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Chapter One
Paul Lorenz entered the Neiman Marcus store and was instantly assaulted by fumes coming from the women’s cosmetic section. Normally, he would move quickly through this area’s cloying scent of powders, perfumes and body colognes, but he paused when he recognized Victoria Armstrong standing at the makeup counter. Partially hidden by a concrete pillar, he took a few minutes to admire her.
Paul had met her the previous summer while both worked as volunteers for a Southern California fund raising benefit for boy and girl tennis players using wheel chairs. During a busy weekend of matches, widower Paul was strongly attracted to this vivacious woman. But when he learned from a friend that Victoria lived in Corona del Mar and was married to a successful stock broker named Ralph, he didn’t pursue her.
Today, a year later, she looked even more beautiful. Instead of a tennis outfit, she was dressed in an expensive looking olive tweed suit, her blond hair brushed back away from her face. Paul left his vantage point and walked slowly in her direction. “Hey there, Vicky. Long time, no see.”
She blushed slightly and looked down at the floor. He sensed that she was troubled about something as he extended his hand. “Paul Lorenz. We worked together last June on that charity tennis tournament.”
She took his hand and gave him a faint smile. “Sure, I remember now. What are you doing here?”
“Taking the day off and doing some shopping. Do you have time for a cup of coffee? Or maybe some lunch?”
“Sorry, Paul. I’ve got an appointment. Maybe some other time.” She picked up her purse from the counter and headed out the door to the parking lot.
Paul felt disappointed but recovered quickly and moved on to the women’s clothing section. There, he bought a maroon cashmere sweater for his daughter, Rachel, who would soon turn twenty-two. By then he was receiving signals from his empty stomach. He decided to have lunch at his favorite pub, a hole-in-the-wall that specialized in spicy Polish sausage on rye and ice cold draft beer. But just before leaving the parking lot, he saw Vicky again. She stood next to the strangest looking vehicle he’d ever seen, a decrepit Volkswagen van that looked like it had been raised in Haight-Ashbury. Its dominant color was a bright lavender, freely sprinkled with black peace symbols and white, yellow, and blue daisies. Replicas of Confederate and Canadian flags covered the rear and side windows.
He eased over and parked next to the van. “Can I help you, Vicky?”
She gave him a look that could scorch paint off the side of a house. “Dammit to hell, I’ve got a flat and now I’m going to be late for my appointment.”
“You mean this hippy van is yours?”
“No, not really mine. My son loaned it to me.”
“Open up the back and I’ll get the spare out.”
She walked around to the rear of the van and lifted the hatch, revealing a crowded enclosure. Clothes, shoes, purses, several suitcases, coat hangers, a tennis racquet, books, magazines, and a battery-powered lantern were all stacked neatly around a twin bed mattress.
“Just move that stuff anywhere you can,” she said. “I think the spare is under the mattress somewhere.”
After digging around for a few minutes, he found the tire, the jack, and the lug wrench. He went to work on the flat.
Looks like a garbage dump in there. And it’s starting to get a little ripe.
“Go ahead. Say it,” she said in a strained voice. She was standing next to him while he loosened the lug nuts.
“All right. It looks like you’re living in there.”
“Well done, Sherlock Holmes. You’re very observant.”
“I don’t get it. Why aren’t you living at home with Ralph?”
“Home? There is no more home. No more Ralph, either,” she replied. “That son of a bitch did a real number on me. Took off to Mexico with some bimbo named Lisa from his office. Sold the house and took all the money with him.”
Paul was so stunned he could hardly look her in the eye. “You mean this is all you’ve got left?”
“That’s right. What you see is what I’ve got.” Then she started pacing. “Well, I may be down, but I’m not out. As soon as I get a job, I’ll get a small apartment. Then I’ll get a car, something less colorful than this monstrosity.”
“I don’t understand how this could happen.”
“I went to Palm Springs for two weeks with my girlfriends. And when I got back, all the furniture was gone. That bastard even had all the locks changed so I couldn’t get inside.”
“That’s terrible, doing all that while you were gone. But how could he sell the house? Isn’t your name on the deed?”
Vicky began pacing and occasionally glanced at her watch. “I just signed all the papers he gave me—couldn’t be bothered to read all that legal mumbo jumbo. Serves me right, wouldn’t you say?”
He felt sorry for her. “How come you’re all dressed up?”
“My appointment is for a job interview. Besides, have to keep up appearances, you know.”
The tire was replaced and he struggled to put the flat one and the tools back into the van. “Be sure to get that tire fixed as soon as possible.”
“I will and thanks a bunch, I really appreciate this. Do me a huge favor, please. Don’t tell anybody what you saw here today.”
“Fine with me,” he said. Then he handed her his business card. “Call me if I can help in any way. Please. I’d really like to.”
She got the van started and moved slowly out of the parking lot. He watched it sputter and stutter, leaving a cloud of noxious fumes and black smoke in its wake. There goes one determined woman. I’m sure I’ll never see or hear from her again.
Chapter Two
Vicky took a break in her tennis club’s lounge after playing two vigorous sets of doubles with three other women, the same ones she had recently vacationed with in Palm Springs. After taking a shower, she planned to join them for lunch, but decided to first check her voice mail. She had a message waiting from Hector Alesandro, Executive Director of the Pentecost Foundation.
She dialed his number twice and got a busy signal both times. Before trying a third time, she sat in an overstuffed chair next to the phone to catch her breath and think about what she would say when she finally connected. She had interviewed with Alesandro last Friday. Even though she’d arrived late, he went to considerable efforts to make her feel comfortable during the evaluation process. She also spent a half hour with Holly Kenworthy, the foundation’s CFO, and met the organization’s CEO, Walter Serber.
She tried Alesandro’s number again and was successful. “Good morning, Mrs. Armstrong. Thank you for returning my call so promptly.”
“Do you have some news for me, Mr. Alesandro?”
“As a matter of fact, I do. All of us here at the foundation were impressed by your credentials. You are one of the strongest candidates we’ve seen so far.”
“Well, I enjoyed the interviews and the opportunity to meet you.”
“Let me get to the point. I’d like to have one final interview with you before we make a decision. Something a little different this time, less formal and more social. How does that sound?”
“Sounds all right, I guess. What did you have in mind?”
“I’d like you and your husband to have lunch with Mrs. Alesandro and me. Shall we say noon this Friday at Cano’s?”
A sharp pain jabbed at Vicky’s temples. “Did you say my husband?”
“I know it’s a bit out of the ordinary but, as you know, we are a family-oriented organization, and we’d like to—I hope you’ll understand.”
“He’s pretty busy these days, taking care of his clients. You know how bad the stock market’s been lately.”
“It won’t take that long, I assure you. He does eat lunch, doesn’t he?”
Vicky hesitated for a few moments. “OK, we’ll see you this Friday.”
“Wonderful. You and Maria should get along famously.”
After hanging up, Vicky collapsed deeply into the chair and released a loud groan. What in the hell have I done now? And where am I going to dig up a husband by Friday noon?
She pondered the situation for several minutes before reaching into her wallet and pulling out Paul’s business card. While studying it intently, his image flashed into her mind. He’s about my age and could probably pass as my husband. As long as Hector Alesandro didn’t know any different. And as long as Paul agreed to go along with such a crazy scheme. He did offer to help me, right?
She dialed his office number and spoke briefly with Audrey, Paul’s secretary. Then he came on the line.
“Hi, Vicky. What a pleasant surprise. Are you all right?”
“I’m fine, Paul. My prospects never looked better.”
“That’s encouraging. So what can I do for you?”
She hesitated briefly before plunging ahead. “I’ve got this great job opportunity. Director of Public Relations for the Pentecost Foundation here in Newport Beach.”
“I’ve never heard of them, but that doesn’t mean anything.”
“Remember last Wednesday when you fixed my flat tire? When I was running late for that job interview?”
“Oh yes, I remember. How did it go?”
“It was with Pentecost and went very well. I’ve got one more interview, but there’s a catch. It’s for lunch on Friday at Cano’s and they want me to bring my husband. I know it’s a long drive from Fullerton to Newport Beach but . . . I wonder, can you come? If you’re free?”
“You’re asking me for a Friday lunch date? No problem. I’ll just rearrange my schedule a bit.”
“Um . . . no, it’s not a date. I want you to pretend you’re Ralph so I can get this job.”
“You want me to pretend what?”
Vicky’s stomach rumbled with hunger and her mind scrambled to think of something convincing to say. “They want to meet you—no, they want to meet my husband—oh hell, they need to check up on my family status.”
“I don’t get it. Why would Ralph be involved in your job interview?”
“The foundation’s mission is to promote family values. So they want all their executives to be squeaky clean. Including their families.”
There was a long pause. “I don’t know. Sounds pretty strange to me.”
“I wouldn’t ask you to do anything like this unless I was pretty desperate. I need this job really badly, Paul . . . and you did want me to call you . . . if I needed help. Oh God, this is so embarrassing.”
“Well, I did, didn’t I. You really think we can pull it off?”
“Sure, we can do it,” she said, hoping he wouldn’t sense the false bravado in her voice. “I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t positive.”
“Oh hell, why not? What time should I get to Cano’s?”
“No, don’t go there. Come to the John Wayne Tennis Club on Jamboree near PCH. About noon—in the parking lot. We can drive there in your car.”
Paul chuckled. “I get it. You don’t want your future boss to see the purple people eater. Am I right?”
“See you Friday, Paul.”
Chapter Three
Several minutes before noon on Friday, Paul turned his dark green BMW sedan into the parking lot and spotted Vicky, wearing large sunglasses and standing next to the lavender van. “How do you manage to look so good?” he asked as she slid into the front seat.
She smiled. “I shower and change here at the club. Ralph and I have been members for years. They don’t even check my ID card anymore, but I’m sure that will change pretty soon.”
As they turned north onto Pacific Coast Highway, Paul gave in to his curiosity. “I’m wondering about something. What do you do about phone calls?”
“I use pay phones but I kept my home number. My incoming calls roll over to voice mail. I should be getting a cell phone soon.”
“What about mail to your house?”
“I still use my Corona del Mar address but I’ve told the post office to forward all of it to a rented box.”
“Pretty clever. To the outside, looks like business as usual.”
“We need to talk about us—Ralph and me—before we get to Cano’s.”
“If you want. Where do we start?”
“Well, you know I’m a Santa Barbara girl, went to high school there. Maybe you know my dad, Richard Featherstone. Heart surgeon, very successful. My mom’s name is Valerie. Quite the bitch. Never approved of our marriage.”
“Mom always knows best.”
“Are you going to be a problem?”
“Just kidding. So, when did we meet?”
“We? Oh, you mean Ralph and me. In 73, when I was a sophomore at USC. Ralph, or you that is, graduated in 74 with a degree in business administration. I majored in communications and that’s an important qualification for this position with the foundation. We married in July 75, just after my graduation.”
“Were you a virgin when we got hitched?”
“That’s none of your damned business.”
“Will you please relax? That was a joke. Now, tell me about our kids.”
She took several deep breaths. “Gary is our oldest. He’s almost twenty-five. He has a great job, property manager for a commercial real estate outfit in San Francisco. He married a lovely girl named Stephanie last year. Vanessa is twenty-three, married to Brian Brian’s a software developer at Microsoft and she’s an engineer with Boeing in Seattle. Mike’s our baby, twenty-one and a junior at UCLA. He lent me the van.”
“That’s a very nice family we have. Any granddads?”
“Do I look like a grandmother?”
Paul gave her a wide grin.
A tanned attendant with a bodybuilder’s physique greeted them at Cano’s valet parking podium. When they entered the lobby, Hector and Maria Alesandro were already waiting for them. Vicky smiled broadly as the introductions were made, noting that Hector and Paul were dressed like clones: blue sport jackets, gray slacks, and dark red ties. Maria wore a navy blue sheath dress with lots of gold around her neck, on both wrists, and on almost every finger.
Paul cautiously admired Maria’s voluptuous figure while trying to hide his appreciative glances from Vicky. He thought Maria was well dressed but gave her poor marks for wearing too much jewelry. She must cost Hector a small fortune.
The hostess led them to the last unoccupied table at the extreme rear of the restaurant, next to large windows overlooking the crowded marina. Hector pointed to a large motor yacht. “That one belongs to Walter Serber, our chairman.”
Paul gave a low whistle. “Onassis would have been very jealous.”
A waitress took their drink orders. Hector ordered a margarita for himself and a glass of Chardonnay for Maria. Relieved that their hosts had taken the lead, Paul opted for a vodka martini on the rocks. Vicky also chose the Chardonnay.
When the waitress brought their drinks, Hector raised his glass to good health and success. Then he launched into his probe of the Armstrongs’ relationship. “You two have been happily married for almost twenty-six years now. What’s your secret?”
Vicky spoke first. “One thing we’ve always insisted on was making time for just the two of us. No matter how busy we were.” Paul thought her sweet smile looked a little artificial.
Paul picked up on her line quickly. He took a gulp of his martini, grabbed Vicky’s hand and pulled it closer for a loud, wet kiss. “Yes sir, that’s my girl. Always eager at the end of the day to share her innermost thoughts or hear how exciting my day was.”
Vicky turned a delicate shade of red, pulled her hand back quickly, and hid it in her lap.
Paul talked about ‘their’ kids, glibly repeating all the information Vicky had divulged before their arrival. After draining his martini, he added a final flourish.
“I just hope our children are as compatible with their mates in the bedroom as we are. Can you believe it? We’re still frisky as teenagers.”
Vicky gritted her teeth and gave Paul a swift kick in the ankle with her sharply pointed shoe. “What a kidder you are. I’m sure the Alesandros are not interested in that.”
Thankfully, the waitress appeared with their lunch plates. Paul took the opportunity to order another drink and Hector decided to change the subject. “Ralph, I understand you’re a stock broker. What do you think of the market?”
Paul sat up straight. “It’s like tiptoeing through a minefield.” Then he grinned. “Without a map. Sure, the market is very volatile right now, but I think Greenspan’s on the right track. He’ll keep interest rates down until inflationary pressures force him to do otherwise.”
Vicky stopped eating and looked first at Hector and then at Paul, dismay in her eyes.
Paul couldn’t stop talking. First, he covered a wide variety of subjects including the American and international economies. He ended what had turned into a rather lengthy monologue with some comments on the technical underpinnings of the market.
Hector listened intently, nodding his head and asking pertinent questions whenever Paul took a breath. Gradually, Vicky seemed to relax as well. Paul looked in her eyes and thought he detected a glimmer of approval.
“I’m sure you’re concerned about the valuation of the foundation’s endowment,” Paul wound up. “But I wouldn’t do anything drastic right now. Just check your asset allocation percentages and rebalance your portfolio if you need to.”
“Sounds like excellent advice,” said Hector.
Over coffee and dessert, Hector elaborated on the foundation’s current activities and his vision for its expansion in the coming years. He also summarized Vicky’s potential role as Public Relations Director, strongly hinting she had a lock on the job. He then paid the bill and the foursome made their way outside to the valet parking podium to pick up their cars. Paul held Vicky’s hand and, while waiting for his car, put his right arm around her shoulders.
On the way back to the tennis club, Vicky sat with her arms folded while she stared out the passenger side window. Before they reached the club’s parking lot, she could contain herself no longer. “What the hell did you think you were doing back there? That business about us in the bedroom—frisky teenagers? It almost made me gag. And the hand holding and hugging when we were leaving. People married for twenty-six years just don’t do that stuff. And another thing—”
Paul suddenly turned the car to the right, pulled into a gas station, and slammed on the brakes. Vicky pitched forward and only her seat belt kept her head from hitting the dashboard. “What are you doing, trying to get us killed?”
He turned to look at her while clenching the steering wheel with both hands. “There’s no pleasing you, is there? I take off from work to play along with this crazy idea of yours, but everything I do is wrong. Just what the hell did you expect me to do—act like a henpecked husband?”
“You acted like you were half in the bag. Not like a supportive spouse.”
“I was having fun, enjoying myself. What’s wrong with that?”
“Everything, if it jeopardizes my chance of getting that job.” She pulled a tissue out of her purse and dabbed at her eyes.
Paul’s shoulders slumped as he relaxed his grip on the steering wheel. “I don’t think Hector feels the same way about that job as you do.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Think about it for a minute. When he looks at us, he sees an affluent couple living next to the ocean with a pretty rich life style. The stock broker husband making tons of money so his beautiful and spoiled socialite wife can pursue this job opportunity. Because she’s either bored or wants her own mad money. Or both. You see what I’m saying?”
Vicky nodded. “But I really need this job.”
“I know you do. But if you ask me, I think you already have it. This little gathering today was more of a pro forma drill than anything else.” Paul’s reassuring comments seemed to calm her down. He resumed the drive to her tennis club and parked next to the purple van.
She put her hand on the door handle and turned to him. “At least we gave it a good shot. The worst that can happen is they hire somebody else.” In a sudden act of gratitude, she kissed him on the cheek and quickly got out of the car. “Thanks again for doing this. I’ll let you know what happens.”
Paul sat in his car and watched her climb into the van while an image flashed through his mind. Back in the mid-1970’s, when he and Helen were newlyweds, they enjoyed watching a popular sitcom together: He distinctly remembered Mary Tyler Moore throwing her hat in the air on a wintry Minneapolis street corner while a backup chorus sang, “You’re gonna make it after all.”
Chapter Four
The following Tuesday afternoon, Vicky used a phone at her tennis club to check her voice mail and heard a message from Hector Alesandro. She returned his call immediately and talked with him for ten minutes before hanging up.
She sat motionless until Barbara, her tennis partner and close friend, came up beside her. “Something wrong, Vicky? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
Vicky jumped up and hugged her. “Oh no, nothing like that. I just got some news. Some very good news.”
“OK, are you going to share with your best buddy?”
“Later, when I can tell you and the others at the same time. First, I have to make another phone call.”
Barbara turned and began walking away. “Better make it quick. We can’t hold that court too much longer.”
Vicky paced up and down next to the phone, thinking about what she would say. After several minutes, she felt calm enough to dial Paul’s office number. This time, he answered the phone himself.
“Hi, Paul, it’s Vicky.”
“Oh, hello Vicky. How’s it going? Heard anything yet from Alesandro?”
Vicky lowered her voice and spoke slowly. “Yep, I just had a short conversation with him.”
“Uh, oh. Sounds like bad news. I’m really sorry to hear it.”
“Maybe I should be looking for another kind of job, one where my marital status wouldn’t be a consideration.”
“Now I really feel bad. Pretending to be your husband and sabotaging your career.”
Vicky couldn’t keep up the pretense any longer and yowled in laughter. “Just kidding, Paul. The news is good, all good. I got the job! Hoo boy, can you believe it?” She continued, alternately humming and yammering, bubbling over with relief and excitement.
Finally, he chimed in. “You little rascal, stringing me on like that.”
“You are so gullible.”
“I guess I had it coming after my performance last Friday. For a while, I was afraid it wasn’t going to do the trick. Hey, that’s fantastic news, tell me all about it.”
She took a deep breath and managed to calm down slightly. “I just talked with Hector and he told me the position was mine. They’ve already mailed the offer but he told me what was in it. You wouldn’t believe the obscene salary they’re going to pay me.”
“I’m not surprised. You’re worth every penny of it. Of course, they’ll work your tail off to justify it.”
“You may be right. They want me to start work as soon as possible. So I’m going in tomorrow. I tell you, I intend to hit the ground running.”
“That’s an excellent idea, making a good first impression.” He paused. “Did Hector say anything about our lunch last Friday?”
Vicky giggled. “Actually, he did make a comment about my screwball husband. He thought it was touching, how hard you were working to sell him on our marriage.”
“I’ll be damned. You mean he saw right through my act?”
Vicky laughed. “No, not quite all the way, but just enough to sense you were way over the top. He did say something about your stock market advice being right on target. Which reminds me, how did you come up with all that stuff?”
“It’s nothing special. I manage my own investment portfolio and keep track of everything. Do some charts on my computer.”
“Well, no matter. Everything is on track and looking good.”
“I think this calls for a celebration,” suggested Paul. “What do you say? This Saturday maybe? We can play some tennis and then I’ll fix you a nice meal.”
“Are you serious? I mean, you can cook?”
“Sure thing. My veal scaloppini would make Wolfgang Puck weep with envy. How about it?”
“Paul, you don’t have to do this.”
“Oh, but I want to. A real date this time.”
“Aren’t you forgetting something? I’m a married woman.”
“Yeah, but your husband is out of town so the coast is clear.”
“Sounds like fun. Wicked and decadent.”
“No, no. I’ll be on my very best behavior. A proper gentleman.”
“Oh. In that case, I’m not coming.”
“Then I’ll have to join the French Foreign Legion.”
Both began laughing simultaneously but Vicky recovered first. “Enough of this Abbott and Costello act. You’ve got a date. A real one this time.”
Chapter Five
Saturday afternoon, Paul was puttering around the second story patio of his Irvine condo, watering his potted geraniums, when Vicky eased the purple van into a nearby parking slot. Paul waved at her and she waved back. “I’ll be down in a few seconds.”
After Paul found his large duffel bag containing racquets and balls, they retrieved her racquet from the van and walked a short distance to his club. They were assigned a back court and warmed up by hitting balls across the net to each other. Paul was mesmerized by her long tan legs and a rounded butt showcased by snug white shorts. He lost his concentration many times during the first set and, whenever he did, she pounced on the opportunity and piled on the points.
They took a short break after he lost the first set by 6-1. “I didn’t realize I was playing a pro,” he said. “But now that I’m warmed up, you’re in deep doo-doo.”
“You talk a good game, Lorenz, but I have yet to unveil my secret weapon.”
He fought hard in the second set, but she elevated her game with faster serves and again managed to win, 6-4.
When they returned to Paul’s building, Vicky dropped her racquet in the van and pulled out a set of clean clothes. They went up to his condo and Paul pointed to a hallway bathroom. “There’s the shower. Why don’t you go first? I need to make a phone call.”
“Good idea. I won’t be long.”
A short time later, Vicky came out of the bathroom barefoot wearing black linen slacks and an ivory silk blouse. When she joined him in the kitchen, he looked her up and down, finding it hard to keep his eyes away from her blouse that pointedly confirmed she was not wearing a bra.
“My my, you clean up real good,” he said.
Vicky pushed his chest with both hands. “You go ahead and take your shower. I’ll put the salad together.”
After Paul had showered, he went into the kitchen and opened a bottle of champagne. He walked into the living room with two filled glasses and handed one to Vicky who was standing next to a sofa table. They clinked their glasses as he offered a toast. “Much success and happiness to the new director.”
“Thank you. While you were cleaning up, I was looking at your pictures here. Pretty girls.”
“My daughters. Jeanette’s a buyer for Nordstrom. That’s who I was talking with on the phone. Rachel’s an accountant with Wells Fargo in L.A. I’m really proud of them.”
“So Paul, who’s the third woman? The one with the big hair.”
“That’s Helen. My wife.”
“Are you telling me you’re a married man?”
“No, nothing like that. I’m a widower—lost her four years ago.”
“Oh, Paul. I’m so sorry. How come you never mentioned it before?”
“Didn’t seem right to bring it up in casual conversation. Anyway, we had a great marriage for twenty-one years, something I’ll always treasure.”
“How did it happen? Do you mind talking about it?
“We lived in Belgium and I worked out of our company’s office in Brussels. She was driving alone on one of the motorways and got hit by a huge truck. She died instantly. I don’t think she felt any pain.”
“I’m sure your girls were devastated.”
“Yeah, they took it pretty hard. Both were in college at the time, here in California. I brought her body back for the funeral and the company was pretty helpful too. Transferred me back to Fullerton so I could be near my daughters.”
“How is it now, between you and your daughters?
“We’re closer than ever. They helped me get through that whole terrible experience, more than they’ll ever know. I leaned hard on them.”
Paul excused himself to cook and asked her to put some music on the stereo. From a hundred CDs stacked in slim vertical racks, she picked out a Neil Diamond, a Celine Dion, and one by Italian tenor Andrea Bocelli. When Diamond started a loud “Cracklin’ Rosie,” she sang and danced around the carpeted living room. Paul peeked out of the kitchen several times. Her joie de vivre was contagious.
After dancing to several more songs, she came out to the kitchen and offered to help Paul with the meal. He was moving about quickly, preparing the veal, linguine, and asparagus, and asked her to open a bottle of Côtes du Rhone. Vicky took the wine and salad to the dining room table and lit two tapers. Paul called from the kitchen, “We’re almost ready to eat.”
She pretended to swoon as she took her first bite of veal. “This is wonderful. Just like you promised.”
They ate slowly, enjoying the food, the wine, and each other’s company. Paul wanted to hear more about her first three days at the foundation.
“There’s an awful lot to learn,” she said. “Our endowment is pretty large and we have to make sure the money gets doled out to the right groups.”
“I should think so.”
“But we can’t stand still either. There’s a real possibility we’ll be getting more money from some very wealthy people in our own neighborhood. That’s where I come in. Getting out there and selling them on our worthiness.”
“Sounds like you were destined for this job,” said Paul, refilling their wine glasses.
“I have to tell you something. Remember Hector pointing out Walter Serber’s boat at Cano’s? He’s planning a cruise down the west coast of Mexico to Mazatlan over July Fourth. And he’s inviting all the executives.”
“Uh oh,” groaned Paul. “Do I really want to hear more?”
She put her hand on his. “Could you stand being with me for a couple of days and nights on a boat?”
“You’ve already got the job. Do you really need me to do this?”
“Well, yes and no. I just thought it would be nice to have you along.”
“Yes, it probably would be nice. Pretending to be Ralph for a couple of hours at lunch is one thing, but for several days and nights on a boat? That’s a lot different. Who are all these executives?”
“Three other couples. The Serbers, Alesandros, and Holly and her fiancé.”
“Can’t you tell them that I’m too busy to come on this cruise? Like holding my clients’ hands so they don’t panic while the market craters?”
“Then I’ll be the only single on the boat, kind of like a fifth wheel. The others will wonder what happened to my romantic husband who still thinks we’re frisky as teenagers in the bedroom.”
“Hey, that’s not fair, using my own words against me like that.”
“C’mon, Paul. Try to imagine sharing a stateroom, sailing on the Pacific with a full moon overhead. Doesn’t that give you some ideas?”
He hesitated while considering the possibilities. “Our design review with the Saudi Air Force will be finished by then and I have some vacation time on the books. I might be persuaded to endure that sort of punishment.”
She laughed. “Sure you would. I’m not above a bit of arm twisting if that would make you feel better.”
Paul removed their dinner plates and started the coffee. He took two glasses from the freezer, added triple sec liqueur and whipped cream, and carried them to the dining room. “Voilà, Madame. Raspberries Romanoff, s’il vous plait.”
“You’re spoiling me with all this food. But it’s so good. I just can’t resist.”
When they had finished their dessert and coffee, Paul suggested they move to the living room couch and enjoy a snifter of brandy. Vicky readily agreed. Before sitting down next to her, he lit the gas log in the fireplace. He broke the silence with an idea. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but I have a proposition for you.”
“You can’t possibly offend me, Paul. Go ahead.”
“Well, I’d like you to consider moving out of that van and into my condo. Now that you have that job, you need something better. Something nicer and a bit more respectable.”
Vicky sat up sharply. “My goodness, things are starting to move pretty fast.” She cocked her head and continued, “The guy who didn’t want to go on a cruise suddenly wants me to move in with him. That’s a switch.”
“Hear me out, now. I’ve got an extra bedroom here and you could come and go as you please. No strings attached. I want that clear, up front.”
“I looked around the place while you were taking your shower and saw a twin bed next to your computer. Is that what you have in mind?”
“It’s something to think about. Take all the time you need.”
She got up on her knees, crawled closer to him, and planted a soft kiss on his lips. “You are so sweet. I don’t have to think about it. I accept, right now.” Paul felt uncomfortable with this sudden burst of affection. She seemed to notice and pulled back slightly. “Of course, I insist on paying my way. My share of the groceries, electricity, gas, whatever.”
“I’m not concerned about that.”
She put her arms around his neck and kissed him again, this time harder and longer. After a moment, she pulled away. The soft look was gone. “What’s wrong with you? I’m getting some bad vibes here. Like you don’t want this.”
Paul’s voice was hesitant. “I do, very much, but I don’t want to take advantage of you. You’re still a married woman and very vulnerable right now. The last thing I want is you doing this out of some sense of gratitude or guilt.”
“Oh for God’s sake,” she said. “Will you quit being such a worry wart? I’m tough and I can handle it. So relax and enjoy. OK?”
She kissed him once more and this time he didn’t hold back. He put both arms around her and squeezed hard. “That’s more like it,” she purred.
Paul slipped his hand beneath her blouse and first caressed her back, then moved to her surprisingly firm breasts, marveling at the smoothness of her body. He nervously unbuttoned her blouse while Vicky watched in amusement. After removing it, he said, “They’re gorgeous. No—I mean—you’re gorgeous.”
“I know what you meant. And just in case you’re wondering, they’re all natural. Not an ounce of silicone in either one.”
After more kissing and nibbling, she whispered in his ear, “Let’s get in your bed and do this right. Like adults, instead of frisky teenagers.”
Paul led the way and in seconds, Vicky had shed her clothes, pulled the bed covers back, and stretched out on her stomach. He watched her as moonlight filtered through the windows and illuminated her long lithe body. “You are one beautiful sight,” he said.
“And you’d better get into this bed quick, Mr. Engineer,” she warned, “while I’m still in the mood.” That was all the encouragement he needed to undress and slide in next to her.
Their coupling was passionate and frantic with little foreplay. Immediately after entering her, Paul came quickly, exploding with intense spasms of release.
Afterwards, they cuddled in a loose embrace, breathing hard while cooling off. “Sorry to be so fast,” he said, “but I was really hot.”
“I guess you were. Almost like a firecracker.”
“It’s been a while since I was with a woman.”
“I can relate to that. It’s been months since Ralph and I did it.”
“Did you get any pleasure just now?”
Vicky kissed and hugged him. “It was all right. You shouldn’t expect perfection the first time. It’s just not realistic.”
They were silent for a few minutes until he yawned. “Sorry, but I’m bushed. Tennis, dinner, and this—too much good stuff for one day.”
Vicky rolled over. “Sleep well, my friend. We’ll talk some more in the morning.”
Chapter Six
Vicky awoke shortly after sunrise, unsure of where she had spent the night. But after she stretched hard under the covers of Paul’s king-size bed, it all came back to her. He’s a much better tennis player than I expected. A good thing we didn’t play a third set. He would have wiped me out. And that dinner was the best meal I’ve had in a long time. I’ll have to watch my diet now or I’ll be bursting out of all my clothes before long. And having sex with him wasn’t so bad. But it’s probably too late to think of sleeping in the guest room’s twin bed.
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