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Chapter One

There comes a time in a woman’s life when she
must acknowledge that her pursuit of Prince Charming has failed and
that she is merely kissing frogs. I didn’t want to give up on the
idea of fairy-tale romance; I’d merely accepted reality. However,
my best friend Avita wasn’t ready to surrender on my behalf.

“There’s a guy who just started working with
Darsh. He’s really cute.” She took her chai tea from the
barista.

“No,” I said. Avita meant well, but I had to
shut this down. Once she got a plan in place she was like a rabid
military general. She didn’t surrender easily.

“You can’t say no, you haven’t met him yet.”
She held up a perfectly manicured hand to stop my protest.
“Besides, don’t think of it like a blind date. If I happen to have
you over for dinner, and Darsh happens to invite over one of his
single co-workers, then it’s just a lucky coincidence.”

I blew on my tea. “That’s not the kind of
luck I need. You know I’d do just about anything for one of your
dinners, but no more blind dates. I am declaring myself to be a
blind date free zone.”

“You can’t give up. You never know when
you’re going to meet the right guy.” Avita was like the kid who
still believed in Santa and no matter how much you pointed out that
it was awfully odd that Santa was able to be at all those malls at
the same time; she would still cling to the fat guy in the suit. I
can’t say that I blamed her. I like the idea of a gift-giving jolly
elf as much as the next person.

“I have officially filled my quota of bad
dates. I have the list to prove it,” I said. I held open the door
for her so we could walk back to the office. I had other reasons
for not wanting for her to try and fix me up, but there was no way
I was going to get into with her.

“You’re not still doing that dwarf thing are
you?”

“The last guy you hooked me up with, the one
from your gym, slotted in nicely as Sneezy.”

“His name was David, and I’ll admit he was a
bit focused on his health.”

It isn’t that I wanted to give up the idea of
a fairy-tale romance; it’s just that rather than a prince, I could
lay claim to having dated each of the seven dwarves:

Grumpy: Richard was a tortured artistic soul.
He taught photography at the community college. It was difficult
for Richard as no one understood him or appreciated his genius.
Initially I found his dark, brooding moods sort of sexy, but I
would later realize he was just cranky.

Doc: Keith worked in the finance district and
came across as sort of the Clark Kent type in his glasses and
button-down suits. I found his knowledge of arcane trivia sort of
fun and quirky until I realized we could never have a conversation
without him correcting my grammar or tossing in some bizarre fact
like the annual rainfall in the Congo.

Bashful: Joel was so shy I had to ask
him out. He blushed and stuttered any time someone spoke to
him, including on voice mails. I kept hoping that once he grew
comfortable we would fall into a relaxed relationship where he
would open up his deep, sensitive soul to me. This never happened.
He made me anxious. It was like dating a bomb squad guy who had
palsy.

Happy: Kirk was my first younger man. At
twenty-three he was annoyingly happy. I couldn’t tell if it was
because the world hadn’t kicked him around enough or if he would
always be this way. You would think being around someone with a
positive attitude would be refreshing in today’s cynical world.
However, one too many “Turn that smile upside down!” moments and I
wanted to make him cry. This is not the basis for a lasting
relationship.

Sleepy: Liam was a believer in not subjecting
himself to the tyranny of “the man.” He found regular employment to
be too restricting and kept him from reaching his “goals.” In the
three months that we dated it appeared that the scope of his goals
including sleeping until noon and laying on my couch scratching his
balls while watching reruns of America’s Next Top Model.

Dopey: Carter was without a doubt the most
attractive man I ever dated. He was Calvin-Klein-underwear-model
handsome. He was so attractive I could almost overlook that
I had stuffed animals smarter than him. Almost. We were out at a
dinner and I was discussing euthanasia and my views on the meaning
and value of life. When I asked him what he thought and he said he
knew there were a lot of youth in Asia, I knew it was
over.

Sneezy: David was Avita’s latest find for me.
They went to the same gym. He had an amazing body, and for good
reason. I would come to discover he spent his entire life focused
on maintenance. David took every supplement available; there was a
fine dusting of protein powder on everything he owned. It was like
being around Mount St. Helens after it went off. He was the biggest
hypochondriac I’d ever met. If he had as much as a sniffle he
treated it as if his body had betrayed him. He stressed over food
labels as if they contained military secrets. I couldn’t stand him
wincing every time I put something in my mouth.

“David wasn’t focused on his health, he was
obsessed. Do you remember the time we double dated with you guys
and he wouldn’t let anyone have popcorn at the movie? He smuggled
in his own organic granola for us. Tell me you haven’t forgotten.
It was made with some kind of algae that was supposedly full of
antioxidants.”

Avita snorted. “That stuff was pretty
bad.”

We reached the radio station where we worked.
Avita worked as producer. My job in sales was far less exciting.
However, I had no intent in staying in it forever. If I couldn’t
have love it seemed only fair I should have an amazing career.

“You excited for Darsh’s work event tonight?”
I asked. Avita’s husband had just been promoted and she’d been
counting down the days to a big swanky party.

“I was. Station management emailed first
thing this morning. They want a break down on call numbers for the
show. It means I’ll get there late.”

“Can’t the numbers wait a day?”

“Apparently not.” She tried to shrug off the
disappointment. “Meet up for lunch?”

“Sure.”

“And just think about the dinner with Darsh’s
co-worker. You never know,” she called over her shoulder.

* * *

People think working in radio must be
glamorous, but I spend my days in a cubicle. The fabric walls are
the same color as the lint you find in the dryer trap and just
about as substantial. Every time I try to pin something to the
wall, hunks of the fabric slough off like dead skin. My cube is
exactly the same size as my closet at home. I know because I
measured it. I told myself that it was just a matter of time until
I moved up to an actual office, something with a door or a window.
I’d been dreaming of hosting my own radio show as long as I could
remember. As a kid I used to practice by talking into my hairbrush
in my bedroom. I’d pitched Wayne, our station manager, a thousand
ideas, but so far the closest I’d come to actual airtime was
occasionally being allowed to do the traffic reports.

I was sitting at my desk half-heartedly
filling in one of the advertising sales spreadsheets when Wayne,
our station manager, went running past my cubicle. He stopped when
he spotted me, his eyes wide and a bit crazed, like he had been
main lining lattes all day.

“Do you still want to be on-air?” Wayne
asked.

I didn’t know what finally made him notice
the thousand of show ideas I’d been sending him for months, or the
fact that I was alive at all, but I wasn’t about to waste this
opportunity. I pulled the stacks of notes on my desk into order.
“You bet, I’ve been looking at station demographics. I have several
ideas to increase our female listeners with shows that target
issues directly aimed at them. Women are interested in more than
shoe-shopping and People magazine. I’m thinking we do a
sharp current issues show focused on how women can make a
difference locally and globally.”

Wayne looked at me as if I was speaking a
foreign language and then grabbed me by the elbow before I could
dig out my sheet on the educational levels of our listeners.
“Interesting. Let’s walk and talk.” We jogged quickly down the hall
with Wayne practically dragging me along.

“I sent you a list of possible show topics
and experts we could have on a week or so ago, but I can pull it up
again,” I offered.

“Sure. Sounds good. In the meantime I need
you to do the show with Colin. His partner didn’t show up to do the
program.”

I stopped short. “You want me to go on the
air now? Like this instant?” I felt the blood rush out of my head
with a giant swoosh.

“We’ve got a bit of a situation on our hands
this afternoon. God only knows what Kevin took. He showed up high
as a kite. Four times the guy’s been to rehab. He should get a
frequent visitor discount. We’re on the air in less than five. All
you need to do is follow Colin’s lead.” Wayne took another step
toward the studio.

“I can’t do his show.” Colin Stewart was the
top personality at KYTZ. He did a show with Kevin called the Male
Men where they basically tried to out-pig each other on-air. The
only reason I listened to it was because Avita was the
producer.

“The show’s producer said you were up for
this. Are you in or not?” Wayne looked down at his watch.

The Male Men show went against every ethical
fiber in my body, but it was a chance at real on-air time. It’s
remarkably easy to sell your soul when what you want is on the
line. “Okay, I’m in.”

Wayne slapped me on the back hard enough that
it almost threw me down onto the institutional gray carpet. “That’s
my girl. Let’s get you hooked up.”

I followed him down the hall and into the
studio. Avita gave me a thumbs-up through the glass window. I would
owe her for getting me this chance. She knew how much I wanted to
be on-air. I shot her a thumbs-up when Wayne wasn’t looking.

Colin was already seated at the board; his
right eyebrow went up when he saw me. “You’re partnering me with
someone from the sales department?”

My nostrils flared in annoyance, but Wayne
cut me off before I could say anything. “Emma’s been helping in
marketing, but she’s got a degree in broadcasting. She’ll do
great.”

“It’s Erin,” I corrected him.

“Right.” Wayne rubbed his hands together.
“Okay, let’s do this.”

“The show is the Male Men. We talk about
stuff from the male perspective,” Colin said. “She’s a girl.”

“Woman,” I clarified.

“Enough. Keep that fire for the show. This is
a one-time he-said, she-said show. We’re on the air in less than
two minutes and unless someone has another option this is the way
it’s going to work.” Wayne stared us both down and then stormed out
of the sound booth.

Colin and I gave each other brief nods as I
pulled on my headphones. He was wearing another one of his cashmere
sweater and wool pants combos. He likes to dress like he’s
channeling Clark Gable. He’s got the whole dark, smarmy Rhett
Butler look going on or maybe a low-rent George Clooney
knock-off.

“You know the format?” Colin asked. “We
typically discuss an issue, sort of banter back and forth, and then
take some calls.”

“I think I can handle it.” Colin passed me
the story off the newswire he planned to discuss that morning. It
was about a wife who killed her husband with a claw hammer for
failing to buy toilet paper. Sure, it was an extreme reaction, but
I could somewhat understand where she was coming from. There are
only so many times a woman can reach for a new roll, only to find
out her deadbeat husband has once again let her down, leaving her
to pat dry using the cardboard tube. Eventually she’s going to
snap. Avita counted us down and then the live light winked red on
the control board.

“Good afternoon and welcome to the Male Men.
We’re shaking it up today, doing something a bit different; we’re
calling it He Said, She Said. You are with me, Colin Stewart, and
my esteemed colleague for the day”—he paused to read my name off
the card Avita slipped him—“Erin Callighan, and we’ve got quite the
story for you.” He launched right into the gory details of the
murder.

Not surprisingly, we saw the issue from
different perspectives. He thought the woman as crackers; I
sympathized with her as a fed up housewife, although the claw
hammer might have been going a bit far. Anyone who has blotted off
with a tube would understand. We debated back and forth and
responded to the callers.

All too soon as far as I was concerned,
Avita’s voice cut into the air.

“You’ve been listening to He Said, She Said
on KYTZ, the voice of Seattle. We’ll be right back after this break
with weather and sports ” She slid the fade bar, starting a
commercial. “And we’re out. Nice show today, you two. The
callboard’s lit up like a Christmas tree. I’ve never seen it this
busy.”

“Not too bad,” Colin said, sliding his
headphones off his head and taking a drink from his water
bottle.

“Not bad? I listen to this show and this was
awesome.” I let myself take my first deep breath in hours. It had
gone well. I’d been quick with responses, but had managed to avoid
cursing out either Colin, or any of the chauvinistic pigs who
called in.

Avita came in and gave me a hug. “I knew
you’d be great.”

I smiled. “Thanks so much for telling Wayne
to give me this chance.”

She waved off my comment. “The chance was no
big deal, what mattered is what you did with it. You rocked the
show. You were a natural.”

I flushed. Now that the show was over I could
feel adrenaline rushing through my system. “I was nervous at first,
but then I could feel myself get into the groove and everything
just flowed.”

Colin cleared his throat. “You know, last
time I checked you didn’t do the show alone.”

I rolled my eyes.

“All I’m saying is that give a guy some
credit, when it’s due.” He raised a finger before I could say
anything. “Don’t get me wrong. For your first time you were pretty
good.”

I felt my eyebrow rise. For the first time?
Could he be more condescending? He practically patted me on the
head. “Wow. Thanks for that lavish praise,” I said in a flat
voice.

“Colin, be nice,” Avita admonished him.

He touched his chest. “Me? I’m the very
definition of nice. I said she did well, that’s nice.”

I snorted. Avita punched him lightly in the
arm. “You’re a good guy, even if you don’t want anyone to know it.”
She turned to me. “He heard about how I had to do the numbers and
would miss Darsh’s party, so he volunteered to do it tonight for
me.”

I felt like pointing out they were numbers
for his show, it wasn’t like he was feeding orphans or
anything.

Wayne burst into the studio making all of us
jump. “You guys knocked it out of the park! Call volume was four
times the average.” Wayne looked as happy as a kid who had just
been told he had a lifetime pass to Disney. He held his hand out to
me. “Looks like you’ve found yourself the on-air opportunity you
wanted. I’ve already talked to your supervisor, from today forward
you’re out of sales and officially part of our on-air talent
team.”

Colin looked as appalled as I felt. I wanted
to be on-air, but not this show. “While I appreciate the
opportunity, I don’t want to step on any toes,” I said.

“Whose toes? Kevin is in rehab for at least
sixty days.” Wayne threw his arms around the both of us. “I was
hoping for a quick fix, but it looks like I found Seattle’s best
new couple.”

 


 



Chapter Two

This is why I hate dressing up. I fidgeted to
try and stop my pantyhose from dropping any lower without anyone
else in the ballroom noticing. One of the benefits of working in
radio is that you aren’t supposed to have to worry about how you
look; what they don’t tell you is that you’re expected to show up
at all sorts of fundraising events sponsored by the station. It’s
like overtime without the extra pay plus bad hotel buffet food.
KYTZ is one of the sponsors for Positive Partnerships, a program
that matches at-risk kids with a mentor in the community. The
theory is that by having at least one positive relationship, the
kids will avoid growing up to steal cars or mug the elderly.
Tonight was the new mentor kick off event. And here I was, twisting
in my pantyhose.

Wayne sent out an e-mail encouraging staff to
volunteer. It sounded as if the program was desperate for new
mentors. I could see no reason why Wayne would think the misfits
who work at the station would make good role models. My finger had
hovered over the delete key, but it occurred to me this might be
just the thing I needed. I’d been doing the show with Colin for a
couple of weeks and it was going well, but if I really wanted to
convince Wayne I was worth my own show, volunteering for his pet
project couldn’t hurt. Besides, I could use the karma points.

I liked the idea of doing something nice,
giving back to the community. In general, I like to think of myself
as a good person. I remember my friends’ birthdays, give change to
the Salvation Army kettle brigade, never kick puppies, and avoid
littering. I’ve even gotten more serious about recycling. Lately
I’d felt the need to go a bit above and beyond, and blood donation
always makes me pass out so that wasn’t an option. A mentorship
sounded perfect. I had a mental image of a slightly scruffy,
wide-eyed little girl. She would initially be shy and unsure, but
would be won over by my charm and straight talk. She would be like
the kid sister I always wanted. I would teach her about
post-feminist perspectives and that life is more than makeup and
having a man. We would spend after-school hours at the mall
bookstore or discovering vintage finds at the thrift store.

On the weekends, she would come by my
apartment and we would have bowls of popcorn while watching movies.
She would tell me everything and I would offer sage advice about
worrying less about boys and focusing on what she could control,
like her career. When she would later go on to achieve something
great, say a Nobel Peace Prize or an Oscar, her speech would be an
homage to me and how I turned her life around. The camera would
then pan over to me, sitting stylishly in the audience, a few proud
tears on my face.

So imagine my disappointment with how things
were turning out now that I was at the mentorship kick-off event.
There was a distinct lack of kids who met my ideal. There was a
group of surly teenagers who were lurking by the door muttering
snarky insults about whomever walked in or out. I didn’t want to
mentor any of them; I wanted to have them arrested.

I snagged Colin when he came close to the
buffet. “Do you know where the organizer of this thing is?”

He gave a non-committal shrug and went back
to feasting off the buffet as if we were facing a worldwide cracker
and melon ball shortage.

I tapped my foot while I watched him graze.
“The food is supposed to be for the poor kids,” I pointed out.

“Give me a break, Erin. I didn’t get lunch.
It wouldn’t hurt you to eat a cracker or two. Your low blood sugar
level might explain your mood.” He looked me up and down. “Did you
ever wonder if your growth was stunted from a poor diet? Did your
parents provide you with enough protein?”

This was a cheap shot directed at my height,
or lack thereof. I prefer the term petite, but the ugly truth is
I’m short. I suffer from little-sister syndrome. I remind everyone
of their cute little sister. No matter how I cut my hair or how
much product I add, it just hangs there, flat and blond. I look
like Alice in Wonderland after she ate the cookie that made her
small.

“Which one is yours?” I motioned over to the
group of kids lurking at the dessert table with a toss of my hair,
trying to stand a bit straighter. With my luck, I was going to be
confused with one of the kids.

“The little guy on the end. The one with his
hand jammed in his pants.” Colin pointed out a boy around six years
old who looked like he’d walked out of a casting call for a
Dickensian orphanage: big eyes, floppy hair, and a sweater fraying
at the sleeves. If he could cure himself of the pocket pool he
would be a charmer.

“See, that’s exactly what I’m talking about.
I want a do-over.”

“You don’t like your match?”

“I haven’t met her yet, but look at the
information sheet.” I held out the folder they had given the
mentors, background information on their match, and a tip sheet on
how to bond. “She’s fourteen. I didn’t bargain on a teenager, I was
thinking it would be a kid.”

“So? What’s the problem?”

“Teenage girls scare me. They travel in packs
like jackals. It says she has to be in the program because of her
lousy attendance at school. How much do you want to bet she has her
tongue pierced? That clacking sound it makes when it smacks their
teeth freaks me out.”

“Maybe she’s nice.”

“Trust me, I was a teenage girl. It isn’t in
their nature to be nice.”

“Ms. Callighan?” The organizer appeared at my
side. “I understand you were looking for me and that there’s a
problem.”

“Not a problem really, more of a small favor.
Can I trade my kid in and pick another?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I was assigned to mentor a teenager, but I
think I would do a lot better with a younger girl.”

“We don’t have a returns counter for human
beings, Ms. Callighan. How do you think the girl is going to feel
when she hears that you don’t want to be her mentor without even
meeting her? These children have already dealt with a lot of
rejection and failure. Why don’t you meet her before you make any
decision?”

Colin stood at her side, nodding wisely, as
if he understood child development. I stared down at my shoes and
wondered how I managed to screw up and do the wrong thing even
while trying to do the right thing. The organizer looked around the
room.

“There she is now. Diane? Come over here and
meet your mentor.”

I looked up to see a tall, willowy girl weave
her way through the crowd. Some little sister, she was
already taller than me. So much for my mental picture of black
leather and metal bits sticking out of her here and there. She was
wearing jeans and a blue sweater. Her blond hair was cut short and
shoved behind her ears. For a kid who was supposed to be at risk
she looked remarkably together. The only sign of problems were her
fingernails, which were chewed down to bloody, ragged ends. She bit
on her lower lip and looked at me through her eyelashes. Of course
she had to look down; she was a giant. She had to be close to six
feet tall.

“I’ll leave you two to get to know each
other.” The organizer took Colin’s elbow and led him away from the
buffet, leaving the two of us alone. We stood staring silently at
each other for a minute.

“So…Diana, how do you like school?” As soon
as the words were out of my mouth I felt like crawling under the
table. That was the lamest question I could have asked. I sounded
like someone’s Great Aunt Edith. Next I would be telling her how
when I was in school, candy cost a penny and we had to walk uphill
both ways, through the snow.

“I’m thinking of dropping out.”

That killed the conversation for a few
moments. So much for hoping she was going to win the Nobel
Prize.

“What kinds of things do you like to do for
fun?” I asked.

She gave a shrug and looked down at her
shoes, but then her eyes darted up to meet mine. I smiled. I’d been
wrong to freak out just because she was a bit older than I had in
mind. You could see she was a nice kid, sort of shy and gawky, but
sweet. She had just gotten off on the wrong track. It might even
work to my advantage. I could still be the older-sister type, and
there was no risk of toilet training accidents that you can run
into with the young crowd. I had a suede sofa to think of, after
all.

She looked around to see if we were alone and
then leaned in close. Her breath smelled faintly of toothpaste.
“There’s something you should know about me.”

“Your secret is safe with me.” I crossed my
finger over my chest in sisterly solidarity.

“My mom named me after my mentor.”

“You already have a mentor?” I pulled back,
surprised.

“More of a spiritual guide. I’m sure you’ve
heard of her.” She looked around the room again. “Diana
Spencer?”

I stared at her blankly hoping that my first
association with that name was wrong. “You think Princess Diana is
your mentor?”

“Uh-huh.”

“The Princess Diana who’s dead,” I said,
stating it as a fact.

Diana blushed as if I had brought up an
embarrassing topic. “Yes.”

“Any other dead people talk to you?”

“No, just the one. She’s helping me be more
like her. I was born on the day she died.” Diana pointed to the
typed sheet in my hand that listed her birth date.

“So you’re like the reincarnation of Princess
Diana?”

She gave me a smile as if she was a
kindergarten teacher and I was struggling with a difficult concept.
“I don’t think I’m Princess Diana.” I felt relieved for a split
second, until she continued. “I’m just channeling her spirit. It’s
nothing personal, but I don’t need you as a mentor. I’m certain
you’re really nice and all, but…” Her voice trailed off.

“I’m no princess.”

“Exactly.” She gave me a sympathetic nod and
slipped back into the crowd leaving me with the melon balls and no
appetite.

 


 



Chapter Three

The next day, at an absurdly early hour when
I knew the organizer for Positive Partnerships wouldn’t be in the
office, I left a message bailing out on the program. I pleaded
workload. I know, lame excuse, but in fairness Diana didn’t want to
partner with me either and I was positive I didn’t need any more
crazy in my life. I was pretty sure I’d be going to hell for
abandoning a sad, crazy girl. The thing is, for someone who is only
in her thirties, I’ve racked up a whole lot of reasons to be sent
to hell. At some point you have to figure there isn’t a chance for
redemption and just screw it. The idea of me being a mentor was a
stupid idea to start with. Taking on someone who thought she was
the reincarnation of dead royalty was more than I could handle.

I fidgeted in my chair in the booth so I
could see the clock. I wondered if the Partnership organizer would
call me when the show was over and want to convince me to
reconsider.

“Okay, we’re on commercial. We should be able
to fit in another call or two before the show is over,” Avita
said.

I flopped back in my seat taking my
headphones off. I hadn’t slept well last night. I had some sort of
nightmare where I was chased by zombie corgi dogs through a palace.
I was ready for the show to be over for the day.

“You left early last night, you never said
how it went with your partner,” Colin asked while he made some
notes.

“She’s okay. She has a lot of issues,” I said
vaguely.

“Isn’t that the whole point? If they didn’t
have issues they wouldn’t need the program. Heck, my kid is a
serial masturbator.”

“Charming. At least you’ll have some common
ground.” I flipped through the papers on the desk in front of me.
“Actually, I decided not to stay with the program. I don’t have the
time. She needs someone who can give her more than I could.”

“You need all your time for someone
special?”

“Special?” I asked. My heart stopped for a
beat and then picked up speed. I was dating someone, but it wasn’t
something I planned to share with anyone here, especially
Colin.

“Someone like you must have boyfriend. Sure,
you talk the feminist line about not needing a man, but I’m betting
you could come up with a few ideas of how to use one around the
house.” Colin waggled his eyebrows up and down in a meaningful
way.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, and
for the record my personal life is none of your business.” Even in
the best of circumstances I wouldn’t want Colin to know a thing
about me, but my situation was far from the best of circumstances.
The desire to smack the smirk off Colin’s face was barely
outweighed by my desire to avoid drawing attention to our
discussion with the sound crew and Avita listening in. I settled
for grinding down a few layers of teeth enamel.

I slid the headphones back on and looked down
at the monitor and then up at the clock mounted on the soundproof
wall. We had time to take one more call. I looked over to the
callboard. It held the same random assortment of people who can’t
wait to broadcast their dysfunction on the air. Granted, I’m doing
it, but at least I’m well paid. Avita held up her hand and counted
down.

“We’re back on in five, four, three, two,
and...” She pointed at us through the glass. The show’s theme music
came on, filling the studio. I took one last sip of my bottled
water before pressing the button to make my microphone live.

“We’ve got Eve on line one with a
relationship question. What can we do for you Eve?” I asked in a
cheery voice.

“Am I on the radio?”

“You sure are, darlin’. What can we do for
you?” Colin asked. I hate when he lapses into this Southern comfort
accent thing. He’s never even been near the Mason-Dixon Line.

“Thanks so much for taking my call. I need
some advice, I just found out that a guy I’m interested in is
married and I don’t know what to do.”

“Oooh, a clandestine love affair. Everyone
knows when it’s naughty it’s more fun,” Colin said.

I glared over at Colin, who shrugged with
exaggerated innocence.

“He says he’s going to leave his wife someday
so we can be together,” Eve whispered.

“HA!” Colin and I said in unison. At last
something we agree on.

“It’s going to come down to what you want in
a relationship. An affair with a married man is far from a
fairy-tale romance,” Colin said.

“Eve, allow me to interrupt the fantasy and
fairy tale for a reality break,” I said. “They call it fairy-tale
romance because it’s made up, nothing more than an illusion. You
can wait around for a fairy tale if you want, but you might be
waiting a long time. You need to worry less about this guy and more
about what you want for yourself.”

“What about you two?” Eve asked with a tiny
sniffle.

“What about us?” Colin asked.

“How did you two meet and fall in love?”

“Love?” I sputtered. She was the third or
fourth person who had commented about the two of us. They seemed to
assume we were dating because of how we sniped at each other
on-air. It didn’t speak well for what people thought couples should
act like in a relationship. Talk about delusional.

“Truth is, Eve, I can be irresistible,” Colin
said.

I pantomimed gagging and said, “He means he
can be insufferable. Multi-syllable words confuse him,” I
clarified.

Avita was gesturing wildly behind the window.
Time was up.

“That’s all we have time for today. Thanks
for listening in. I’m Erin…”

“…And I’m Colin. We’ll see you back here
tomorrow on He Said…”

“…She Said.” I clicked off the microphone and
leaned back in my chair. Colin slid his headphones off, his dark
hair sticking up here and there. He rubbed his chin, rasping across
the afternoon stubble coming in. He’s the kind of guy whose stubble
grows at a rate that is actually visible to the naked eye.

“Well, I guess you’re not at any risk for
being mistaken for a hopeless romantic,” Colin said. “I find it
hard to believe you don’t have a secret soft spot somewhere.”

“You do notice the term contains the word
hopeless, right? I consider myself a realistic romantic.” I
collected my things. “Promise me tomorrow that we’ll clear up the
whole relationship thing on the show. Too many people think we’re a
couple. I don’t want people laboring under the misconception that I
would actually date you.”

“You are a charmer, Callighan. Why don’t you
just admit how thrilled you are to do the show with me?” He leaned
back, smiling.

“Thrilled? How about you’re thrilled that I
bailed you out after your last partner took up the bottle?”

“Say what you want, you’re doing a live show.
It’s a step up from traffic reporter. At least you don’t have to
make those fake helicopter sounds.” Colin made a whirring
noise.

“You resent how well the show has done since
I joined. You are more comfortable with women as assistants. It’s
the only way you really get a woman at your beck and call; you make
them your coffee troll.”

“You make a lousy coffee troll. You always
add too much sugar. I’ve seen you in the break room. I’ll admit the
show is doing well, if you admit part of the reason is
because of me, because of how we work together. Besides, if you
want to be at my beck and call, I could use a warm up,” he said,
holding out his cup.

“Get it yourself. I’ve got plans,” I said as
I slipped out the studio door. I could hear him laughing as the
door closed.

 


 



Chapter Four

One of the (many) things that frustrate me
about Colin is that from time to time he can be right. I suspect
it’s nothing more than a coincidence, but it is annoying
nonetheless. The show was doing well, and he was a big part of it.
Before Colin and I matched up, I wasn’t having the best of luck on
my own. On the first show I did at another station I got in trouble
for mentioning what a loser my ex-boyfriend was on the air. (Moral
of the story: never use full names.) After they laid me off (okay,
fired) I hadn’t been able to find any on-air positions and had to
settle for the sales/marketing job here. Then I was lucky they let
me fill in doing the travel report. You wouldn’t think you could
get in trouble doing travel. I mentioned, just in passing, my
feeling on-airport security agents. It isn’t that I don’t value
national security as much as the next person, but I do fail to see
how rooting through my makeup bag looking for the moisturizer of
death is really moving things along.

However, a few listeners felt that I was
basically advocating terrorism and called in to complain. Near as I
can tell, the entire city is filled with pockets of people who feel
the need to police the city’s airwaves, listening for rogue
radiobroadcasts. However, on He Said, She Said they want me to
spout off. The more outrageous my opinion the better.

I suspect Wayne was also glad to have found a
place for me that worked. I feel for him, he was stuck between two
items that seemed mutually exclusive, keeping the listeners happy,
as well as, the management at our parent company. Especially given
who was on that management team. I was willing to bet that Wayne
knew all about my dirty little secret.

Not that I started dating Jonathon with any
thought of how it would complicate things at work. I was simply
glad to meet someone that wasn’t an immediate candidate for my
dwarf list. Like many plans that are hatched while under the
influence of great volumes of champagne, it was a bit unclear in
terms of detail. We met at my baby sister’s wedding. I hadn’t
brought a date to the wedding. No one deserved the pressure of
being subjected to one of our family events. I loved my family, but
they were eager to marry me off. They acted like I was taking up
valuable attic space.

I was lurking near the bar trying to avoid
the whole sleazy garter retrieval ritual. Complete with
bump-and-grind music, my new brother-in-law loved his moment in the
spotlight. He had already pulled a pair of handcuffs and a giant
pair of granny panties out from under my sister’s gown much to the
amusement of the crowd.

The tossing of the bouquet would come next.
This may have been slightly fun in my early twenties when there was
a pack of us out there laughing, but since I crested thirty I’ve
noticed that it is far less fun to stand out there with a pack of
lean and hungry women ready to fight to the death for that bouquet
as if it contained life-saving pharmaceuticals and we were in the
middle of a pandemic. Bouquet tossing for the single, over-thirty
woman is a lose-lose event. Either:

 


1) You catch the bouquet and the rejoicing
reaches levels equal that of winning an Olympic gold medal. People
will greet the catching of used, slightly wilted flowers as if you
had successfully captured and hog-tied a single man on the dance
floor while a relative runs to grab a preacher and a shotgun.

 


2) You fail to catch the bouquet and everyone
tries to comfort you in soft-spoken voices. They will treat the
failure to secure the flowers on the same level as if you had
received a diagnosis of a fatal and disfiguring medical condition.
Disparagement of the winning bouquet catcher may also be bandied
about.

 


I chose to opt out of the entire humiliating
event and was tossing back the champagne as fast as the bartender
could fill them up. My great-aunt Louise slammed her walker in the
back of my knees, nearly tossing me to the ground.

“Pass me some of that champagne, will you?”
Aunt Lou asked.

I held out a glass, and her hand shook with
palsy as she reached for it. Sufficiently champagned, I hoped she
would wander off to torture other relatives, but she stuck to my
side.

“You’re one of Patricia’s girls, aren’t you?”
Lou asked, squinting her eyes to give me a look.

“Yes. I’m Erin. Claire is my sister.”

“You’re the unmarried one, right?”

Great. This must be how I am known in the
family. The unmarried one. They might as well hang a sign around my
neck and parade me through the town, my shame known by all.
Townspeople could pelt me with rotting fruit and veggies. The idea
of independent happy single women was not a well-known concept in
my family. I could become President of the United States and my
family would still see me as a tragic unmarried figure.

“Yep, that’s me.” I took the bottle of
champagne out of the bartender’s hand and filled up my own
glass.

“So what’s wrong with you? Too picky?”

“You aren’t great at the small talk, are
you?”

“Ah, there’s the problem: sarcasm. Men don’t
like that.” She nodded wisely. Her tightly wound perm bounced.

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Most likely it’s too late for you now. What
is it they say? Once you’re over thirty you’ve got the same chance
of getting married as you do being hit by lightning?”

“Actually, they determined that study was
wrong.”

“Uh huh.” She watched one of my younger
cousins catching the bouquet. “Maybe you should get a dog. Cats are
bit cliché I think.”

“CONGA LINE!” the DJ yelled out. For the
first time in my life I could imagine nothing I would rather be
doing than the conga.

“This dance is my favorite. Gotta run.” I
tossed back my champagne and headed out to the dance floor. A
Gloria Estefan song pounded out. One of the groomsmen grabbed the
back of my dress, his sweaty hands leaving oily looking smears on
the satin around my waist. We began to snake through the reception
ballroom. Shuffle, shuffle, kick, shuffle, shuffle, kick. The
wedding photographer, channeling his inner paparazzi, shoved a
camera in my face and snapped a shot. The flash shocked the
groomsman hanging on to me. He yanked back, but neglected to let go
of my dress. There was a loud ripping sound.

“Oh shit. I’m sorry,” the groomsman
slurred.

I turned to find he had managed to rip the
back of the skirt free of the bodice. There was a foot long tear.
When he let go of the dress it hung down, like an open mouth
exposing the tulle crinoline underneath.

“I’m really sorry.” He pressed the torn skirt
to the bodice in case his hand sweat had magical dress healing
properties. It may have come as a shock to him, but it didn’t work.
Any hope he had of being a sweat Messiah had been crushed.

“It’s okay.” I stepped off the dance
floor.

“You want me to help?”

“No, you keep dancing. I’m fine.” He gave me
a morose kicked-puppy look and then lurched forward to catch up to
the retreating line.

I shuffled out of the banquet room. No matter
how much I wanted to run for it I knew that there was no way I
could leave. We hadn’t even begun the ceremonial cake in face
smashing.

The wedding cake was on a table just outside
the banquet room. I gave it a critical look. Three tiers of light
chiffon cake with layers of a tangy lemon curd. It was covered in a
smooth fondant frosting. It was one of my best. I had made all
three of my sisters’ wedding cakes. It would be better if my
hobbies included physical activity like jogging or aerobics. At
five foot nothing if I even looked at butter cream frosting my
thighs plumped up faster than puff pastry. Tragically for me, I far
prefer cooking to any activity that would expend calories. I could
hope for a growth spurt, but eventually you have to just go ahead
and invest in high heels and give up the wishful thinking.

I shuffled toward the front desk of the
hotel. I had a dress solution in mind. Granted it was a short-term
approach, but it wasn’t like I planned to wear this dress ever
again.

“Excuse me,” I asked the clerk pulling her
away from a riveting copy of Us Weekly. “Do you have a
stapler I can borrow?”

She passed it over without looking up from
the trials and tribulations of the celebrity train wreck du jour. I
took a few steps to the side and hiked up my skirt, positioning the
stapler with care. This is how injuries happen, lack of focus. I
twisted around, trying to see what I was doing. I really needed to
get back to yoga. I pushed the stapler closed and instead of the
intended outcome, I felt the vampire bite of the open staple.

“Dammit!”

“Is everything okay?” A man said from behind
me.

Contrary to popular belief, there is such a
thing as a stupid question. If everything was all right would I be
standing there with my skirt hiked up and a staple in my ass? I
spun around and opened my mouth wide, prepared to bite his head
off.

And what a head. He was tall and lean with
thick blond hair. He was wearing wire-rimmed glasses that magnified
bright blue eyes.

“Uh.” My mouth opened and closed, trying to
chew on something intelligent to say. I held up the stapler as an
explanation.

“I’m Jonathon Wright.”

“Erin Callighan.”

“I know. We both work at KYTZ.”

“I’m sorry, I’m not sure we’ve met.” How was
it possible I missed this guy in the hallways? Sure a lot of people
worked there, but the place wasn’t that big.

“I technically don’t work for the station. I
work for Wolfson Media, who owns the station and a few other
holdings.” He pointed toward my dress. “It appears you are having
some kind of a fashion crisis.”

“It’s my sister’s wedding.” I held out the
skirt as if I intended to curtsey. “My dress got ripped.”

“Must be some reception. Beats my legal
society dinner by a mile.”

“I should be getting back. I just have to fix
my dress.” I gestured vaguely at the tear.

“With a stapler?” Jonathon asked with one
eyebrow up. “I have to get you extra points for being inventive.
Let me help.” Jonathon dropped down to one knee like he might
propose and slid his hand under the first layer of the skirt
protecting my back and stapled the dress shut. I could feel the
heat of his hand through the crinoline of the skirt.

Jonathon’s face blushed slightly. I love shy
men. I also love gallant men and here at my feet I had one with
both qualities. I reached out a hand to help him up. Screw the
bouquet toss; it was quite possible I’d caught something
better.

“Thanks. Just my luck to run into a skilled
stapler tailor.”

“Lawyer actually. I’m Wolfson’s legal
counsel. The dress tailor thing is more of a hobby.”

Oh God, he has a decent job too. Capable of
conversation, handsome, gallant, and employed.

“I hope that holds so you can enjoy the
wedding,” Jonathon said.

“Can I thank you by buying you a drink some
night after work?” The words flew out of my mouth before I knew
what happened.

He hesitated, looking down at his shoes. Oh
God, he’s going to shoot me down. All this after I let him put his
hands under my dress. He jammed his hands in his pocket and pulled
out a card, then scribbled a number on the back.

“That’s my cell number.” He handed it to me,
but didn’t let go right away. “I should warn you I own a stapler
remover.” I felt a spark between us.

Jonathon and I spent the entire next night
talking. Turns out we both love James Bond movies and never
understand why everyone likes Woody Allen films. We both read
mysteries and didn’t see what the big deal was with The DaVinci
Code. We both love to travel; his favorite place was Thailand
and mine was France. We talked about our jobs, politics, and what
we wanted out of life. He loved current events and could actually
hold an articulate conversation. We talked about everything.

Well, almost everything. Jonathon “forgot” to
mention one key detail. He’s married.

 


 



Chapter Five

Jonathon “forgot” to mention that he was
married for nearly a month. Apparently, it was the kind of thing
that kept slipping his mind. I had started to suspect something was
up. He maintained he only had a cell phone and could only speak to
me at certain times. We never went to his place; we ate at
out-of-the-way places or better yet, ordered in, always at my
place. I pretty much knew at some level that either he was in the
witness protection agency or he was married. I could have asked
around at work if I really wanted to know, but I didn’t want to get
caught asking too many personal questions about management at the
parent company. If I were honest with myself, I would have
preferred if he were hiding out from the mafia after spilling the
goods to the feds. No such luck. He was hiding from someone worse
than the mafia: his wife.

I discovered Jonathon was married right after
we slept together for the first time. I’d been poking through his
wallet while he was in the shower. There, behind the flap that held
his platinum AmEx card, and gym membership, was the typical family
photo. Wife, daughter, and a dog that looked so perfect he could
have rented it at the photo studio. I couldn’t look too closely at
his wife in the photo. It seemed like she could feel my scrutiny. I
sat on the end of my bed with my bathrobe wrapped tightly around me
and waited for Jonathon to get out of the shower. I was sure he
would have an explanation, some way to make the situation
right.

He cried. He and his wife had grown apart. He
never planned for any of this, when we ran into each other at the
hotel it was pure chance. He was crazy about me. He knelt on the
floor and held my legs. He felt terrible about the whole situation.
It was tearing him apart. To be honest, I wasn’t feeling that great
about it either. He hadn’t told me because he was afraid he would
lose me. He knew we were soul mates, destined for each other. I
held firm. It was over. I fled to Avita’s house and she let me cry
on her shoulder and drink entirely too much red wine. She declared
him to be a cad and not worth my time. I felt good about my
decision. I have my standards. I wasn’t the kind of woman who dated
married men.

But, turns out I am that kind of
woman. It only took a week for me to break down. It appeared that
my high horse was very unstable and prone to tipping over. Jonathon
did throw in some flowers and some pleading voice mails to sweeten
the deal. The situation would only be temporary. Jonathon was going
to leave his wife. It was more a question of timing.

I know every cheating husband says he
will leave his wife, but I believed Jonathon meant it. It would
have been perfect if we met after he left his wife, but we didn’t.
We met when we did. Besides, I had him now; he was the kind of guy
who wouldn’t last for long on the open market if I were to wait
until he was fully single. He’s attractive, funny, and smart. I
didn’t like to see it as cheating, more like I was making a
relationship down payment.

Dating a married man is less than ideal. On
the other hand, there isn’t much that is ideal about dating over
thirty. I wanted to be the kind of woman who didn’t date married
men, but that was before I met this particular married man.
Jonathon was smart and funny – and yes, a liar—and when we hung out
together we had a good time. I refused to sleep with him again
until he left his wife. This was my line in the sand. I was able to
overlook our massive make out sessions. I liked him. I didn’t want
to end it, and so I didn’t end it. I’m not saying I’m proud of it,
but I can live with it.

* * *

Jonathon was coming for dinner. My condo is a
converted warehouse loft on the border of Capital Hill. This part
of town is on the cusp of being hip, bordering cool.

I tossed my keys onto the table just inside
my door and kicked off my shoes. Whoever invented pantyhose should
be shot. Of course, part of my discomfort comes from the fact that
I always buy the control top type in a size too small in an effort
to appear thinner. I wanted to pull on some jeans before Jonathon
showed up. I hoisted up my skirt and started to shimmy out of my
sausage casing when I noticed there was someone sitting on my
couch. It was the kid from Positive Partnerships. I bounced on one
foot for a minute, caught off guard, and then fell against a wall.
My little toe caught the nylon and tore a hole. I stood up, the
crotch of the panty hose just below my knees. I tried to look
imposing.

“Excuse me. Can I help you?” She sat on the
couch, her legs folded up underneath her while she flipped through
a magazine, my copy of Newsweek. I had to fight the urge to
look at the door and make sure I was in the right condo.

“This is actually kind of interesting. At
first I wished you had a Vogue or something, but I actually
sort of liked the articles.” She looked up with a smile.

“Okay.” I wasn’t sure what else to say. She
didn’t seem like a burglar. She wasn’t stealing anything—not that
there was much to take, mind you, but she was just sitting on my
couch. On the other hand, it wasn’t like I’d invited her, and who
knows what these at-risk youth are up to? Maybe because I didn’t
join the program she’d turned to a life of crime. “Um, Diana, how
did you get in here?”

“I slipped the lock. You should use a
deadbolt; your lock is like kindergarten easy.”

“You broke in?”

“I didn’t break anything, that’s how easy
that lock is. All someone needs to do is jiggle the handle and
slide a card in the jamb. I would have called, but I didn’t have
your number. The woman at the center said you weren’t going to sign
on for the program.”

“It isn’t that I don’t want to help, but I
don’t have the time right now to devote to someone. You deserve a
mentor who has the time to give you what you need.” Like some
serious therapy. “Besides, you were pretty clear that you
weren’t looking for a mentor.” I would have liked to cut a more
intimidating figure, but it’s hard to look together when you’re in
a pantyhose bear trap.

“Fair enough. The thing is, my social worker
told me I pretty much have to do the program, so I had this idea. I
don’t need a mentor, but I could be your mentor. Princess
Diana was known for her charitable work and I’m sure there’s stuff
you need help with, so you could be like my project.” She looked
over at me. “Well, like our project.”

“You realize of course that Princess Diana is
dead,” I said in the hope of startling her back into reality.

“Wow. Don’t feel like you have hold back on
what you think.” She wrinkled her nose and shifted on the couch.
“It reminds me of your radio show today, that woman called in who’s
sleeping with a married man. As you can imagine, given the Camilla
situation, it’s a topic on which Diana and I have a strong opinion.
You should have come out much stronger against it. Dating married
guys? Bad plan,” she said, tucking her blond hair behind one
ear.

My eyes narrowed as I looked at her, and I
felt the tension in my stomach unknot as it came to me. I bent down
and yanked the pantyhose off.

“Okay, now it’s making sense. Who put you up
to this? Colin?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I’ll admit you had me going, but you can let
it go now.” I tossed the crumpled ball to the floor. I sincerely
hoped there wasn’t a video camera involved in this prank. All I
needed were shots of me yanking my skirt up being passed around the
office. I had no idea what Colin was thinking involving this kid in
one of his pranks. I couldn’t tell who was crazier, him or her. I
would have thought it was beneath even him to involve kids.

“I’m not joking.” Diana drew herself up
straight. “I would think you would feel lucky. Not everyone has a
personal connection to Princess Diana. It’s sort of a big
deal.”

“You’re nuts,” I told her.

“The tabloids tried to make out that Diana
was crazy, but I can tell you, both of us are one hundred percent
sane.”

That’s when it occurred to me: she might
really be crazy. Not just odd or quirky, but full-blown crazy, the
kind of crazy where your sweater’s sleeves tie behind your back.
Granted, she didn’t have that homeless wacky lady look, she looked
more like a shy teenager, but she did break into my
apartment and was under the delusion she was channeling the spirit
of Princess Diana. She could have heard me on the radio today and
decided I was one of the voices in her head. You see Lifetime
Movies of the Week with this kind of plot all the time. Next thing
you know she could have me chopped up and start hiding my body
parts in various Dumpsters around town.

“I think you need to leave,” I said. “It’s
not appropriate for you to be here.”

She turned and put a hand on her hip with one
eyebrow raised.

“You’re going to make this difficult, aren’t
you? I need you to get my social worker off my back, and in
exchange there’s all kinds of stuff I can do to help you.” She
stood up quickly and I backed away. “Want to go through your
closet? I can give you all sorts of advice. Fashion is kinda one of
my things.”

“Okay, that’s it. You need to leave right
now. If you don’t leave I’m calling the cops.” I grabbed the phone
off the table and held a finger poised over the dial pad in what I
hoped was a threatening way.

“Look, I’ve got to stay in the program so
there has to be a way for us to work it out. I really can help. You
dress all wrong for your body. Your clothes chop you up.”

“I didn’t ask you for fashion advice.
Besides, you were quite clear you didn’t want me as a mentor.”

“Yeah, that’s the thing. Turns out if I’m not
in the program then social services is going to step in and I don’t
want that.” She looked at the phone in my hand. “Calling the cops
is a bad plan.”

“Is that a threat?” I asked, my voice turning
a bit shrill.

“No.” She looked disappointed in me. “It was
advice. It would be best if you would start taking my advice
instead of questioning everything. You know there’s no shame in
taking advice. Lots of people need some help.” She turned back and
headed toward the kitchen.

“What are you doing?”

“Checking out the rest of your place.” I
watched her walk away. The girl thought she had some kind of
special direct line to Princess Diana and wouldn’t leave my house.
What was I waiting for her to do, find the knives in the kitchen
and decide she was now channeling Hannibal Lector? I took the phone
and dashed down the hall to the bathroom. It’s the only room with a
locking door. I sat on the toilet and called 911.

“Emergency Services: Fire, Police, or
Ambulance?”

“Police.”

“Nature of your emergency?”

“Break and enter. She’s still in the house
too,” I hissed into the phone. I could hear the operator’s typing
increase speed.

“The intruder is still in the home. Is that
correct?” She didn’t pause for me to answer. “Are you in a safe
location or can you flee the area?”

“I’m locked in the bathroom.”

“Stay with me on the line. I’ve dispatched
the police. You’re going to be okay.” I sat on the toilet grasping
the phone while I listened to the crazy girl wandering around my
place. I knew I should have insisted on an elementary school kid.
Didn’t I tell that program coordinator we weren’t well suited? What
was she doing out there?

“Hey.” Diana called out, tapping on the door.
“Are you coming out of there?”

“The police are on their way. You should get
out,” I yelled through the door, feeling ever so much braver now
that I knew the cavalry was on its way.

Diana sighed. “Seriously? I can’t believe you
actually called the cops.”

I heard knocking at the front door. Do the
police knock? I pictured a much more dramatic entry.

“Hello? Erin? Anyone home?” Jonathon called
out from the entry way.

“Jonathon, look out. There’s an intruder in
the apartment.” I shouted.

“Erin? Oh, my God, where are you?”

I heard his steps echo on the hardwood floor
as Jonathon wandered through the apartment.

“Careful, Jonathon!” I pressed my ear against
the door. Diana was tall, but I’m pretty sure Jonathon could take
her if she went all psycho on him; she didn’t look too tough. She
was a tiny birdy thing. That was when all hell broke loose.

“POLICE!” The crash of the door slamming
against the wall. A rush of footsteps. A loud “ooph” and a
little-girl squeal sounded out as someone went down. I fumbled for
the lock and yanked the door open. Jonathon lay on the floor with a
burly police officer kneeling on his back, his arm pulled up at an
unnatural angle behind him. He let out another squeal. The last
time I had heard that kind of sound was a fourth grade slumber
party.

“Stay back, ma’am,” the officer yelled as he
pressed down, squooshing Jonathon’s face into the floor. There was
a brittle crack as the earpiece on his glasses gave way and a piece
of plastic spun in circles across the floor.

“Let him go! He’s not the person who broke
in. She’s over there.” I pointed at Diana, who stood against the
far wall looking over her fingernails as if getting a touch-up on
her chewed fingernails was the most important thing going on.

“What?” The officer looked up. “Her?” He
stopped genuflecting on Jonathon’s back. He looked at Diana, who
bowed her head and looked up at the officer through fluttering
lashes.

“Yes, her.” I pointed. Honestly, what is the
IQ required these days by the police department? You would think
they would have some sort of testing; after all, they let them
carry guns. It doesn’t exactly take Sherlock Holmes levels of
detection to identify the suspect since there were only the two of
them and I had eliminated Jonathon. I hope this cop never plays the
game Clue—who did it with the candlestick would take this guy hours
to figure out. Jonathon stood rubbing his back; his glasses hung
off one ear. Everyone looked at me. “I want her arrested. She broke
in here. I think she may have some mental health challenges.” I
crossed my arms and looked over at her. I felt a little bad for
her, but not so much that I didn’t want to see her dragged out by
her blond hair, imaginary tiara and all.

Diana’s eyes filled with thick tears. She had
the world’s largest eyes. She looked like those creepy Precious
Moments figurines that my sister Deirdre used to collect. One of
the tears hung there for a moment as if it was trying to lower
itself slowly and then it fell splashing down on her cheeks.

“Erin, don’t be mad at me,” she pleaded.

“You know her?” Jonathon asked, brushing off
his expensive suit. His eyes looked small without his glasses, or
perhaps they looked small only because of the comparison with
Diana-I-have-freakishly-large-eyes over in the corner.

“I just wanted to be your friend,” she said
with a hiccupped sob. The police officer who had knelt on Jonathon
passed her a tissue. Apparently now he was now in touch with his
inner good cop. She flashed me a quick smile and then went back to
her tears when the officer turned back.

“I met her through the Positive Partnerships
program. I was assigned to be her mentor,” I explained.

“Except you didn’t want to be matched with
me. And now this has happened.”

“What exactly did happen?” one of the
officers finally asked.

“She broke into my house.” Good Lord, I was
going to have to get this guy flashcards or diagram the situation
like a sentence into small parts he could understand.

“It’s true I did let myself in. I wanted to
talk to Erin again. I knew I sort of screwed it up when we met, and
I wanted another chance. I thought if she knew how I could help her
then she would reconsider.”

“This seems very clear cut. She’s confessed.
Arrest her,” Jonathon said.

“Sir, if you don’t mind, why don’t you let us
do our job?”

“I assume your job includes reimbursing me
for my glasses?” He held out the remains.

“What is your name, sir?” One of the officers
said as he pulled out a notebook.

“Jonathon Wright, that’s spelled
W-R-I-G-H-T.” Jonathon jabbed his shirttails back into his pants
with firm thrusts. “I should tell you both that I am a lawyer and
technically what you did could constitute battery.” I saw one of
the officers roll his eyes at the other.

“Is all of this going to be in the paper?”
Diana asked with the quivering lower lip.

“Paper?” Jonathon said, blinking his tiny
eyes. The officer looked over at him and I could see his eye snag
on Jonathon’s wedding ring. He looked over at my bare hand and one
eyebrow went up. Suddenly, I’ve got Inspector Pirot on the
case.

“There is a chance it could be in the paper,
with all of your names, of course. Miss Callighan is a bit of a
celebrity. The press likes these kinds of stories.”

“She’s just a radio talk show host,” Jonathon
protested.

“She’s so much more than that!” Diana said.
“She’s not afraid to say what she thinks. A lot of people really
look up to her. That’s why I was so glad she was assigned to be my
mentor.”

“That was Wright with a W, correct?”
the officer asked with a smirk.

“I don’t want my name mixed up in all of
this.”

“Well, sir, it seems you are mixed up in it.
What with you being a lawyer and all, we want to make sure we
follow all the rules.”

“I work for the same company that Erin does.
I just came over to, uh, drop off something she left there.”

“I’ll make a note of that fact.”

I could see a smear of sweat on Jonathon’s
forehead. It was clear a life of crime and deception is not in his
future.

“Look, what if I don’t want to press
charges?” I asked. “The situation appears to be nothing more than a
bit of a misunderstanding. Diana didn’t mean any harm, and it seems
out of line to have her arrested.”

“You would do that for me?” She took my hand.
I fought the urge to yank it away from her. “I am so sorry. I
really thought if I came over here, then we could try again and you
would see that it wouldn’t be a big pain to have me around, that I
could be helpful.”

“Yeah well, I don’t want you letting yourself
in my place anymore. Knock next time, okay?”

“Next time? You mean you’ll be my partner
after all?”

“Of course she will,” Jonathon said. I gave
him a glare but he was busy motioning the police toward the door.
“I’m sure we all appreciate how quickly you responded this evening.
It looks like there won’t be a need to file any kind of report or
contact the press.”

“Sorry about your glasses there,” the officer
said, tapping his pencil on the broken pair held in Jonathon’s
hand.

“Yes, well. These things happen.”

“They sure do. You folks have a nice night
now.” The older officer tipped his hat and they shuffled off.
Jonathon, Diana and I stood in the entranceway after they left for
a moment. Diana broke the silence.

“So… are you the married guy? I should have
guessed when she was talking on the radio today that there had to
be a married guy in the picture. She was way too laid-back on the
topic.”

Jonathon gave a strangled cough, his face
flushing.

“You know, Diana, it’s been a long day. Why
don’t we call it a night? We can get together another time.”

“How about tomorrow? I think it would be cool
to see the station.”

“Look, I don’t know.”

“But you told the officer you would be my
mentor.”

“And I told you I didn’t have time to be your
mentor. Besides, I didn’t promise anything. Jonathon did.”

“Don’t you belong in school? How can you
spend time at the station in the middle of the day?” Jonathon
asked.

“You are the married guy, aren’t you?
I can tell. It’s not just the ring; you come across as really
hostile. Most likely it’s the guilt.” She pulled on a rain jacket
and moved toward the door. I didn’t look at Jonathon. I could feel
the tension radiating off of him like heat waves. “I’ll stop by the
station tomorrow and see if you’re free.” She gave a cheery wave
and closed the door behind her.

“Who does she think she is?” Jonathon
sputtered. “She’s certifiable.”

“She’s a bit of an original.”

“She’s insane. She’s lucky we didn’t have her
arrested.”

“We didn’t have her arrested because we
didn’t want your name in the paper,” I pointed out.

“So this is my fault?”

I bit back what I wanted to say. One of the
things about dating a married guy is that you have limited time
together. You have to settle for the time he can steal away from
the family. I could spend my time with him proving how I was right
or enjoying his company, not both. Being right wouldn’t be nearly
as satisfying as the other ideas I had in mind.

“How about you sit down and I’ll make you a
drink?” I rubbed slow circles on his back and gave him a soft
smile.

“My glasses are broken,” he said, holding
them out. I took them from his hands and leaned toward him.

“I’ll get closer so you can see me
better.”

“You better get even closer. I still can’t
see you.”

I moved a step closer.

“Nope, you are still a bit blurry.”

I stepped closer until our bodies touched
lightly.

“How about now?”

“Better. Still a bit blurry.” He pulled me
tight until we were pressed against each other.

“Better? I’m not sure I can get much
closer.”

“Maybe we should try,” he said with a laugh
and leaned in for a kiss. I nuzzled into his neck taking deep
breathes. He smelled vaguely like sage.

“How about I order Thai food?”

“That would be nice.”

I found myself smiling back and the tension
bands across my shoulders loosened, fight avoided. I stepped back
and moved toward the phone.

“Unless you would rather have pizza.”

This is one of my pet peeves, is when people
want something, but instead of saying what they want they ask it
like a question. Like perhaps I really wanted to say let’s order
pizza, but had been unable to form the words. If I had wanted
pizza, I would have said pizza.

“Do you want pizza?” I asked.

“Thai is fine.”

“But you want pizza.” The guy can’t
decide if he wants to be with his wife or me, why would I think he
was capable of determining what he wants for dinner?

“Whatever you want is fine.”

I took another deep breath. Who am I to pick
apart his dining options? If he wants pizza, what is the big deal?
Most likely his wife never lets him have what he wants. It isn’t
like I couldn’t have Thai food anytime I wanted.

“Let’s go with pizza.” I ordered our food and
popped a few Tylenol in an effort to beat my looming headache into
submission. Jonathon was on his cell phone when I came back into
the room. “I ordered a large.” I got out before Jonathon covered
the mouthpiece of his phone and motioned for me to be quiet by
slashing his hand across his throat.

“That was just the waitress, honey. Nobody
important.” He looked at me and then turned his back to complete
his discussion with his wife. “I’ll be home in just a few.” He
lowered his voice further, but I still heard him. “Love you
too.”

“You’re leaving?” I asked when I heard the
phone click off.

“My daughter Mirella had a bad day at
daycare. Someone made her cry.”

“Can’t your wife talk to her? Why do you have
to go?”

“Because my daughter wants me.” Jonathon ran
his hands through his hair. “Look, let me pay for dinner.”

I put my hand on his arm as he fumbled for
his wallet. He paused and I leaned in, face up. Our lips touched,
so brief it could have been imagined except for the snap of
electricity that went between us.

“I have to get home. I’m sorry,” he mumbled.
I knew what I needed to do. Latching on would sink us both.
Jonathon isn’t naturally buoyant. He won’t be able to stay afloat
if the guilt weighs him down too heavily.

“Don’t be sorry. That just leaves more pizza
for me.” I pushed him with a small laugh. “Go on, get out of
here.”

“Are you sure?” He asked, picking up his
jacket and moving toward the door while he spoke.

“Of course. I understand. I’ll make you make
it up to me sometime.”

“Can I call you this week?”

I nodded. He shifted back and forth as if
learning to dance and then darted in, leaving another kiss at my
hairline.

“It was good to see you. I’m sorry the night
didn’t go the way we planned,” he whispered into my hair and then
stepped out.

“Me too,” I said to the closed door. I paced
around the hallway. I kicked the sofa a few times. It would all be
worth it when he left his wife and we could be together. He’d
appreciate how I’d given him the space and time he needed to do the
break with his wife in the best way possible. We’d have the rest of
our lives for him to make it up to me. I flopped on the sofa and
waited for the pizza I didn’t even want.

 


 



Chapter Six

I got up early to make homemade cinnamon
rolls to take in with me to the office. Baking is my Zen activity.
Something about all that measuring and mixing relaxes me. I like
creating a controlled chemical reaction.

My mental image of a mistress, before I
joined the ranks, was that of a sultry creature who swanned about
in sexy lingerie, long cigarette holder optional; a smoldering
Betty Davis type. I didn’t picture someone like myself, all stained
sweatpants and a ratty (favorite) T-shirt, which says: Don’t
Make Me Break Out My Flying Monkeys with the outline of the
Wicked Witch on the front. And I surely didn’t picture someone
domestic enough to make their own buns. I’m not trying to say that
because I’m domestic, I’m not a bad person. What I’m trying to say
is that I didn’t plan to be a bad person. I didn’t set out
with the intention of taking another woman’s husband. If our affair
was like homicide, then I saw myself more as accidental
manslaughter versus first-degree murder type. There was no plan or
intent. It just happened. And I feel bad about it; remorse should
count for something in the parole hearings.

I leveled off a cup of flour with the back of
a knife before adding it to the bowl. I cracked the eggs, their
shells splitting along invisible seams, and tucked the bowl under
my arm for leverage. I walked around, mixing by hand, the muscles
in my shoulder burning. Times like this a Kitchen Aid mixer looks
pretty good.

It’s not that I can’t afford a Kitchen Aid.
It’s more the commitment. Kitchen Aid mixers are the Sherman tank
of kitchen gadgets. They have a squat elegance married to utility.
When I got my first real job I cashed my first paycheck and went
down to Sears’ kitchen department. The mixers were lined up like
tiny sumo wrestlers on the shelf, crouched and ready to do
business. I just stopped at stared. Kitchen Aid had gone beyond the
plain white one my mother had. There was silver, black, red, and an
electric blue. I loved the blue; it was a friendly Cookie Monster
color. I stroked the cool metal side of the mixer for a moment.
Would I love the blue forever or should I play it safe and get the
white? If I got the white, would I always secretly long for the
blue? I decided to wait a bit longer and think on it. Then I
discovered, Kitchen Aid was turning out new colors every year:
green, copper, chrome, and a nifty pastel pink to mark the fight
against breast cancer. I’m not typically a pink person, but how can
you say no to a cancer-fighting mixer? How is a person to decide
when every year they come out with something new? Soon they would
have plaid or striped options. I would bring home the brochures and
prop them up on the kitchen counter, trying to determine which one
is my destiny. So far no clear decision.

I slid the rolls in the over and shuffled
toward the bathroom, dragging my giant pink fuzzy slippers. I
cranked the shower up to boil and stepped in, thinking over what
was planned for the day. I listened to my copy of the show after
Jonathon left last night, lying in bed making notes of things I
should have done better. Colin may be as slick as an oil smear on a
duck after an industrial spill, but he’s good. He thinks on a dime,
and he’s always two or three comments ahead of every caller. I’d
never admit it publicly, but I was learning a lot from him.

I juggled the rolls, my packed lunch, my
briefcase, and my purse and tried to open my door with my foot with
my keys in my mouth when Diana stepped out of the gloom in the
hallway. I started to drop the pan with the rolls, but she was able
to catch them before they hit the floor. There was a smear of
melted icing on my freshly pressed shirt.

“What the hell?” I yelled out. My heart was
beating a thousand beats a second. She was like some kind of teen
ninja jumping out at me. Who waits for someone outside their front
door?

“You told me not to let myself in so I was
waiting out here,” Diana said. “I didn’t feel like going to school.
We’ve got this test today, and to be honest, I haven’t studied for
it. I thought it would be more fun to hang out with you.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“You don’t need to yell, I’m standing right
here.” She walked past me. “You’re going to need to pick out
something else to wear.” She pointed at the oily smear on my shirt.
“I can help.”

“What makes you think I should take fashion
advice from a teenager?”

Diana looked over at me. “What does age have
to do with it? Besides I’m good at this. The outfit you’re wearing
is totally wrong for you. You should wear something that creates a
longer line, it will make you look taller.”

I stood there looking at her. I couldn’t
determine what was more disturbing, that she was there, that she
was telling me that I didn’t know how to dress myself, or that I
was secretly afraid she might be right. The whole point of the
Positive Partnership program was to provide these kids with
mentors, not the other way around.

“Look, no matter what you think of me, ask
yourself: did Diana dress well?”

“You mean Princess Diana?”

“Yes,” she said with the voice of a parent
tired of explaining something over and over.

I thought back for minute, mentally rummaging
through years of tabloid magazine covers.

“There was that turquoise suit with the
shoulder pads.”

“It was the 80s. She was young. She learned
and she’s been able to teach me. That’s good news. It means there’s
hope for you.”

“Hope for me?”

“You repeat a lot of things, ever notice
that?”

I dumped everything I was holding on the
table near the door. “Listen, we need to talk. I should never have
signed up for that program, and the fact that you’re now
reconsidering your need for an extra mentor isn’t my problem. I’m
sorry the program doesn’t consider your connection to Princess Di a
legit mentor.” I made finger quotes when I said legit. “You
had no right to break in here last night and waiting for me this
morning outside my door is just creepy. And shouldn’t you really be
in school?”

“So are you saying you won’t be my
mentor?”

I rolled my eyes at her. I guess I shouldn’t
be surprised she was a bit slow on the uptake; I don’t recall
anyone confusing Princess Di with Einstein. “Wait here, I’m going
to change my outfit and then I’m going to take you to school.” I
stomped past her into the bedroom. I yanked off my shirt and rifled
through the closet. I pulled a shirt off the hanger and then
paused. It did sort of chop me up. I pulled out a different shirt.
When I came out of the bedroom she was gone. There was a note on
the table next to my things.

I took off since you’re pissed. Talk to
you later. Her writing was made up of plump cherubic letters,
the i’s dotted with bloated circles. I sat on the kitchen stool and
forced myself to take a few deep breaths. It was clear I wasn’t
going to easily get rid of her. For whatever reason, she had
fixated on me. There were two options that I could see:

Diana was somehow able to channel Princess
Diana and was here to haunt me.

Diana was a crazy teenager who would most
likely kill me in my sleep and peel me in some macabre serial
killer kind of way and mount my empty skin on her wall.

Either way it wasn’t looking good for me.
When I got to work I would tell security to keep an eye out for her
and turn her away. Then it was time to call for a locksmith to
install a deadbolt.

* * *

One of the many problems with cubicle
dwelling is the lack of privacy. I sat at my desk giving furtive
glances behind me while I did a Google search on hallucinations. I
have always believed that one should have the information needed to
understand their situation, and Diana clearly counted as a
situation. A range of things could cause hallucinations, but none
of them looked particularly appealing to have. I could also
eliminate a few of the options, as I was fairly certain that she
was too young to be developing age-related dementia. Schizophrenia
was possible. I clicked over to the internal Web site; the station
had an employee assistance program that was designed to help with a
range of issues and had a page that listed resources.

“Morning,” a voice called out behind me. I
jumped up and slapped my palm down on the keyboard like I was
playing Jeopardy and knew the winning answer. I spun around and
plastered a smile on my face. All I could think to do was make sure
I was blocking the computer screen which I was fairly certain had
the header So You Think You Might Be Crazy on the screen in
giant forty-eight point font.

“Morning!” I sang out like I was trying out
for position as an evangelical church youth director. Colin stood
in the doorway with Wayne at his side. Wayne was holding a pile of
folders and looked as if he might toss them in my general direction
in order to distract me while he made a run for it.

“Wayne wanted to meet with us for a few
minutes,” Colin said.

“No problem.” I tried to give a warm smile,
but Wayne still looked leery. I could see I was making quite the
impression. “I made cinnamon rolls; they’re in the break room. If
you hurry, there should still be some left.” I needed them to get
out of my cube. Colin didn’t need any additional ammunition on
me.

“Why don’t we all head down? We can talk in
there,” Wayne offered.

“You two run ahead and I’ll join you in just
a minute.” As Colin moved to the right to leave, I shifted with
him, keeping myself between him and my computer screen. He gave me
a look and then shifted left, and I slid along with him. We slid
back and forth a few times as if we were doing a slow motion
version of the electric slide. Wayne backed up and watched the two
of us.

“What is with you? Are you looking at porn?”
Colin gestured his chin toward the computer and gave a teasing
laugh. He took a step closer to the computer. I dove to the floor
and yanked the plug out as if the computer had gone rogue and was
about to launch tactical missiles on some innocent non-assuming
country like Canada. I looked back at Wayne who stood there with
his mouth open looking down at me.

“Research. I was doing research,” I said on
my hands and knees.

“Okay,” Colin said slowly.

I stood up and brushed off my knees.

“How about we get down to business?” I walked
past both of them toward the break room, attempting to stride with
a sense of purpose. Colin and Wayne trailed after me. I popped a
few rolls in the microwave and poured coffee into some mugs.

“Maybe you should lay off the caffeine?”
Colin offered as they sat down. I thought about coming back with a
snappy comment and then figured he might be onto something and made
myself a cup of herbal tea instead.

“I wanted to say how pleased I am with how
the show is performing,” Wayne said to me. “I know you would prefer
to work on your own, but by working together you’ve shown the kind
of team spirit I like to see.”

“How is Kevin?”

“I talked to him last night. He’s really
working the rehab program. He’s confident he can get a handle on
this addiction,” Colin said.

I considered that he might do better if he
stayed intoxicated if he planned to work with Colin long-term. I
looked up from my tea and noticed that both Wayne and Colin were
looking at me strangely.

“Well, glad I could help.”

“You’re doing a great job. Did you see
yesterday’s call sheet?” Wayne asked. “The call volume was double
the average. Double. We had calls coming in about the show well
into the next program. People love the interaction between the two
of you.”

“Kevin is going to be off work for at least
another month or more,” Colin said.

“Uh-huh.”

“Erin, I’m sure you see where this is
headed.”

“You want me to develop my own show for their
slot,” I offered, but no one acknowledged this idea.

“The show was being evaluated for syndication
options. I’m asking you to continue co-hosting on a more permanent
basis. We’ll stick with the modified name, He Said, She Said. Did
you know the show was written up in the paper? Do you know what
this kind of media attention would cost us if we wanted to buy it?
This is a full-length article smack in the middle of the style
section.” Wayne looked as if having an article in the paper was
akin to discovering a picture of the Virgin Mary burned into his
grilled cheese sandwich. He held the paper up like a holy relic. It
was possible he was tearing up.

“We made the paper?” I asked. The headline
read War of the Sexes Alive and Well. I pulled the paper out
of his hand and started to read.

“We need this show to go to syndication. The
station needs you to step up to the plate,” Wayne said, thumping
his hand on the table.

I looked up from the paper. Was now the
time?

“What about the option of having my own
show?” I held my breath, looking at Wayne.

“You would pass up a chance to work on my
show to start some middle of the night nowhere time slot show?”
Colin asked, incredulous.

“I’ve got a lot of ideas for a show, and for
the record, working with you isn’t what I would call an attraction.
It’s an occupational hazard.”

“You could learn a lot from working for
me.”

“I wouldn’t work for you. If I did
this, I would be working with you. It’s that kind of power
grab that makes me think this would never work.”

“Power grab? It’s my show. I wouldn’t call
that a power grab.”

“You two should save this stuff for the show,
it’s great,” Wayne said, watching us.

“This isn’t going to work, Wayne, I told you
that this morning,” Colin said, pushing back from the table.

“You two were meeting about this behind my
back?”

“It’s not behind your back when it has
nothing to do with you. Wayne and I were discussing the direction
of my show.”

“If it had nothing to do with me then why are
we having this discussion? It sounds to me like you need me to do
this show to give it”—I looked down at the paper to get a good
quote—“‘a fresh, sassy female counterpoint.’” I sat back and
crossed my arms.

“Okay. Let’s have everyone take a deep
breath. Erin, I’ll make you a deal, you keep on working on Colin’s
show and we’ll review all our options in regards to a show for you.
That will let you try out some of the programming options you’ve
wanted.”

“And give you some experience beyond doing
the traffic,” Colin tossed in.

I gnawed on my lip as if thinking it over. I
could stand a few more weeks of Colin. I wanted a chance at my own
show so bad I could taste it. I gave a curt nod. Wayne gave me a
hearty whack on my back that almost brought up the cinnamon
rolls.

“Are you going to tell her the other part?”
Colin asked.

“What other part?”

“It is a small thing, just a marketing
detail. Why don’t you two go ahead and get started on a show topic
for today?” Wayne stood up, calling our meeting to a close.

“What other part?” I asked again, standing
slowly, ready to block Wayne’s exit if needed.

Colin came over and put his arm around
me.

“Darling.”

I shrugged off his arm.

“What are you talking about?”

“We’re a couple.”

“Like hell we are.”

“No, darling, according to the media we are,”
Colin pointed back to the paper. “You didn’t finish the article.”
He picked it. “‘The sexual tension between the couple takes their
discourse from mere bickering to high theater. People will tune in
to listen to them and the soap opera that is their relationship. If
these two can work out their differences, then there is hope for
all of us. I think we’re all hoping for more He Said, She Said.’”
Colin slapped the paper back down. He gave me a smile.

“The reporter must have heard that last call.
Now he thinks we’re dating too. You’ve got to do something to take
it back,” I said.

“You seem to be laboring under the idea that
this relationship is my idea. Keep in mind dating you narrows my
chances with other women.”

He couldn’t make it any clearer that he
wouldn’t be caught dead dating me. Men like Colin never notice
women like me. They stick with their own kind, tall model types
with over-bleached teeth.

“You are not dating me.”

“I know. I don’t get even get the benefits of
the relationship.”

“There is no relationship,” I said,
raising my voice.

“What’s the harm of having a little sexual
tension? I mean, just for the next couple of weeks. The idea of you
two being a couple really gives the show legs,” Wayne said in his
best peace-making mediator voice.

“Am I understanding this? Are you, my boss,
advocating that I have a sexual relationship with my co-worker? You
know there are laws about this kind of thing?”

“Now hang on, I’m not advocating you two
having sex, just that you have the sexual tension. Or fake the
tension, I’m fine with that too.”
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