now, shyness added to her appeal. Every man in the room would
dream of erasing that innocence.

“You look lovely,” he said, stating the
obvious.

At his words, a flush crept from the nape of
her neck and upward, covering her face, making his loins tighten.
This would never do. Cameras had a way of ferreting embarrassing
details. With tremendous willpower, he forced his mind from Dorrie
and onto his responsibilities.

“Off to the show,” he said.

Though he’d like nothing better than to
place his arm around her waist and feel the soft flesh beneath, he
resisted the impulse and kept his hands at his sides, except for
motioning the two security guards to accompany them.

On the way down the elevator, his glance
caught Dorrie biting her lip. The gesture made her seem all the
more vulnerable and alluring, so much so he wished he didn’t have
to share her. Experience would calm her fears. It wouldn’t be long
before she, like him, would grow accustomed to the attention and
crave it.

A hush fell over the room as Roman
approached the corner of the atrium. Crimson velvet ropes secured
by gleaming golden poles cordoned off the broadcast area. The stage
was set. The performance was about to begin. Curious onlookers
craned their necks for a glimpse of his magnificence. He reveled in
the power of capturing the crowd’s attention. Soon he’d mold their
minds as well. Before long Dorrie would be the recipient of such
favors also, because today a star would be born. He hated sharing
the limelight, but knew it would be for the greater good.

Roman’s nod to the audience resulted in
deafening applause. Smiling, he waved to his prospective customers,
then glanced toward the left front apron, where Dorrie stood,
flanked by the security guards. He flashed her a smile and was
rewarded by a shy return. Ignoring a rush of awareness, he faced
the audience.

That’s when the transition occurred from
Roman Remington to the “Angel Man,” hope of mankind. As he sought
his mark under the skylight, sunshine streamed down, illuminating
his shoulder-length blond hair and his shimmering satin shirt.
Arching grape vines formed a verdant backdrop. Roses, oleander and
camellias surrounded him and filled the air with their fragrance.
Mourning doves cooed and finches chirped, as they nestled on the
boughs of the citrus trees to either side of him. Perfect.

Roman signaled for his wireless lavaliere
mike to go live. As the cameramen took position, the air crackled
with anticipation. “Welcome to the Garden of Eden, the beginning of
a new and wonderful life for everyone.”

For emphasis, he opened his arms wide.
Cameras clicked. Applause thundered.

When it died down, he assumed a suppliant
pose. “I’ve worked long and hard to ensure the arrival of this
momentous occasion. Today, I humbly stand before you, the vessel of
hope for mankind.”

***

Protected by guards on the apron, Dorrie
watched Roman’s performance in awe. He’d make a great actor, but
that would be a waste of his talents.

“Many of you have already benefited from the
fruits of my labors.” He turned to pluck an orange off an adjacent
tree. The audience gazed spellbound.

“You’ve lost weight, lowered your
cholesterol, some have even brightened your teeth.” He flashed a
glittery smile. The audience tittered.

He threw out the orange, resulting in a mad
scramble. When the commotion had died, he continued. “This time,
ladies and gentlemen, I’ve discovered something far more valuable
than anything I’ve offered in the past. What I have in my
possession, which I’m willing to share, will make every health aid
obsolete. Forget about growing old, with all its debilitations.
From now on, you can possess the power to regain your lost youth
and become whatever age you desire. Not only that, you’ll retain
that age and never grow old.





Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/115446
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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