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CHAPTER 1

He laid claim to her from the day she came
home from the hospital. Everyone thought it was cute that he took
such a proprietary interest in his infant sister when he was only
going on three himself. And they did make a precious picture. He
with his hair as straight and black as pitch, eyes dark as midnight
and skin as brown as a gypsy’s and she with her rosy round cheeks,
big sea blue eyes and wispy white-blonde hair. There were nine of
them so, honestly, no one paid too much attention to yet another
baby. If anything, everyone was glad he seemed willing to be her
caretaker, albeit, a very young one.

The Vincennes family was extremely wealthy
and devoutly Catholic with the children ranging in age from 20 down
to these last two, Rafael Alain and Elena Justine, although
everyone called them Rafe and Lane until eventually, it almost
began to seem like one name, RafeandLane. They were all busy with
their own affairs so Rafe and Lane were mostly left to their own
devices. They were the last two to still be sleeping in the
nursery, the rest of them having grown old enough to move into
their own rooms. There had always been a nurse when the first seven
of the brood were younger but when the last one was let go after
Annecy started school, no one remembered they might need to hire
another for Rafe and Lane, stuck down there at the tail end of the
family.

Renny Vincennes, the father, was tall, dark
and handsome. A former Air Force pilot (Vietnam) and now financier
extraordinaire (being always near the top of Forbest Richest
Americans list), spent most of his time planning how to make the
family even richer. Magdelene, the mother, (her coming-out year’s
most desirable debutante) was still tiny, blonde and beautiful. She
spent most of her time involved in planning charity events, a job
which required many long lunches with her women friends. Renny and
Magdelene were passionate lovers even after all their years of
marriage. Would they have produced nine children if that had not
been so? It wasn’t that Renny and Magdelene didn’t love their kids,
because they did, but that they adored each other more. They simply
weren’t the kind of parents who took an active and personal
interest in their children’s day to day lives and that quality
became more pronounced with each additional child so, by the time
they got to numbers eight and nine…..

Those children included Morgan, a sophomore
at Princeton, where Vincennes sons had gone since there was a
Princeton. Morgan, a tall, rangy young man with dark mahogany hair
and hazel eyes, was an athletic superstar, excelling at every sport
he played. Next was Wyatt, as tall as Morgan but slender with black
hair, brown eyes and a winning smile. At 18, he was a senior at
Benedict High School and would be entering West Point next year, an
exception to the Princeton rule. All Wyatt had ever wanted to be
was a soldier. Then came Mariel, 16, cool and elegant and ash
blonde. No one who knew her could imagine that she wouldn’t be the
head cheerleader, the homecoming queen and the valedictorian of her
class. She was so self-assured about being entitled to these honors
that it was taken as a given that she would receive them. Denis at
14 was slight and dark and artistic, as well as outwardly and so
unashamedly gay that everyone accepted him as he was. (Of course,
being a member of Benedict’s first family didn’t hurt either). Next
was Jocelyn, 12, petite and platinum and delicate as a butterfly,
unless you had to deal with her slashing serves on the tennis
court. Gabe, 10, sturdily built with coal black hair, was a musical
virtuoso. His piano teacher gushed over his abilities and thought
he had the potential to be a great pianist although for now at
least, he was more interested in Eric Clapton and Eddie Van Halen
and other rock and roll guitar greats. Then, Annecy, the animal
lover at 8, with her green eyes and golden skin and palomino hair.
And, finally after a baby every two years, when Magdelene finally
thought she’d completed her duty to the church, six years later,
here came Rafe, followed almost three years after that by Lane,
conforming to the Vincennes pattern of intense dark boys and bright
blonde girls.

After Lane, Magdelene’s doctor insisted she
have her tubes tied for health reasons. Both she and Renny were
ecstatic that they could finally engage in the enthusiastic sex
they both so enjoyed without the depressing prospect hanging over
their heads that they might be creating yet another baby.

The Vincennes lived in a 32 room chateau on
the Eastern Shore of the Chesapeake Bay, called Heron Point, copied
from, though somewhat smaller in scale, than the grand family home
in the Loire Valley in their native France, Chateau Abricot, named
after its sandstone-hued walls. A long lane of locust trees led to
the impressive gardens and circle drive in front of the imposing
golden stone house with the twin towers anchoring each front corner
and the steeply pitched roof with tall decoratively capped
chimneys, the multiple dormers and balustraded terrace.

To the back were piers and decks and
sailboats and paddle boats and speedboats and jet skis.To the side
were garages, kennels, tennis courts, basketball courts and even a
regulation baseball field, as well as an Olympic-sized swimming
pool and an impressive stable of the same style as the house
itself. Renny spared no expense to indulge his children’s
amusements.

Farther back on the 1000-plus green acres
that made up the estate, were pastures and creeks and one large
hill, unusual in this terrain, joking referred to as Mount
Vincennes. There was a rustic small log cabin on top of the Mount,
just a living room/kitchen combination and one bedroom with a bath,
treasured for the view, because from one of the several rocking
chairs on the porch out front you could see far across the
countryside and then, to the Bay. In earlier years, Renny and
Magdelene slipped away there to escape, alone, from their children.
Now it was mostly used by the Vincennes kids themselves when they
needed privacy. Renny knew about the use the cabin was put to but,
having been quite a Lothario himself before he met Magdelene and
settled down, he understood about hormones and sex drives and
figured kids would be kids and the cabin was a better and safer
option than parking in a lover’s lane somewhere. Those kids
themselves, of course, had no clue that their old man knew what
they were up to.

Inside, the mansion featured elaborately
carved fireplace mantels and crystal chandeliers and fine wood
paneling and oriental rugs and ornate plaster pillars and a kitchen
the size of a cooking school. It was filled with antiques and
museum quality art. Except for an occasional foraging expedition
through the kitchen for snacks, and meals in the dining room at the
extra-long cherry table, hardly any of the Vincennes young even
visited this floor. The basement was their bailiwick. In one large
room, the wall-length flat-screen t.v. resided, along with the DVD
player and the XBoxes and the latest version of Playstation
(complete with their own t.v.s for playing games) and the computers
(one for each young Vincennes). A second vast room contained a
state-of-the-art sound system, a small dance floor and a real soda
fountain along with the pool table and the card tables and the
shelves of games and books and paper dolls and microscopes and (now
uninhabited) ant farms and anything else that had, at least
temporarily, caught the fancy of one of the siblings. A third,
smaller, soundproofed room was a small recording studio and home to
all the musical instruments played by the Vincennes young - with
her first seven children Magdelene had insisted on music lessons.
Each had to choose an instrument so there were guitars and drums
and flutes and saxophones and an organ (the concert grand piano
being upstairs in the drawing room, of course). Last was the
exercise room with its stairmasters and stationary bikes and rowing
machines and weights. And snaking through it all, a circular train
track with railroad cars, some of which dated back to the turn of
the century when Great-grandfather Phillip Vincennes had first
started the set. Of course, there was Renny’s extensive wine cellar
in the basement as well but it might as well not even exist so far
as hischildren were concerned since it was strictly off-limits.

So, while most of them were below ground
level, Rafe and Lane were usually up on the third floor by
themselves in the long nursery, a double room that would have made
any day care owner green with envy. Walls were painted with
colorful Bible scenes - not the more gory ones, but baby Moses in
the bulrushes and Jesus in the manger and wise men and shepherds
and a loving Mother Mary, comforting pictures. In the bedroom
section, were wooden cradles and cribs and youth beds, all
handsomely carved. There were 9 dressers lined up against the wall.
An archway led to the play room which was filled with toys for
younger children - story books and dolls and big metal trucks and
rocking horses and doll high chairs and buggies. Like the train,
some of the toys dated back to Renny’s childhood days and his
father’s and grandfather’s, such as the carved wooden alphabet
blocks. There were child-sized tables and chairs and rocking
chairs. And, of course, the nursery had its own television set,
programmed so that only the most innocuous channels could be
accessed. The floors were white tile for easy clean up of spilled
kool-aid or over-energetic finger painting.

* *

It’s hard to know what would have become of
Lane if not for Rafe. It was he who would take her off to find a
grown up when she cried for her bottle or when her diaper was wet
or dirty and needed changing. Eventually, as he got a little older,
he learned to keep food in the nursery in case an adult couldn’t be
found, things like peanut butter and bread and cookies and crackers
and little individual containers of applesauce and pudding. There
was a small refrigerator in the nursery which he kept stocked with
pop stolen from the big walk-in cooler in the kitchen so that when
she cried, he could fill a bottle with crème soda and it would
satisfy her at least for a while. He eventually learned to change
her himself, not very well perhaps, but at least he’d wash her off
and make her dry, powdering her liberally so that ever after, the
scent of baby powder brought to mind those days of their shared
early childhood. He didn’t especially enjoy doing it but after all,
he had to live in the same room with her and he didn’t like the
smell of stinky wet or poopy diapers.

They were always welcome downstairs at
mealtimes, of course, but no one usually bothered to tell them when
those were. If they slept through breakfast or didn’t realize it
was past lunch that was just too bad. Lots of times, the kitchen
staff didn’t even bother with a midday meal since no one was at
home with Renny being at work and Magdelene with her friends and
the kids all at school. The thought of Rafe and Lane never crossed
their minds until he was suddenly and silently in the kitchen to
remind them and they’d quick fix him a tray to take back
upstairs.

When she cried at night, Rafe pulled her out
of her crib and took her into bed with him, cuddling her until she
fell asleep.

By the time, he was four and she was two, you
never saw one without the other. People said Rafe reminded them of
a black cat. Slender and graceful, he seemed to walk on silent
cat’s paws. He would simply appear without anyone having heard him
coming. Because, again, these two were so seldom on anyone’s mind,
his hair was long, almost shoulder length, black and straight as
Indian hair. His brothers nicknamed him Injun. His eyes were almost
expressionless. No one would ever know what Rafe Vincennes was
thinking by looking into his eyes. He could smile, but it was
usually a quick white gleam in the darkness of his skin, a smile
that disappeared as quickly as it came. As he got older, women it
was said, would agree to almost anything just for the rare
opportunity of seeing that smile.

But for now, he was only four and she was
two, a small blonde shadow who toddled after him everywhere he
went. He was her hero, her protector, her teacher, her best friend.
If she fell and bumped her head or scraped her knee, it was Rafe
she went running to for sympathy. If she couldn’t figure out a
puzzle, she looked to him to help her. “How, Rafe?” He dressed her
in the morning and bathed her at night, putting her into her
pajamas afterwards.

“Go to sleep now, Laney, I’ll be right here
beside you if you need anything,” patting her on her little round
rump.

Renny, who admired achievement, didn’t
realize that Rafe was the most accomplished of his children. He
could run the fastest but he never did because he wouldn’t go off
and leave Lane. And he could swim the farthest but he wouldn’t go
beyond where she could go. He was the most fearless rider but he
kept his pony down to a trot because Lane was always on the saddle
in front of him.

* *

When Rafe was five, he had to start going to
kindergarten in the mornings. He would lay out her clothes for her
before he left and make sure there was food in the frig for her
breakfast. He’d taught her to turn on the VCR and he’d load one of
her favorite movies so all she had to do was press the “Start”
button. He left her messages on a recorder on the playroom table
too.

“Laney, don’t go downstairs while I’m gone
and don’t ever try to go outside alone. You wait ‘til I get home.
I’ll take you swimming or to ride the pony or whatever you want to
do when I get back but don’t try to do any of those things by
yourself. Do you hear me, Lane? I’ll be really mad if you don’t
mind me.”

And, more than anything, she didn’t want Rafe
to ever be mad at her so she always paid attention to exactly what
he said.

She still remembered the one time she’d
ignored him and went downstairs and on down to the basement and
then couldn’t remember how to get back so she just had to stay down
there until he got home from school. It scared him half to death to
find the empty nursery. He’d gone racing through the house calling
her name. What if she’d gone outside and been kicked by one of the
horses or was floating drowned in the pool? When she finally heard
him and called out to him, he was relieved but he was also quietly
furious.

He took her right back upstairs and got a
ruler and made her take down her panties and spanked her bottom
hard ten times, until she was sobbing for him to stop. And then
after that, it was even worse because he told her he wasn’t going
to speak to her anymore that day and he didn’t, even though she
told him over and over how sorry she was and promised never to
disobey him again. She lay in bed and cried and cried but he acted
like she wasn’t even there.

He was gone the next morning by the time she
woke up and there was no message on the recorder and no clothes
laid out and no movie in the VCR and nothing to eat in the
frig.

The half day until he got home seemed endless
and when he appeared in the doorway, she went running to him,
throwing her arms around his waist. He took her hand and led her to
one of the rocking chairs, sitting down and pulling her onto his
lap. Then he looked into her blue eyes with his dark ones, “do you
understand, Lane, that you must always do as I say?” And she said,
yes, yes, she understood, just please don’t be mad anymore,
Rafe.

And after that, she always followed his
orders. If he told her to swim to the end of the pier and back, she
did it even though she was afraid it was too far and she might
drown or a shark might get her, because neither drowning nor sharks
was as bad as Rafe being upset with her. And besides that he’d told
her he’d save her if anything happened and she had absolute faith
that he would. Because there was, after all, that time when she got
attacked by the stray dog and he fought it off with only his
pocketknife, stabbing it in the eyes and mouth. He had some bad
bites on his hands and arms but he smiled his fleeting smile and
said at least he didn’t have to be put down like the dog.

* *

When Rafe was in second grade, his teacher
asked one of her colleagues if it was possible for a 7 year old to
be a sociopath because she swore that’s what Rafe Vincennes
was.

“I’ve never had a student who made me so
nervous. I don’t see or hear him move and yet the next thing I know
he’s behind my desk. You look in his eyes and you don’t sense a
trace of emotion. The person in there doesn’t seem like a child at
all. I think he has a photographic memory. If he sees or reads or
hears something, he never forgets it. He rarely smiles and never
laughs. When he plays with the other kids, it doesn’t seem like
he’s making an effort to dominate them but he just does, almost
like he mesmerizes them.”

Her co-worker laughed. “Dee, I can’t believe
you’d let a little kid spook you like that. You’re over-reacting
big-time.”

“All I know is, I’ll be glad when this year
is over and he’s out of my classroom and someone else’s
problem.”

What she didn’t know was that Rafe had, in
his silent way, come up behind her and overheard their
conversation.

Her colleague started, “oh, Rafe, we didn’t
know you were there. Did you need something?”

“See,” Miss Dee hissed when he was gone,
“that’s exactly what I mean!”

*

Rafe had always been aware that he had this
affect on some people but when he was seven, he wasn’t quite sure
what to do about it. He knew he tended to move quietly but was he
just supposed to start making sure to clomp around everywhere he
went? And how did you put more emotion in your eyes? He hadn’t a
clue. He guessed he could remind himself to smile more since that
was something his teacher had mentioned. As for being smart and
being picked to be the leader, he didn’t know how that came about
either. He never insisted and he never bragged. It just happened.
Miss Dee had wondered if he might be a sociopath. He looked the
word up in the dictionary - “a person who is anti-social and who
lacks a social conscience.” He shrugged it off. He didn’t know if
he lacked a social conscience or not. He didn’t even know what
having a social conscience meant.

*

He got his black German Shepherd puppy,
Raven, for his 6th birthday. It was the only gift he asked for.
From then on, when he was outdoors, he was trailed by two shadows
instead of only one, the blonde little sister and the jet black
dog. Both seemed equally as worshipful of him.

There were occasional instances when he took
some time away from his responsibilities to Lane. (Although he
didn’t really consider them responsibilities but things he chose to
do).

Even as a toddler, the family’s attempts to
keep track of him were relatively ineffectual. One sister or
another would be told by Magdelene to “watch Rafe” but watching
Rafe was impossible. Take your eyes off him for one minute and he
simply drifted away, like smoke.

A search would be mounted and eventually the
three-year-old would be discovered squatted in the back of one of
the horse stalls, communing, they guessed, with its resident. Or
he’d be napping in the cabin of one of the boats. At age four, he
made it all the way up to the Cabin by himself where they found him
rocking in one of the chairs on the porch. And at five, he took a
pirogue up an inlet to fish.

Renny whipped him for that one, whipped him
hard with his belt.

“Don’t you ever take a boat out by yourself
again. You don’t know where you’re at and you could get lost back
in those creeks and swamps. Do you understand me, Rafe?”

He simply looked at his father with tearless
eyes, having not made a sound during his spanking.

“But I always know exactly where I’m at,
Dad.”

“I don’t care!” roared Renny, who hardly ever
lost his temper and resented this contrary child for causing him to
do it now, “just do as I say, have you got that?”

“How old do I have to be?” Rafe asked.

“I’ll let you know,” said Renny through
gritted teeth.

Rafe was as comfortable wandering in the
night as during daylight. He’d been described as cat-like and it
was as if he could see in the dark like a cat too. His brothers
would come home from a date and find the little boy sitting on the
back step at 3:00 a.m.

“What are you doing up at this time, Rafe?
You should be in bed.”

“I’m listening to the dark.”

Eventually, they accepted it as a lost cause,
trying to keep track of him. He came and went as he pleased and
since he always made it home safely, they quit worrying. As he got
older, he traveled farther and stayed longer.

He read far above his age and his favorite
reading was about the techniques of surviving on one’s own. He and
Raven would disappear into the woods with only some string and a
knife. A few times, they got pretty hungry when his awkward early
attempts at setting a snare or spearing a fish failed but as time
went by, he learned to do those things competently, as well as
building a lean-to that would keep out the rain and starting a fire
without matches. He taught himself, by means of books, to smoke his
extra food and to cook it in a fire pit. He became an authority on
what marine life and flora and fauna and even bugs and worms were
safe to eat in an emergency.

By the time he was 9, he’d added a gun to his
small supply kit. (A hand gun because he liked to travel light and
a long gun was too heavy.) He’d snagged the Smith and Wesson
revolver from Renny’s gun safe, knowing it would mean another
serious thrashing if he got caught but willing to take the chance).
He’d become an expert at tracking, being familiar with prints and
scat and recognizing wallows and antler rubs and urine sprays.
Although, he was a dead shot, he didn’t kill much that he tracked.
He just wanted to prove to himself that he could if he had to.

He asked on every birthday and when he was
eight, Renny finally said, “okay, okay, take the damn boat” so then
he could embark on a more far-roaming exploration of his world.

He always warned Laney when he was going to
be gone for a while. “I’ll be back in a couple of days, maybe
three.”

“I hate it when you’re not here, Rafe. Why do
you have to go?”

“Sometimes, I just have to get away from
people. Not you, Honey. Everyone else. Where I don’t have to keep
my guard up all the time.”

She didn’t understand it but she had to
accept it because that was just Rafe.

* *

Because of when her birthday fell, Lane
didn’t get to start kindergarten until she was six but this morning
she would be getting on the big yellow bus with the other kids. She
was beside herself with excitement. She’d hardly left Heron Point
in her life and she almost only got to go to the basement or out on
the grounds when Rafe took her. She barely felt like she knew her
older brothers and sisters. Sometimes she’d meet them in a room and
they’d ruffle her hair and ask how she was doing but not like they
really cared. But now she was finally going to get to go off into
the world like everyone else.

Last week her mother had taken her on a
shopping spree and she had all new clothes. It had taken Rafe to
make that happen. He’d gone to Magdelene and reminded her that Lane
would be starting school soon and she had almost nothing fit to
wear.

“Most of her things are raggy and too small,
Mom. Unless you want to be ashamed of her being a Vincennes, you
probably need to buy her a new wardrobe.”

Once it was brought to her attention,
Magdelene was happy to take her youngest daughter shopping.

“Oh, Rafe, you’re absolutely right, Darling.
I guess I just hadn’t realized Laney was growing up so fast and
here she is five years old already.”

“Six, Mom, she’s six.”

“Six, then, and starting school. My last
baby. I’ll take her this week.”

Of course, Magdelene had spared no expense so
Laney had all new jeans and tops and dresses and skirts and
sweaters and blouses and sox and underwear and shoes and a new
winter coat, red with gold buttons!

Rafe helped her pick out her first school
outfit - a denim jumper embroidered with flowers on the bib with a
knit pink top and her new pink sneakers. She held his hand walking
to the end of their lane and sat beside him on the bus. Once at
school, he took her to her room.

“Remember, your room is 110 and your teacher
is Miss Prince. You’ll like her. She’s nice. I’ll meet you when
it’s time to go home and make sure you get on the right bus.”

She loved it, oh, she loved it. It was so
much fun being around all the other kids and Rafe was right, Miss
Prince was so nice. She loved learning things. The only stuff she
knew was what Rafe had ever taught her. Thankfully, he’d made sure
she was able to tie her shoes and write her name and say her
alphabet and count and tell time or she would have been embarrassed
since the teacher tested them to make sure they all knew how to do
those things. She never thought to wonder how he had learned to do
them.

When the morning was over, he met her like he
said he would and watched her until she was safely on the big bus.
She couldn’t wait until the next day when she’d get to come back
again!

* *

She woke him up crying. He looked over at the
clock and saw it was after 1:00 a.m.

“What’s the matter, Honey?” he asked
drowsily.

“E-e-everyone is going to h-h-h-hate me,
Rafe,” she sobbed.

“Why are they going to hate you, Laney?”

“C-c-cause I’m s’posed to bring c-c-cupcakes
for Refreshment Day but Reba left early. S-s-she was gone when I
got h-h-home and you know it w-w-wouldn’t do any good to ask
M-m-mom.”

For a moment, they both pondered the thought
of the elegant Magdelene whipping up a batch of cupcakes but
neither could begin to grasp that exotic concept.

“No,” he finally said, “Mom wouldn’t have
baked them herself but she most likely would have had Bannings
deliver some.”

“I never t-t-thought of that. It’s just
g-g-going to be so a-a-awful tomorrow,” she wailed.

He got up and patted her on the back. “Just
go back to sleep, Sweetie. I’ll make sure you have cupcakes in the
morning.”

“Will you, Rafe, really?”

“Yes, Lane, go to sleep”, which she did in
complete assurance that Rafe always did what he said he would
do.

He padded down the stairs barefoot and in his
blue-striped pajama bottoms. Flipping the switch inside the door,
he looked across the enormous kitchen. “Bloody ‘ell, Mate,” he
muttered to himself, “you better be getting some organ-o-za-tion
goin’ or you’ll be here all night.”

Okay, where to start? First, make a list of
all the stuff he knew he’d need. Number one would probably be a
recipe since he didn’t have a clue how to make freakin’ cupcakes.
Surely, Reba had cookbooks around here somewhere. She couldn’t
simply remember every dish she prepared, could she?

He went over to the small built-in desk with
the phone above it where he knew there was a pad of paper and a
pen. He started his list.

*

Recipe

Cupcake pans

Little paper cup thingies

Spoon

Big bowl

Mixer

Flour, sugar, eggs (what else?)

*

That was all he was sure of. But how to find
it all? He had limited experience with this room, mostly only
checking the walk-in cooler for something to drink or to make a
sandwich. He looked around it now. There appeared to be acres of
cherry cupboards and granite countertops and slatey looking ceramic
tile floors and stainless steel appliances. He guessed the best way
was just to start at one end and work his way through every
cupboard, drawer and countertop until he located everything he
needed. He knew most of the food stuff was kept either in the large
pantry or the cooler. He’d save those for last. He needed that damn
recipe. It could be any recipe as long as it was for cupcakes, he
didn’t care - white, yellow, chocolate or cherry - he didn’t think
it took much to please first graders.

He began over by the door to the laundry room
and investigated every nook and cranny of the kitchen, methodically
assembling the items on his list as he found them. After half an
hour, he had all of it - the spoon from a drawer by the sink, the
bowl from an upper cupboard next to the stove and the cake pans
from the cupboard below, the mixer on a bottom shelf in the dish
pantry (three complete sets of fine china along with other small
appliances). And, last, the recipe. He’d been looking for cookbooks
but it turned out Reba kept her recipes in a file box on the desk,
which he finally noticed, after looking everywhere else. That
enabled him to go to the food pantry and the cooler for all the
required ingredients.

*

It was typical of Rafe to simply do whatever
needed to be done himself rather than taking his problem to anyone
else. For one thing, no one in his life had ever offered much
assistance so he’d been forced to become self-sufficient early on.
And that played into his basic nature anyway. His natural instinct
was to involve other people as little as possible in his affairs,
so by the time he was nine, he was more than confident that he
could figure out how to make cupcakes.

He stirred and mixed and filled his cupcake
liners 2/3 full, just like the card for “Chocolate Cupcakes with
Vanilla Buttercream Icing” said. Then he put them in the oven
(pre-heated to 350 degrees) for 22 minutes. That was the worst part
because it was almost 3 o’clock by then and he had to keep telling
himself to stay awake. He wouldn’t want to have gone through all
this and then burn up the results of his labor.

He mixed up the icing while the cupcakes were
cooling. After they were frosted, just for the fun of it, because
he had found them while he was rummaging around looking for
everything else, he decorated the tops with multi-colored
sprinkles.

*

He knew Magdelene kept all her gift-wrapping
materials in a large closet down the hall from the master bedroom.
The shelves were filled with rolls of wrapping paper and spools of
ribbon and different shades of tissue paper and decorative sacks
and flattened boxes of all sizes. He poked around until he found
one that looked to be the perfect size for two dozen cupcakes.

Then he washed and dried and put away
everything he’d dirtied. No one would ever have known he’d even
been there if it wasn’t for the white box on the mixing island with
Laney’s name written across the top.

It was after 4:00 when he crawled back into
bed.

*

Lane was patting him on the shoulder. “Rafe,
aren’t you going to get up? Your alarm keeps going off. You must
keep hitting the Snooze button.”

“Yeah, okay, I’m getting up right now.”
Blearily, he opened his eyes.

“Did you get my cupcakes done?”

“They’re in the kitchen but the next time you
need something, Sweetie, tell me about it a little sooner,
okay?”

* *

They were still in the nursery. They should
have been moved out long ago to their own rooms but as usual, no
one remembered to do it so they just kept on the way it was. They
were used to being together now and neither was particularly
interested in being in a room alone.

* *

When he was nine and she was seven, he told
her to come into bed with him. He said he wanted to try something
and he thought she’d like it.

“Take your panties off first.”

She was puzzled. “Take my pants off,
Rafe?”

“Yes, Honey.”

She complied as she always did when he told
her what to do.

“Lay here beside me on your back,” he
whispered, “and spread your legs a little farther apart.”

When he had her in the position he wanted her
in, he pulled her nightgown up to her waist and then put his hand
on the spot between her legs. She instantly felt a jolt of pleasure
shoot through her groin and clear up into her stomach.

“Oh,“ she breathed, “what are you doing?”

He began gently rubbing her. The darts of
exhilaration increased in number and intensity until finally, she
was overcome by a flood of pure joy.

“Oh, Rafe, oh, Rafe.”

He put his hand lightly over her mouth.
“Shhh, Sweetie, you can’t make any noise. Does it feel good,
Laney?”

“Yes, yes,” she said into his ear, “do it
again, Rafe!”

He grinned. “No, Laney, once a night is all
you get but now you have to do something for me.”

“What?”

“Give me your hand.”

When she did, he put it on his hard penis. Of
course, he’d seen her naked many times but she’d never seen him
that way. She was shocked. “What is it, Rafe?”

“Girls and boys are different, Lane. This is
what boys have instead of what you have. It’s called a penis. Pull
the covers back and look at it.”

It was even more surprising when she saw it
sticking straight up below his belly.

“I want you to put it in your mouth, Laney.
That’s what will make me feel good the way I made you feel.”

Because she had such pure trust in him, she
didn’t even hesitate. She wanted to make him happy.

“Now move your mouth up and down on it - suck
it, but easy.”

Because he hadn’t reached puberty yet, of
course, he didn’t have a real ejaculation but that didn’t mean
having her mouth moving on him didn’t take him to a state of
bliss.

“Can we do it again tomorrow night,
Rafe?”

“Yes, Laney, and other things besides.”

He was young but he knew a lot about sex,
from reading, from watching movies (he’d figured out how to
over-ride the v-chip on the nursery t.v. quite some time ago) and
from listening in on his older brothers’ conversations. He thought
he’d been patient, waiting until she was seven.

“Laney?”

“What?”

“You can’t ever tell anyone. They wouldn’t
approve and they’d make us stop. So it has to be our secret if you
want to keep doing it. Do you understand that, Lane?”

“I understand. I’ll never, ever tell anyone,
I promise. Can I stay here with you tonight instead of getting in
my own bed, Rafe?”

“No, slip on over there now, Lane, and don’t
forget to put your panties back on.”

*

She discovered she could get a least a little
bit of that jolt of pleasure just by thinking about Rafe putting
his hand on her privates. It wasn’t the whole big thing, of course,
just a dart that went zipping from where she peed up into her
belly. And when she thought about it, she could feel herself
getting wet down there.

“Elena, what are you daydreaming about? I’d
like to have your attention here if you don’t mind.”

“I’m sorry, Miss Dee.”

* *

“Well, I have my last Vincennes in class this
year. What a mixed bag they’ve been. Morgan and Wyatt were both
good students and charming boys. Mariel was a prissy britches
little snob. Denis and Gabriel were smart and nice enough, both
artistic types. Jocelyn was a sweetheart and Annecy was a little
ray of sunshine. Of course, you know how I felt about Rafe. This
last one, Elena, is a bit of a dreamer but she tries to
please.”

“Yes, I have Rafe this year and I see some of
what you felt about him although I don’t think it’s as bad as you
made it seem. Still, he does remind me a little of a panther, one
you’re not quite sure is all the way tame.”

“I’m pretty sure he’s not domesticated at
all, Stuart. I think he just puts on a front.”

“I’ll tell you something about Rafe Vincennes
though, Dee. I think by the time he grows up a little more, you’re
going to be way in the minority of women who don’t consider him
compelling.”

“And I think those who do are going to
discover he’s a dangerous person to give your heart to.”

“Well, he’ll be long gone from here and I
expect we’ll have forgotten all about him by then, Dee.”

* *

When he turned 10, he asked his father if he
could start riding one of the Arabs.

“Don’t you think you’re a little young for an
Arab, Rafe?”

“Dad, have you ever seen me ride?”

“Well, I’m not sure I ever have, Rafe.”

“No, Dad, I’m not sure you ever have either
but I’m the best of all of us.”

“You are?”

“Yes, I am. One of two things, Dad - either
come and watch me and let me prove it or take my word for it.”

“I guess if you say you can do it, I believe
you. Which one are you thinking of, Rafe?”

“Destiny.”

“Destiny’s quite a handful, Son. I hope you
aren’t biting off more than you can chew.”

“I’m not, Dad, trust me.”

It pissed his sister, Annecy, off big-time.
She was 16 now and considered the horseperson in the Vincennes
family. She had a roomful of trophies and blue ribbons to prove
it.

The first time they were at the stable
together and he’d brought out the spirited dapple-gray stallion to
saddle, she was shocked.

“Just what do you think you’re doing?”

“I’m going for a ride,” he answered
mildly.

“Not on that horse, you’re not!”

“I already asked Dad and he gave me
permission.”

“I don’t believe it!”

He shrugged. “Go ask him yourself then.”

“I’ve begged Dad a million times to let me
ride him and he’s always said he doesn’t allow anyone to ride
Destiny but him. Why would he agree to let a flippin’ 10-year-old
do it?”

The gleaming smile was there and then it was
gone. “Maybe he thinks I’m better.”

He jumped (small as he was, it was a bit of a
leap to get his foot in the stirrup) up into the saddle, touched
the horse with his heel and trotted down the lane with Raven
following along beside.

She was wearing her official rider outfit as
she always did when she was going to the stables - tan pants, white
shirt and high riding boots. Her long golden hair was held back
with a clasp at the nape of her neck. She felt it put people on
notice that she was a professional. Right now, there were tears of
frustration in her blue eyes as she watched Rafe ride off on the
dancing silver stallion in his holey jeans and tee shirt and old
beat-up cowboy boots.

She could go for days at a time, forgetting
about Rafe’s very existence. After all, she was in high school,
where she got straight A’s as every Vincennes did. She was on the
Cheer Squad and had been named Queen of the Harvest Ball. She had
her candy apple red PT Cruiser, her 16th birthday present, and a
hunk of a boyfriend named Bill, who was two years older than her
and the Quarterback on the football team. In addition to her
various awards in horse showing, she’d taken her Golden Retriever,
Jonquil, to the state competition in obedience and won first place.
What was not to love about her life and why would she give much
thought to the somewhat mysterious little brother who seemed mostly
to drift silently around the periphery of the family? And yet, it
seemed like every time she did have cause to think of him, she
ended up angry.

It was because he never seemed to have to
even frickin’ try to get whatever he wanted. No one would think of
Rafe as being demanding. He never yelled or begged or threatened.
She tried to think back to remember if she’d ever heard him raise
his voice and realized she never had. She doubted if he was even
capable of throwing a tantrum and yet if he set his mind to
something, it seemed like the obstacles just disappeared magically
from his path. Like, how in the hell had he convinced Dad to let
him take Destiny when, as she’d told him, she’d begged and pleaded
to do the same and been told no every time? It just wasn’t fair.
Not that she’d raise a stink about it. Renny was a mostly easygoing
father who let his kids have anything they wanted within reason but
they all knew, it simply wasn’t acceptable to question his
decisions or his authority. Do that, and you’d find you’d lost more
than you could ever hope to gain.

Another thing about Rafe that got under her
skin was how he didn’t place any importance in the things that
meant so much to her. She had watched him with Raven. That dog
would do anything Rafe wanted although not once had she ever seen
them together on the course she’d set up when she was training
Jonquil. He didn’t use any of the traditional commands, just talked
to the dog like they were having a conversation. “Come on, Raven,
stay beside me now,” and Raven’s nose would practically be glued to
his knee. She thought if Rafe told Raven to “wait”, he’d stay where
he was until he starved to death.

She’d told Rafe once that he could do with
Raven as she’d done with Jonquil, enter him in competition and win
ribbons and trophies.

“Why would I want to do that, Sis?” he’d
asked. “I only want Raven to do what I tell him for my sake. I
don’t care if anyone else see’s him doin’ it.”

She usually never said the ef word - freakin’
and flippin’, yes, but not the actual word itself - but that day,
she’d said, “fuck you, Rafe.” She said it again right now, although
he couldn’t hear her - “fuck you, Rafe.”

* *

Laney wouldn’t have known how to do anything
if it hadn’t been for Rafe. He was the one who first showed her how
to brush her teeth and made sure she did it every morning and every
night. He told her she needed to put on clean underwear every
single day. He helped her to match her colors so her outfits looked
nice. He brushed her long blonde hair and pulled it back out of her
face and fastened it with barrettes. He was the one who taught her
how to ride her bike and to do things on the computer and play
tennis and swim. She thought lots of times about how awful and
lonely her life would have been without him.

*

Because just about every bit of love or
affectionate touching or concern about her that she’d ever
experienced had stemmed from Rafe, Laney found it not a bit
surprising that he had introduced her to this new wonderful thing
as well. It was like Christmas every night. She couldn’t wait until
they’d both had their showers and she could come over to his bed.
Like he had promised, they’d done other things after the first
time. When he had put his mouth down there, as she had done to him,
she felt like it sent her shooting up to the moon and then like she
was floating back down on the softest cloud in the sky. Sometimes
he teased her by going so slow, she thought she couldn’t stand
waiting any longer.

“Please, Rafe,” she would beg, “please.”

“Say pretty please, I love you, Rafe.”

“Pretty please! I love you, Rafe!”

And then he would make it happen and she
would just explode with happiness.

*

He told her he was going to fuck her on her
9th birthday.

“Why not now, Rafe? I want you to do it
now.”

“No, it’s going to be a treat for both of us
for your 9th birthday. Then I’ll put myself inside you. It will
give you something to look forward to because it will be so
good.”

*

Her 9th birthday was not for another year. By
doing it the way he did it, he made it seem like the Holy
Grail.

* *

Of course, daily life went on for both of
them. She still loved school and she was good at it as all the
Vincennes kids were. She was on the honor roll every time. None of
them were as smart as Rafe though. He was put in the Gifted and
Talented class in third grade and then jumped a grade and then
another, until he was in 7th grade when he was only 10. Some of the
teachers talked about how his i.q. was off the charts and maybe he
was a genius. He was better at playing the guitar than Gabe and
better at drawing than Denis. He was better at baseball and
football than Morgan and better at shooting than Wyatt. He was
better at tennis than Jocelyn and better at riding than Annecy. It
still rankled a little about what Miss Dee had said about him
though and he tried to work at being more personable. He’d been
called arrogant more than once and he tried to figure out why
people would say that about him. He’d even asked his teacher one
time after someone had said it.

“What about me would make someone think I’m
arrogant? I don’t try to lord it over anyone. I don’t try to rub it
in when I do well at something. I’m never mean to anyone.”

Privately, the teacher herself thought she
might have described Rafe as arrogant but when she tried to put her
finger on why, she was at a loss. It was true what he said. He
wasn’t one of those kids who tried to make himself the center of
attention and he never boasted about his accomplishments and
probably of all the elite group of which he was nominally a part,
he was the nicest to the less popular ones. In fact, he was as
friendly to the students who were called low-lifes as he was to the
movers and shakers, (although she’d noticed that he wasn’t really
close to anyone in either group). He wasn’t judgmental about race
or sexual orientation or disability or socioeconomic
background.

She finally decided it was just something
about the way he held himself apart and that look he had that said
he didn’t really care what anyone else thought of him, that they
were welcome to take him or leave him as he was and it didn’t much
matter to him one way or the other.

That’s finally what she told him.

“I guess it’s because you seem like you don’t
care what people think, Rafe, and everyone wants to believe people
care what they think.”

“I don’t care what they think, Mrs. Harper,
if they’re right, but I don’t like being tagged with a label that’s
wrong.”

“I don’t know how to tell you to make it any
different, Rafe.”

He shrugged and then smiled that devastating
but quickly disappearing smile. “Guess I’ll just have to live with
it then, huh?”

He was only 10 but she felt a little thrill
go down her spine at that smile. She almost called him back to tell
him that it might go a long way toward changing people’s minds
about him but she didn’t. She was afraid what he might do with it
if he ever found out how potent it could be.

*

His coaches loved his capacity for speed and
stealth. You could pass him a football and the next thing anyone
knew, he’d be crossing the goal line. Or give him a basketball and
he’d be sinking one while the other team was still looking for him.
Or he’d hit a single and turn it into a triple before anyone
tracked his location on the baseball field. From the first day he
started playing junior league sports, he never knew what it was
like to have to sit on the bench.

* *

It was her 9th birthday. As usual, the only
reason she had a party was because of Rafe. Once again, he’d
tracked down his mother.

“Next week is Lane’s 9th birthday, Mom. I
remember years when you even forgot to give her a cake or buy her a
present. Don’t you think it’s time she had a party, maybe have some
of the kids from her class over?”

“That’s a wonderful idea, Rafie, but I don’t
know who is in her class. I don’t suppose you could give me some
names?”

Silently, he handed her the list he’d gotten
from Lane’s teacher.

Magdelene had invited all the students in
Lane’s class and their parents and her teacher. She had a red and
white striped tent put up in the back yard and hired clowns and a
magician and had the stable hands bring up the horses for rides.
There was a big banner that said “Happy 9th Birthday, Laney” and
games to play and a huge cake with her name on it in red and clumps
of scarlet balloons tied everywhere. And her gift was Rafe’s idea -
her very own horse, a little palomino Arab mare named Lisbon. It
was one of the most joyous days of her life. Rafe, watching, smiled
wryly - once you could get their Mother’s attention, you could
count on her to do it up right.

No matter what else was going on though, Lane
kept thinking about being in bed that night with Rafe and about
what he was going to do. Each time she thought about it, she got a
tingling sensation in her belly. Half of her hated for the day to
end but the other half of her couldn’t wait for it to be over.

And finally, it was. She’d had her shower and
he was in the shower now. She was in his bed with her nighty on.
She didn’t even wear underpants to bed anymore. Finally he came
into the room, in just his shorts. First, he walked over and got
something out of his dresser drawer and then he sat on the side of
the bed.

“I saved my allowance to get you a birthday
present,” he said handing her a small gift-wrapped box.

She opened it to reveal a ring with a
heart-shaped sapphire in a gold mounting. It wasn’t a huge stone
but it wasn’t tiny either.

“It’s your birthstone.”

“Oh, Rafe, it’s so beautiful. I’ve never had
a ring before.”

“Put it on and make sure it fits.”

She slipped it onto her right ring finger.
“It’s perfect.”

“I don’t ever want you to take it off, Lane,
not ever. It means you belong to me. You’ve belonged to me since
the day you were born and you always will. Say it, Lane, I want to
hear you say it.”

“I belong to you, Rafe.”

He grinned. “Okay, now that that’s taken care
of, let’s have some fun.”

He stood up and dropped his pants on the
floor, then got into bed beside her. He kissed her neck and tickled
her nipples and ran his fingers along the insides of her thighs and
across her mound, lightly, teasingly, until she was saying, “I
can’t wait any longer, Rafe, I can’t wait any longer!” And then he
got on top of her and put himself inside her and feeling him there,
almost like a part of her, was the best thing yet. She just started
going off like firecrackers on the Fourth of July.

“Wrap your legs around me, Lane, and come up
to meet me.”

As he moved back and forth inside her, the
fireworks got bigger and louder and brighter until they were
melting into one another.

“Oh, Rafe, that’s so wonderful!”

“Shhhh, Honey.”

She felt him moving in and out harder and
harder and then she felt him push extra hard until he gave a little
groan and slumped down on top of her, breathing hard.

“Are you all right, Rafe?”

“I’m perfect, Laney.”

Finally, he got up and went into the
bathroom, bringing back a warm wet cloth to wash her.

“You bled just a little. Did it hurt?”

“If it did, I didn’t notice because it felt
so good at the same time.”

He smiled. “That’s what’s supposed to happen.
It’s supposed to feel good.”

“It did, Rafe. I loved it. It was my best
present ever.”

“Do you love me, Lane?”

“You know I love you more than anything.”

“Tell me how much.”

“Whatever the highest number is in the world,
Rafe, I love you way more than that.”

*

The next day, Saturday, he told her they
needed to talk.

“I think we’d better tell the folks we want
to move into our own bedrooms.”

“But I like being in here with you right next
to me, Rafe.”

“I know but we’re getting too old to be
sleeping in the same room. I’m almost twelve. That’s too old to be
sleeping in a nursery with my sister. I’ll tell them you still have
nightmares sometimes and to put us next door to each other.”

“I’d rather just stay the way we are.”

“I know, but we can’t. Don’t worry, Sweetie.
Don’t I always fix it so it’s okay?”

*

“Mom, I think it’s time that Lane and I had
our own bedrooms. We’re getting a little too old to still be in the
nursery together.”

“Why, yes, Rafe, I suppose you’re right. But
where can we put you? I hate to take Morgan and Wyatt’s rooms even
though they don’t come home that often. (Morgan was an attorney
now, living in New York, and Wyatt was a Lieutenant in the
Army).”

“No, I don’t want to take anyone else’s room.
How about those two little rooms at the end of the hall with the
bathroom in between that used to be the nurse’s bedroom and sitting
room? They’re small but they’re big enough for us. We’ll have our
privacy but they have that door between them so I can go settle
Lane down if she has one of her nightmares.”

“Oh, Rafie, those aren’t very nice compared
to your brothers’ and sisters’ rooms but if you think they’ll work,
I guess it would be all right.”

“I think they’ll be fine, Mom.”

“Well, why don’t you stay where you are until
I can get the painters and flooring people in and at least you’ll
have fresh colors and new carpet and I’ll take you and let you pick
out some new furniture and I’ll buy you each a television and a
computer and whatever else you need. I really can’t believe we left
you in the nursery this long.”

“That would be great, Mom.”

*

“We’ve got a reprieve,” he told her that
night. “It will be at least two weeks before the rooms are painted
and carpeted and the new furniture is delivered. In the meantime,
why don’t you come on over here?”

She flew over to his bed and dived under the
covers with him.

*

It really was better when they finally got
moved into their new rooms. For one thing, they were so much
prettier. Hers had pale yellow walls and white lacy curtains and a
puffy yellow comforter. The carpet was pale green plush. She picked
out white furniture painted with pastel flowers - a canopy bed and
a dresser and a shelf unit that held her new television and
computer. It felt comforting to be in a small, cozy place with just
all her own things instead of the vast impersonality of the
nursery. When they were furniture shopping, her Mom let her buy
some pretty pictures for her walls. One was of a porch with white
wicker furniture and pink roses climbing up a trellis on one side
and another was of two white Persian kittens sleeping on a
patchwork quilt.

Rafe’s room had dove gray walls and a pewter
and navy patterned rug and walnut furniture. He had one of his own
drawings, their sailboat on the bay, on the wall and that was all.
It seemed sort of bare to her but she’d asked him if he was going
to add more stuff and he said no, he’d leaving the nesting to
her.

What was best of all about these rooms was
that they could be locked from the inside (unlike the nursery but,
of course, you wouldn’t put inside locks on a nursery) so they
didn’t have to worry about anyone coming in the door without
warning them, an admittedly unlikely possibility, but still. Being
able to lock the doors made them both feel more secure.

He liked to tease her in public. If they were
swimming, he’d sneak his warm hand down her bathing suit and
massage her bottom and if they were riding, he’d move up beside her
and run his finger between her legs and even at the breakfast
table, sometimes he’d give her upper thigh a light squeeze. It
always had the effect on her of making her go completely still,
anticipating the next touch, although it usually never came. Even
in church, he’d lean over and whisper in her ear, “do you want me
to fuck you tonight, Lane?” and she’d have to force herself to just
stare straight ahead. He’d taught her the terminology of sex by
now. The thing between his legs was his cock and the place he put
his cock when he fucked her was her pussy. When she sucked his
cock, that was called a blow job. He told her not to use those
words to anyone else though. Around grown ups, she still had to say
penis and vagina. Cock and pussy and fucking and blow jobs were
only for when they were doing things together.

* *

He sighed. “It would be nice if Mom or one of
the girls would have this talk with you but I guess it’s not going
to happen so I suppose it’s up to me. Do you know anything about
menstrual periods, Lane?”

“No.”

“Okay, here’s the way it works. When a girl
reaches puberty, which you’re probably almost there, she has what
are called periods. That means, every month she has a few days when
she bleeds from between her legs. It’s going to happen one of these
days so don’t be scared when it does. It’s just a natural thing. I
snuck into Annecy’s room and got some Kotex.” He brought one out.
“See, you just put them down in your panties. They’ve got these
adhesive strips that make them stick on. They soak up the blood. I
put a package in the bathroom under the sink. Some girls have bad
stomach cramps when they have their period. I also snagged you some
pills called Midols. They’re in the medicine cabinet. If you start
your period and have a stomach ache, take one of them. They say it
helps to put a hot water bottle on your belly too if it’s really
bad. Do you have any questions about any of this, Lane?”

“It sounds yucky. I don’t think I’m going to
like it.”

“Probably not, but you’ll have to get used to
it because you’ll be putting up with it for a long time.”

She was glad it was Rafe who told her about
periods. She probably would have been embarrassed to talk to her
mother or one of her sisters about such personal stuff but there
was nothing she couldn’t talk to Rafe about.

* *

No parent had ever attended any of their
parent-teacher conferences.

“God,” said Mr Leslie, “if I had a son like
Rafe Vincennes, I’d want to go to his conferences just to collect
all the kudos. He’s never gotten anything other than an A in his
whole school career. He’s going to graduate next year with an A
plus average and take all advanced courses in what would normally
be his senior year and the kid’s only 14. He got the highest SAT
scores any Benedict student ever received. He’s got the most yards
per carry of anyone on the football team; the most home runs on the
baseball team and the highest point per game average on the
basketball team. They’ve got what seems to be a dream child and
it’s like they don’t even notice!”

“Well, you know, he’s got eight brothers and
sisters. Maybe they just got tired of being parents.”

“It’s turned him into a self-sufficient
little shit, I’ll say that for him. It doesn’t seem to bother him
any. He appears to be totally self-reliant.”

“I was teaching elementary when Linda Dee had
him in her class. She told me she thought he was a sociopath.”

“What the hell was she talking about? I’ve
never seen anyone more well-adjusted than Rafe Vincennes.”

*

Rafe had learned a lot about smiling by then.
He still didn’t do it frequently but he knew when it would do him
the most good. He spent a great deal of time studying people when
they weren’t aware of it. He sensed that he wasn’t quite normal
(although he’d read up on sociopathy by then and he was far from
convinced that he fit the classic definition). Because he
mistrusted people, he ignored what they said but watched to see
what they actually did instead, which usually wasn’t the same thing
at all. Humility, for instance. It was supposed to be an admirable
quality, but that was just lip service. Humility was more often
viewed as arrogance in disguise.

The reality was that it was easy to mold the
opinion most people had of you because, unlike him, they would
usually buy right into whatever you presented to them. You couldn’t
take credit for things you couldn’t achieve, of course, or you’d be
looked down on as a braggart but someone had told him once that it
wasn’t bragging if you could back it up and Rafe could always back
it up. He hadn’t found anything yet he couldn’t excel at if he set
his mind to it. Like chess. One of his teachers asked him if he’d
be interested in learning how to play chess and within a month,
Rafe was winning every game. Mr. Dean hadn’t seemed upset about it
though. He told Rafe he only wanted to see if that’s what would
happen like he expected it would and it did, so Rafe guessed it was
sort of a test to check a theory Mr Dean had about him.

He felt like what he was doing was building a
library of emotional reactions so that he could call on the most
effective one depending on the occasion. He knew when he should be
a little cocky (making the winning touchdown in football, for
example) because that’s what people wanted and expected and when he
needed to lend a sympathetic ear. He knew how much it pleased
people when he flattered them (“we would never have won if the
defensive line hadn’t been so awesome). He grinned a little to
himself. He’d become a whiz at faking sincerity and the smile was
part of that. He had checked its effect many times since Miss Dee’s
class and found it could change enemies into friends and suspicion
into trust and that when he turned it on full-bore, the happy
recipient could almost always be convinced to see things his way.
He’d also learned that it worked equally as well with males as
females.

The truth was that his old school counselor
had been right. He didn’t much care what people thought of him, not
really. It was more like an intellectual challenge. He approached
it like he would about learning any subject. Pleasing People or
Physics. You could get an A+ in either one if you put the time and
effort into learning the relevant formulas.

If there was one thing he couldn’t do
anything about, it was his eyes. If he stared at some people too
long, he could sense them getting nervous so he’d taught himself to
only look at them directly for a few seconds before turning his
gaze. He used the smile to deflect attention from the eyes. When he
looked away, they only saw curly black lashes, as long as any
girl’s.

 


~ ~ ~


CHAPTER 2

By the time Rafe was 13, he was sexually
active. What he did with Lane didn’t count. That was a special
thing that was self-contained in a whole different compartment in
his life. That would always exist no matter what else happened. He
owned Lane and always would.

He was still as lean and lithe as he had been
as a child but his body was harder now and stronger. He still made
people think of a feral cat. His movements appeared so sinuous and
languid that it was always surprising how quickly he was suddenly
somewhere else. The eyes of school girls, and sometimes teachers,
followed him down the hall, drawn to those narrow hips clad in
tight jeans. His face had become more refined too with nothing left
of the little boy. Now he was all high cheekbones and chiseled
features. He still wore his black hair a little too long so that he
was always having to brush it out of his eyes. He had no idea, or
maybe he did, how many females had the urge to reach out and brush
it back for him. Sometimes, they were so much older, they flushed
thinking about having such thoughts about a 13-year-old. The black
eyes that made some anxious drew others, although they didn’t make
even those people feel comfortable, more like they were turned on
by the possibility of living dangerously. He was tan as a gypsy,
all over, because when he sunbathed on the boat, he preferred being
naked.

So, if anything, when it came to females, his
biggest challenge was narrowing down his choices. He gravitated
toward the older girls because they had cars and a car meant being
able to get to the cabin on Mount Vincennes where they could have
sex in private. There was never any competition for the cabin now
because all the others were grown and gone. Even Annecy was 19 and
in college. So it was his own little sexual kingdom and he took
full advantage of it.

Sometimes, when he heard a girl moaning
beneath him as she reached her climax, he silently tipped his hat
to Lane. She’d been his little sexual guinea pig. Because she
trusted him so much, she was completely open and unself-conscious
about telling him what felt the best and he transferred those
revelations to the other females in his life.

It worked out very well because so many
girls, he’d learned, weren’t like Lane. They were shy and backward
about letting you know what pleased them. They just left it up to
him to guess, but he didn’t have to guess. He knew exactly what to
do. It was one of his claims to fame, although only expressed
inwardly, that no female ever left the cabin without having been
brought to orgasm. He didn’t see them as notches on his belt
exactly but he placed a mental checkmark beside each name as she
sighed in satisfaction.

“My God, how did you get so good at this at
13?” they would ask, “I’ve slept with college men who haven’t a
clue how to satisfy a girl like you do.”

And that was a good time, he’d discovered, to
flash his smile and then lean down to kiss them so they didn’t want
to talk anymore.

*

His worst problem with girls turned out to be
how to gently get rid of them when he was ready to move on. He
never fell in love with any of them. Actually, he thought of them
as being more or less interchangeable. He’d learned to call them
all Sweetheart. That way he’d never hurt their feelings by saying
the wrong name if he forgot just which one was giving him a blow
job at the time. He liked a lot of them just fine but he always
looked forward to seeing what the next one would be like.

*

After some trial and error, he found that it
was best just to be blunt.

“I’ve really enjoyed being with you,” he
would say to cushion the blow, “but I’m not a one-girl kind of guy.
Let’s just remember the fun we had and let it go at that. Now,
c’mon, Sweetheart, and give me a kiss good-bye”.

Sometimes they were pretty unhappy. He’d had
criers and he’d had screamers, but usually all he had to do was
stare them down with those unsettling black eyes and they subsided
quickly enough. They probably knew anyway what to expect because he
had definitely developed a reputation for lovin’em and leavin’em
and even though some of them might have hoped to change his nature,
most likely they guessed shortly into it that it wasn’t going to
happen.

* *

At fourteen, he became involved with the
bored housewife on the next estate over from Heron Point. They met
when they were out on their respective boats. Sun-worshipper that
he was, he’d been lying on the deck, baking, enjoying the rocking
of the waves, listening to the seagulls cry, breathing in the fishy
fragrance of the bay. He heard her call over, “hey, neighbor!”
She’d recognized the name of the cigarette boat, Hard Charger, from
having seen it tied up to the Heron Point dock.

He stood, naked. “Hey, neighbor,
yourself.”

He enjoyed hearing her catch her breath a
little seeing him but he made no move to put on his trunks. She
herself wore a turquoise bikini. He thought she was probably in her
middle 30’s, a very beautiful middle 30’s. She was sleekly golden
from head to toe - a lovely gold body, long gold hair, gold-flecked
hazel eyes.

“I’m Alexis. I live next door to you.”

“Are you the people who bought Bay
Front?”

“Yes, we just moved in about a month
ago.”

“You’ll like it here - we’re a friendly
bunch.”

Flirtatiously, “how friendly?”

“Most of us are very friendly and a few of us
are extremely friendly.”

“And which one are you?”

“Depends on how friendly you want me to be.”
His cock was getting hard. He looked down at it and grinned that
quick grin. “In fact, I think I’m feeling friendlier by the
minute.”

“My husband’s in Hong Kong. It’s been pretty
lonesome being where you don’t know anyone. Would you like to come
over for lunch?”

“No,” he said, “I’m not hungry but I’m open
to a better offer. I’m not much of a game player, Alexis,
(chuckling inwardly as he said it, thinking if he had been
Pinocchio, his nose would have just grown about a foot), just tell
me what you want.” It was a setup on his part, of course.

“I want you to fuck me, does that answer meet
with your approval, Sir?”

Bingo! With that response, he knew exactly
what role he’d need to play. He thought most females gave you clues
about their innermost sexual desires right away if you could read
them and he had an innate ability to interpret those signals. He
knew with this one, he’d have to be the master, whether she
realized it about herself yet or not.

“That’s the answer I was looking for.” (And,
in a way that was true). “I’ll meet you there.”

“Oh, by the way, what’s your name?”

“Rafe.”

*

It was his first time with a mature woman and
he had to admit it was one hell of a learning experience. The first
time, he fucked her in the hot tub and she went down on him on the
deck. Then they did it all again on her big brass bed. In the
morning, she woke him sucking his nipples and fondling his balls
and when he was stiff, she got on top and rode him hard until they
lay beside one another, panting and replete.

*

“Where were you, Rafe,” Lane asked him when
he came whistling down the hall. “You’ve stayed out late before but
never all night.”

“I slept over with a friend, Laney.”

“I never knew you had a friend, Rafe.”

And that was true. He was friendly to
everyone but friends with no one. He’d never invited another guy
home with him to go riding or boating, didn’t hang out after
school. He felt no need to confide in anyone about anything.

“Well,” he said, “I expect this will be a
short-term relationship.”

*

When he walked into her waterfront mansion
the next time, she was spread-eagled on her kitchen table with
dollops of whipped cream covering her nipples and her box.

“Dessert first, Baby,” she told him. “Come
and eat me.”

He slipped out of his shorts which was all he
was wearing.

Under the whipped cream was raspberry sauce
and under that was hot fudge. He licked it off until he came to her
bare skin and he kept licking until she was murmuring in
anticipation. Then he moved away and simply waited. She opened her
eyes.

“Why are you stopping, Rafe? Keep going. I’m
so close!”

“I think I’ll stop unless you can convince me
how bad you need it.”

“What do you want me to do?” Her golden eyes
were sloe-eyed with lust.

“Lift your legs as high as you can and spread
them as far apart as you can. Hold yourself open. Show me how eager
you are. Beg me, Lexie.”

She did as he said, lifting her long, honey
gold legs as high as she could get them and moving them apart until
she was almost doing the splits lying down, holding herself apart.
“Please, Rafe, please, finish me. Please, Baby!”

“Are you begging?”

“Yes!”

“Say it then.”

“I’m begging, Rafe. I’m begging you to make
me come!” Her voice was hoarse.

He leaned down into her, licking and sucking
and tracing magic figure eights on her clit with his tongue until
she called out to him - “Oh, God, oh, God, oh God, oh Rafe!”

Rafe didn’t get off on power trips,
necessarily, he just like doing whatever it took to light her
fire.

“Now get up. It’s my turn.”

She rose and he took her place on the
table.

“Give me the whole treatment - the fudge, the
raspberry sauce, the whipped cream.”

Carefully, she bedecked his nipples and his
cock with all the ingredients, then began licking and sucking.

When he was hard and ready, she said, “now
you beg me, Rafe.”

“Come here for a minute,” he told her.

When she came close, he took a handful of her
long, blonde hair and pulled her face close to his.

“No, Sweetheart, that’s not the way it will
ever be. You will always be the beggar. Now, let me hear you plead
to be allowed to make me come.”

For a moment, it seemed as if she was going
to resist until that gleaming smile flashed across his face.

“Please, Rafe, please let me suck you. I want
to feel your cock in my mouth. I’m pleading with you, Rafe.”

“Good girl, do it, Lexie.”

*

That time set the tone for their future
relationship. She discovered that his dominance and her submission
turned her inside out with desire, and he was happy to oblige. He
knew it made her hot when he pinched her nipples just enough to
hurt or slapped her face hard enough to sting. She liked him to
plunge his cock into her ass and pump her so hard that she cried
from the pain even as she was having an orgasm. She liked being
given orders to wait on him, washing him in the bathtub, then
drying him off, before giving him a massage - or bringing him
breakfast in bed, having to wait until he was done before she was
allowed to eat herself. Sometimes, he made her crawl to him on her
hands and knees and then stay on all fours in front of him while he
finished watching the ballgame, ignoring her, until finally he gave
her permission to take his cock in her mouth.

He stopped at the pet store and bought a gold
lame dog collar. The next time, he went to her house, he fastened
it around her lovely neck.

“I don’t want you to take it off. As long as
you have it on, it means you’re my property.”

“Oh, Rafe,” she told him, “I’d do anything
for you, anything at all.”

“I know, Lexie. What I want you to do right
now is lick me all over. Make sure you’re careful because if you
miss a spot, I’ll have to make you begin again. You can start in
the back. When you’re done, Sweetheart, I’ll screw you for your
reward.”

She began with his toes and worked her way
up, being very, very careful to cover every single inch of him.

*

Three weeks it lasted. Lane was getting
really upset with him because she was feeling so neglected. He’d
barely had anything to do with her since this all started with
Alexis. He came home late and when he did, he was fucking tired. He
thought it was getting about time to rehearse the old “sorry”
speech when she told him her husband was going to be back that
night from Hong Kong and they’d have to stop until he left again.
But she assured him that he travelled a lot and it wouldn’t be long
until he went on another trip. She told him that she loved him more
than she’d ever loved anyone in her life and she could hardly bear
the thought of being apart from him.

And he was thinking, “oh, oh, I don’t even
want to be hearing this.”

He fingered the gold collar. “You might want
to take this off, Sweetheart, before your husband gets home.”

She didn’t know he had absolutely no
intention of ever seeing her again. He’d been there and done that
and he was ready to travel on. As he moved along the path back over
to Heron Point, he was wondering about who would be next. A sexual
shape-shifter, he could be whatever they needed him to be. If they
wanted a swashbuckling pirate who would take them by force, he
could be that. If they wanted a romantic poet who would seduce them
with sensitivity, he could be that too. It all came out the same in
the end. In the meantime, there was always Lane.

By the time, he reached the Heron Point
property line, Alexis was a sweet, but receding, memory.

* *

“Hey, Laney, where are you, Lane?”

“Here, Rafe, I’m in the kitchen.”

“Have you already eaten?”

“No, I was just getting ready to put a pizza
in the oven. Does that sound all right to you?”

“Pizza sounds great. I’m starved.”

“Are you staying home tonight, Rafe?”

“Yep.”

“I’m really glad. Mom and Dad went to some
banquet in Washington. They’re spending the weekend. They gave the
staff the time off. I was dreading being here all alone.”

“So that means it’s just the two of us?”

“Yes.”

“Good. C’mere, Sweetie.”

He had jumped up to sit on the counter top.
She walked to where she was standing between his legs. He circled
them around her and pulled her tight against the counter. Then he
leaned down and kissed her, putting her hand on his crotch. Her
knees felt weak.

“Do you think you’ll be ready to go to bed
early tonight, Lane?” he murmured in her ear.

*

He watched her as she brought him his pizza,
then sat beside him at the table in the kitchen. She was twelve
now. She’d always been a pretty little girl but you could begin to
tell that she was going to be beautiful in a few more years. She
was about 5’3 and he guessed she weighed about a hundred pounds.
She had a cute little butt in her jeans and her breasts were
starting to swell under her tee-shirt. Her hair, palest blonde, was
below her shoulders. She was the opposite of him. Her blue eyes
were so guileless, you could read her thoughts in them as easily as
if they were written in a book. Her smile was so happy and
innocent, seeing it made him happy too.

*

It was good, he thought, that the folks were
gone this weekend. That way he could devote himself to her, petting
her and lavishing her with attention until the wounded feelings
about how much he’d stayed away lately were all soothed over. He
knew he could do it because she never held a grudge. All he had to
do was pay her some attention and she bounded back eager to please.
She reminded him of a puppy in that way. In fact, having her was a
lot like having a pet. He would never have said that to anyone
because they would think it sounded callous, but it was true. If
you brought a pet into your life, you had to be willing to be
responsible for feeding it and bathing it and training it and
seeing that its needs were taken care of and loving it too. He’d
taken her on and had done all those things. He smiled a little at
the thought. People said he reminded them of a cat but if he was a
cat, she was lovable Cocker Spaniel puppy.

*

“We’ll take our shower together tonight,” he
told her.

That was something he usually didn’t allow
because he was ultra-cautious. One of them had to be available to
answer the door at all times should anyone ever come knocking. He
couldn’t remember that ever happening but what if it did and the
knocker got no response from either of them? What would they think?
But, alone in the house tonight, he figured he could make an
exception.

He lathered her hair with shampoo, running
his fingers through it the way he’d done so many times when she was
little. He washed her all over with a soapy sponge, across her
shoulders and down her back and around her buttocks, then he turned
her around and tickled it lightly across her breasts, traced a path
down her belly. He ran a pink fluffy pouf back and forth between
her legs.

She was standing with her legs wide apart,
her eyes closed, breathing hard.

“No, not yet, Lane, not ‘til we’re in bed.
You wash me now.”

So he stood while she did the same to him as
he’d done to her. He let himself relax and enjoy the soothing,
sensuous sensation of the sponge on his back and hips and legs and
chest and groin.

They dried one another off and jumped into
bed.

He could feel her pressing so hard against
him, he could hardly breathe. He knew it was a reaction to him
being away so much. He kissed her and felt her lips part under his.
Practically all he had to do this first time was touch her to bring
her to climax but that was okay. They had all night. He’d make it
happen again and again. He’d let her stay with him tonight,
something else he never did.

He sucked her nipples. “I think you’re
actually trying to grow some boobs, Lane,” he told her
teasingly.

“Do you hate it that I don’t have breasts
yet, Rafe.”

“No, Honey, just be patient, you’ll have them
soon enough.”

He kissed and licked and sucked her between
her legs until she gasped, “I don’t think I can stand it
anymore.”

He put her hand on his erection. “Are you
sure, Lane, that you can’t stand it anymore? I hate to waste this
perfectly good hard-on. Do you think maybe you could stand it just
one more time?”

“Yes, Rafe, yes, put it in me!”

She lay against her pillow, exhausted and
satiated.

“Rafe?”

“What, Sweetie?”

Her voice was soft and tentative. “All those
times you were gone, were you with a girl?”

He hesitated, wondering if he should lie to
save her feelings, then decided, the truth was probably the best
policy. They were brother and sister and they were never going to
be able to have anything like a normal relationship. She might as
well face that reality sooner rather than later.

“Yes, Lane.”

“Oh.” She was silent for a moment, then, “can
I ask you one more question, Rafe?”

“You can ask me as many questions as you
want.”

“Do you still love me best?”

“Not just best, Laney, but only. You’re the
only person I love.”

He pulled her to him and put his arms around
her.

“Can I stay here with you tonight, Rafe?”

“Yes, Honey.”

She told herself to wake up during the night
just to feel him there. Once, he was snuggled up beside her with
his face in her neck. She could feel the warms puffs of his breath
against her shoulder. His chest was against her back, his groin
against her bottom, and his arm across her waist. The next time she
woke, he was on his back with one hand on her thigh. She thought it
was probably the happiest night of her life, being able to spend
the whole time with him right beside her.

When she awoke in the morning, he’d kicked
off the covers and was lying naked on his side, facing away from
her. His body was so beautiful, so brown and lean. She could see
one muscular shoulder and the sweep of his torso and one hip and
his long legs. She wanted to reach out and run her hand along his
length but she didn’t want to disturb him.

“I can feel you staring at me, Lane,” he said
in a low voice, rolling in her direction.

“I was thinking I wish I could wake up in bed
with you every morning.”

“You know that can never be, Honey.”

“I know, Rafe, I was just wishing.”

“But, we’re here now, Laney, so I expect we’d
better take advantage of it while we can, don’t you?”

*

They rode the horses to the cabin on Mount
Vincennes. He packed food and cooked them hamburgers on the grill,
then made love to her in the bedroom there - and then again in the
pool when they got back to the house.

That night in bed, he asked her, “aren’t you
taking a sex ed class this year, Lane?”

“Yes.”

“Have you learned about masturbation
yet?”

“No, what’s masturbation?”

“It’s when you make yourself come, Laney. I
think it’s something you need to learn to do so when I’m not here
you can still make yourself feel good.”

“But I don’t want to do it to myself, Rafe, I
want you to do it and if you’re not here, I’ll just wait. I don’t
even think I could do it myself because it doesn’t sound, it
doesn’t even sound fun!”

“It would be fun for me, Honey, it would be
fun for me to watch. Will you do it for me?”

“Do I have to, Rafe?”

He tickled her in her ribs. “Let’s put it
this way, Lane. If you do it so I can watch, it will turn me on and
make my cock hard and if my cock gets hard, then I can fuck you, so
you have to do something for me if you want me to do something for
you.”

She sighed. “Okay, Rafe, tell me what to
do.”

“Spread your legs apart and put your hand
down there and just do what I do when I make you come by touching
you.” He began to whisper in her ear. “Think about me watching,
Lane, and how it’s making me hot.”

And that’s what finally did it. She really
didn’t have any desire to do it for herself so in her mind she
thought about pleasing him. She pictured him watching and getting
hard. And she thought about how when it was over, he’d get on top
of her and she’d feel him sliding into her. She started to get that
feeling and she rubbed herself faster and harder until she arched
her back and gave a little cry. And instantly, he was on her and
fulfilled his part of the bargain.

*

He let her stay with him again. Much as she
loved everything he did, that was the very best part, being able to
reach out and touch him any time she wanted to.

*

The next day, it was off to school again. She
got on the bus feeling tired and let-down. She’d barely slept. She
hated it that this wonderful weekend was over. Meanwhile, he was
feeling a sense of anticipation. The time with Alexis was over;
he’d thoroughly done his duty by Lane. Now he was ready to check
out his options. He’d had his eye on a tall red-headed senior in
his English class. He knew from looks she’d given him that all he
had to do was beckon but before he did that, he’d look around a
little. The redhead would always be there when he was ready.

* *

“Rafe, will you do something for me?”

“What’s that, Laney?”

“Will you teach me how to dance? The seventh
grade is having a sock hop in the gym. I’m really looking forward
to going but I’m afraid I’ll feel stupid because I don’t know how
to dance.”

“Well, sure, Honey. After lunch we’ll go down
to the basement and turn on the stereo and I’ll show you.”

They started with slow dancing.

“There’s two ways to put your arms, Lane.
Probably with most kids, you’ll put them around the boy’s neck,
like this.” He illustrated. “But if it’s a boy who has been to
dance class, like all our brothers, though thankfully, that’s
another thing Mom and Dad forgot with us, then you’ll put one hand
on his shoulder and he’ll hold your other hand, like this. Just
wait and see what he prefers.”

He turned on a slow, romantic song.

“Now, Lane, here’s the part that’s important
since you’re the girl. You just need to let yourself be loose and
get into the music and follow the boy. I’m going to start and you
just sort of feel what I’m doing and let your steps match mine.” He
danced her around the floor. At first she was a little awkward.

“Relax, Sweetie, you’re trying too hard. Just
let me guide you.”

And then she got it. Pressed against him, she
felt herself anticipating his next move until their steps together
were smooth and graceful. She felt her chest lightly pressed
against his and her groin barely touching his and her head against
his cheek.

“It’s almost like having sex standing up,”
she told him.

He chuckled. “It can be if you like the
person you’re dancing with well enough.”

“I like you well enough.”

“I know, Honey.”

*

After that, he taught her how to do all the
latest fast dances - both the ones you did apart and the ones
together, where he swung her around and under his arm and caught
her again around her waist.

“You’ll do,” he told her, “you’re plenty good
enough for a 7th grade sock hop.”

“Who taught you how to dance, Rafe?”

He thought about it for a minute. “Well, I
don’t know, Lane. I guess I don’t remember that anyone did.”

“How do you get so good at everything, Rafe,
without anybody even having to show you?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I watched
them dancing on t.v. or something.”

* *

“Well, Laney,” he said first thing in the
morning, “today you’re a teenager.”

“I know, isn’t it cool? A teenager!”

“I’ve got a present for you tonight when we
go to bed.”

“What, Rafe?”

“It’s a secret. You’ll find out tonight.”

“Rafe, you always make me wait for
things!”

“That’s because looking forward to something
is almost as much fun as actually doing it.”

“I’ll be in a tizz all day thinking about
it!”

“Your grades are good enough, you can afford
to be in a tizz for one day.”

*

She was in a tizz all day. She would read her
history chapter and then realize she didn’t remember a thing she’d
just read. Or quit right in the middle of doing a math problem. She
kept thinking what new thing there could possibly be that he hadn’t
already shown her. It seemed like they’d done everything that could
be done. They’d done it with him on top and with her on top. They’d
done it with him sitting in a chair and her sitting down on him.
They’d done it with mouths and hands, in the shower and in the
pool.

“Elena, are you feeling all right?”

“Oh, yes, Mrs. Peterson. I just lost my train
of thought.”

“Well, would you try to find it again and
finish your problem?”

“Yes, Mrs Peterson, I’m sorry.”

*

Her parents had forgotten her birthday again
so there was no cake and no presents but she didn’t care. She kept
watching the clock, waiting for it to get to be bedtime.

*

“I want you to roll onto your belly, Lane.
I’m going to fuck you in your butt.”

She was shocked. “Do people do that,
Rafe?”

“Yes, they do, Sweetie. You have to trust me
though. Do you trust me, Lane?”

“You know I do.”

“Okay, I’m going to tell you the truth. It’s
going to hurt at first but you just have to get through it and
pretty soon, the pleasure will overtake the pain. I promise. That’s
why I waited until you were 13 to do it.”

He put a fat pillow under her so her rear
stuck up in the air.

“It’s one more place to put myself inside
you, Lane, and I want to be inside you every way I can.”

First he kissed her on the back of her neck
and then on her shoulders and then down her back and finally, he
gave her tiny soft bites on her butt cheeks until she was shivering
with anticipation. Then she felt him hold her apart with his hand
and put his cock right up against her. She could feel the
stickiness where he’d smeared himself with something to make it
slick.

“I’m going in now, Lane.”

Oh, wow, he was right. It hurt a lot. She
heard herself whimpering a little. Tears were oozing out of her
eyes.

“Does it hurt too bad, Laney? Do you want me
to stop?”

“No, keep going. I want you in me as far as
you can go, Rafe.”

“It helps if you can make yourself
relax.”

“I’ll try.”

“I’m all the way in. I’m going to start
moving in and out, just like I do when I fuck you. It will start to
feel good before long.”

And he was right. Pretty soon as he moved
back and forth, she thought of herself like being a water balloon,
only filled with joy instead of water, he just kept filling her
fuller and fuller until she knew she couldn’t hold much more and
when she finally popped, the joy just spilled all over. She felt
like it was flooding her blood and her muscles and her bones and
most of all, her brain.

“Oh, Rafe, oh God, oh God, oh God,” but
whispered. She was surprised she remembered she had to be
quiet.

“I want you to tell you something about this,
Lane.”

“What?”

“You’re going to be grown up someday and what
we do isn’t going to be enough. That means you’ll have sex with
other men.”

“No!”

“Yes, when the time comes, Honey, that’s what
you’ll need to do. I don’t care if you let them fuck you the
regular way but I want one part of you that only belongs to me and
that means this.” He patted her on her seat. “Nobody’s cock but
mine, have you got that, Lane?”

“I don’t even want to think about ever being
with anyone but you, Rafe.”

“Do you swear, Laney?”

“I swear.”

“Good.”

“I love you, Rafe. Can I stay here with you
tonight, please? It’s my thirteenth birthday, please, Rafe, let me
stay.”

“No, only when we’re the only ones home. Give
me a kiss and go on over to your room, Sweetie.”

*

The next time he fucked her, he wore a
condom. He showed her what it was and told her how it worked.

“Even though you haven’t started your period
yet, it’s going to happen soon and that will mean you can get
pregnant. That would be a very, very bad thing to happen.”

She definitely agreed with that! She didn’t
like the condom very well though and wished he didn’t have to wear
it. She wished nothing ever had to change from the way it had
always been.

* *

Rafe was walking down the hall at school,
just minding his own business, when Bobby Kelly charged over and
punched him in the side of the head. Bobby was a big kid. He was a
senior, 18, a tackle on the football team. He outweighed Rafe by at
least 60 pounds. The force of his strike knocked Rafe to the floor.
He felt blood running down the side of his mouth. He rolled over
onto his back.

“That’s for stealing my girlfriend,” Bobby
snarled.

Rafe made no effort to get up. A small crowd
had formed around them.

“Well, I didn’t have to do much to steal her,
Bobby,” he drawled in a slow, lazy voice. He held up his hand with
his little finger crooked, “just that much. Besides, Bobby, why are
you so pissed? I gave her back new and improved after I was done
teaching how to give a really good blow job.” His smile went
flashing across his face.

Bobby’s own face went bright red and drew
back his foot. “I’ll kill you, you fucking bastard!”

That’s what Rafe was hoping would happen. He
hadn’t a doubt that he could take Bobby as long as he was aware the
attack was coming. But Bobby’s friends grabbed him and pulled him
away.

Rafe leaped up. Well, he’d have to bide his
time but the paybacks, when they came for Bobby Kelly, would
definitely be hell.

He waited and he watched. It took a couple of
weeks but finally, he found Bobby and half a dozen of his cohorts
down at the back of the school grounds under a group of trees where
the smokers congregated to burn one. It was a place the teachers
never went. By common consent all the grown ups averted their eyes
and pretended it didn’t exist.

Rafe walked up to Bobby. “It’s time to finish
this, Bob.”

“I think it is finished.”

“Nope, not yet, it’s not.”

His fist came out so quickly, no one even
realized what was happening. Then again and again, until Bobby went
down, puking, with a broken nose, a missing front tooth, two
swelling eyes and a cut chin, all before he’d had even had a chance
to get his hands up.

“Stop, Rafe, I quit.” The bigger boy gasped,
spitting blood.

“How can you quit when you never even got
started, Bob?”

Bobby figured it was over until he heard the
snick of a switchblade and saw the blade leap out of its handle.
The group around them gave out a collective, “oh, my God.”

“Jesus, Rafe, please don’t kill me!”

“I’m not going to kill you, you dumb fuck.
I’m just going to give you something to remember me by.”

He lightly drew two quick lines on Bobby’s
cheek with the razor-sharp knife, one slightly longer than the
other. Blood instantly bubbled out of the wound. Which resembled a
check mark….or perhaps a slightly off-kilter Vee.

“Do you think I would I kill you in front of
this many witnesses?” he asked casually, as if he was truly curious
about the answer. “But, Bobby, let’s say for the sake of argument
that you told about today…” he looked around the rest of the
on-lookers, “or that anyone did, and I did want to kill you, do you
think, Bobby, that I’d be smart enough to come up with a way to do
it so that no one would know what happened?” The smile came and
went so fast, they weren’t quite sure they’d even seen it.

But everyone there believed totally,
absolutely and positively that if Rafe Vincennes decided to kill
Bobby, or anyone else, he would be smart enough to do it and never
get caught.

“One more thing before I go, Bob - I hit you
ten times, do you want to know why?”

“Why?” It was a reluctant grunt more than a
word.

This time, the smile stayed long enough to be
plenty sure it was there - “why, its Rafe’s Rules of Vengeance,
Bobby - whatever anybody does to me, I do back to them times
ten.”

*

So when Bobby Kelly went home with his broken
face and a double line of crusted blood across his cheek, he told
his folks he’d been jumped by a gang of, he thought, six kids. They
must have been from out of town. He didn’t ever remember seeing any
of them before. He didn’t remember what any of them looked like. He
didn’t remember what they’d been wearing.

Even when his outraged parents took him to
the police station to file a report, he stuck stubbornly to his
story. The police were pretty sure it was bullshit but no matter
how they asked the questions, they got the same answers. Finally,
they just let it go and sent Bobby Kelly home.

No one really ever told what happened but
still, the truth got around through the school grapevine. It became
one more part of the Rafe Vincennes legend.

* *

All the Benedict Incorporated School District
teachers were at the annual conference. These three days were
something they all hated. An endless series of boring panels and
seminars about the proper way to make out lesson plans and how to
comply with No Child Left Behind, blah, blah, blah. Meal times were
the only bearable parts of the day. The food at the historic
Marylebone Inn was excellent and at least they could kick back and
talk about subjects they were interested in, at the present moment,
that subject being Rafe Vincennes.

At the table was Linda Dee, tall and skinny,
with wiry, short black hair and faintly bulging brown eyes, arched
over with heavy, thick brows. (Some of her colleagues had discussed
buying her a brow-shaping session at the salon but they never had
quite enough nerve to actually do it). Even though, most female
teachers were wearing slacks now, Miss Dee still stuck to straight
skirts and cotton blouses and flat-heeled shoes. In the chair next
to her sat Rhonda Fisher, the high school guidance counselor. She
was plump and rosy-cheeked with a gray pageboy and twinkling blue
eyes. She was one of the most popular adults in school and
genuinely cared about the problems of the kids who came to her for
assistance. Jeb Kroner was next. He taught Earth Science at the
high school. He was a dedicated teacher but he’d been teaching long
enough that his subject was getting a little boring and he was
becoming somewhat cynical about stuffing Earth Science into mostly
not-very-interested young minds. He looked a little like he might
have been a hippie back in the Swingin’ Sixties, with his shapeless
gray beard and an easygoing attitude that made you think he could
still remember how to roll a joint if he wanted to. And finally,
Judith Lentz, who taught Honors English. Judith revered authors and
literature. She could quote poetry for hours on end. She affected
the look she thought portrayed her soul, with mostly long, filmy
Renaissance-type dresses and flowing blonde hair. Rafe Vincennes
was one of her best students. She’d given him an A+ last semester
in spite of the fact that she suspected his ability in her class
stemmed only from his head and not at all from his heart.

Rhonda Fisher was telling them about her
latest experiences in counseling.

“I have so many girls coming into my office
to cry on my shoulder about Rafe Vincennes, it’s an epidemic. I
think I could respond to them in my sleep. ‘Yes, dear, I know how
much you love him’. ‘Yes, dear, I know you think you can’t live
without him”. ‘Yes, dear, I know how he makes you feel when he
makes love to you.’ ‘Yes, dear, I know he broke your heart.’ I’m
beginning to think he’s going to run out of pretty girls before he
runs out of time at Benedict High.“

“Rafe Vincennes,” Linda Dee said with
loathing in her voice, “I’d like to kill that worthless little
prick!”

“Whoa, Dee, we’ve always known you didn’t
like Rafe but that sounds personal.”

“It is personal, because my Chelsea is one of
those girls Rhonda is talking about. As much as I’ve always
distrusted him - and yet I had to sit on the side of her bed and
listen to her cry her eyes out and tell me how much she loves that
little bastard. The whole time I was thinking that if I had my
hands around his neck, he wouldn’t be taking advantage of any more
young girls. She admitted she was a virgin until he got a’hold of
her. He should be charged with statutory rape!”

“But, Dee, how could he be charged with
statutory rape when Chelsea’s 18 and Rafe Vincennes is what?
Fourteen now?”

“Fourteen in actual years, yes, but he’s
always been an adult in that sociopathic brain of his!”

“Careful, Dee, it wouldn’t be smart to let
many people hear you call one of our students a sociopath with no
evidence whatsoever, especially when he’s a Vincennes. That’s a
pretty heavy charge.”

“It’s true though. I suppose you’ve all heard
the gossip that it was Rafe that beat the hell out of Bobby Kelly
and then cut him. He’ll probably always have that scar on his
face.”

“We’ve heard it but no one has ever been
willing to say it, especially Bobby himself. Jacobs called him into
his office and talked to him for about an hour trying to get him to
tell and he flat out denied it was Rafe.”

“But we know it was, don’t we, because who
else would have the power to intimidate them all that much except
Rafe Vincennes?”

They nodded in agreement.

Jeb Kroner laughed. “Well, I think what any
of us who have pretty daughters have to do is go home and make them
ugly until Rafe is gone from Benedict. Maybe we could buy some of
the make up that actors use to make them big gross noses and put
moles with black hair sprouting out of them on their chins.”

Had Rafe been there, he would have chuckled
back and maybe told him, “too late to lock the barn door now, Mr
Kroner, that horse has already left.”

* *

“You know what, Rafe?”

“What, Lane?”

“Today, Mrs Jett, the gym teacher, was out
sick and they told us we could just spend the class dancing or
doing floor exercises on the mats or whatever we wanted to do. But,
some of us just sat around in a circle and talked about sex.”

He cocked one dark eyebrow and grinned in
amusement. “And just what did the girls in your 7th grade class
have to say about sex, Laney? Did they tell you anything you didn’t
already know?”

She giggled. “No. They told lots of wrong
things. Misty Madison is the only one who has ever done it with a
boy and she said he was in and done in less than a minute and he
didn’t have a clue that she was supposed to get something out of it
too. She said most girls don’t have orgasms from sex with boys
anyways, they just fake it and wait ‘til it’s over and then
masturbate. She said her Mom said it’s even that way with grown
women and she had never had a climax from a man! Stormy said her
older sister told her if she gave a boy a blow job to be sure and
stop and finish him with her hand, to never let him come in her
mouth. And Heather said she thought the whole idea of putting a
boy’s privates in her mouth was gross and she would never do it.
Lacy said you could only come if you were in love and probably
Misty didn’t love the boy she was with and that’s why nothing
happened. She said that’s how you could know if love was true, if
the boy could make you have an orgasm. Is that true, Rafe, do you
have to love somebody to have an orgasm? I love you and I have
orgasms all the time.” She giggled again.

“No, Lane, that isn’t true although it’s nice
when it happens that way. I think probably lots of girls have to
fool themselves into believing they’re in love to be able to come
though.”

“But not boys?”

“Nah, Lane, it doesn’t matter to guys, they
can get it off whether they like a girl very much or not. So,
anyway, Lane, what were you saying when this intellectual
conversation about sex was taking place?”

“I was just looking at them with my eyes real
wide like I didn’t have the faintest idea what they were talking
about. Everyone thinks I’m Miss Innocent, you know?”

He stroked her hair. “You are Miss Innocent,
Laney. I might have taught you a lot about sex, but you’re still
Miss Innocent.”

* *

Every Vincennes got a new car for his or her
16th birthday. It was the event Rafe had been looking forward to
more than any other in his life. If ever there was anybody who
needed a car, who deserved a car, who belonged behind the wheel of
a car, it was Rafe, or so at least he thought. He’d always been
older in his head than his age, as noted by Linda Dee, and he’d
always been treated as if he was older, like being advanced so far
ahead of his peers in school. He’d done everything else early. It
had chafed him bloody raw to have to wait until the fucking
bureaucracy decided when he could have a license to drive a
car.

He’d read reviews by the hundreds and had
decided that he wanted a Corvette. It was the fastest street legal
car he might, might, be able to talk Renny into and he was going to
have to do some serious talking to get it done. His father had
always sprung for decent rides for his kids. He couldn’t remember
as far back as Morgan and Wyatt but Gabe had gotten a Mustang and
he thought Denis’ birthday car had been a Monte Carlo. Forget the
girls. Madeline and Jocelyn had both chosen SUVs and Annecy picked
a PT Cruiser of all things. Still, he thought Renny might give him
a little trouble over a Corvette, not only because it was more
expensive than what he’d spent on the others (the ice-blue one Rafe
coveted was $50,000 plus), but there was the cautiousness factor as
well. Would he trust Rafe not to drive it too fast and maybe wreck
the car or kill himself? Maybe not. Could Rafe be trusted not to
drive it too fast? He grinned to himself. Ummm, absolutely not.

There was not much middle ground with Rafe.
He was a person of extremes. Stop or Go. He was capable of being
almost Zen-like in the way he could maintain a level of total
stillness. Teachers had noticed, even when he was little, when most
small boys are full of pent energy, that Rafe Vincennes could
lounge without moving a muscle for longer periods of time than most
grown ups could. He never squirmed or fidgeted. He never
interrupted a conversation and he never rushed out to recess but
strolled gracefully down the hall like time didn’t concern him. His
kindergarten teacher said whatever the opposite of Attention
Deficit Disorder was, that’s what Rafe Vincennes had.

By contrast, when he swung into action, it
was quickly and surely, without hesitation or wasted motion. It was
why he was so good at hunting. He could sit, silent and unmoving,
in a deer stand or a duck blind for as many hours as necessary,
maintaining his focus, until his target was in range and then
within seconds, boom, he aimed and fired and the deer or duck was
dead, his shot invariably hitting exactly the spot he’d
targetted.

He’d heard the phrase, “need for speed” but
couldn’t recall what it was associated with. He knew he had it
though. He thought he must have a lower tolerance for boredom than
most people or maybe it was more of an addiction to stimulation.
He’d never been tempted by substances. He neither drank nor did any
drugs whatsoever. He didn’t even take the pain pills the doctor had
given him the time he got a groin pull on the football field and
that had hurt like a son-of-a-bitch. His avoidance of chemicals was
because he always wanted, not really wanted but needed, to be in
complete control of both himself and others. He had learned that
most people were more controllable than they thought they were. It
was just a matter of discovering their strengths and weaknesses and
what triggers could be used to manipulate either one. Most of the
time, they weren’t even aware of what was being done. Bobby, for
instance. He could have got Bobby to go after him on the spot if
his friends hadn’t saved his ass. Of course, in the end, waiting
turned out to be more fun. Or Laney, you could wrap her right
around your little finger with just a little attention and
affection. But, the thing was, how could you expect to control
others if you couldn’t control yourself?

Rafe walked warily through life. He usually
had his guard up because he had to learn things that seemed to come
naturally to others. Like taboos. He didn’t think he had the moral
boundaries that held most people back in their behavior. (He still
didn’t consider himself a sociopath though). Thank God, he was as
smart as he was and able to catch on as quickly as he did to be
able to adapt to society’s restrictions or at least to be clever
about violating them.

Of course, he’d violated one of the most
serious taboos with Lane but he truly didn’t see why it was wrong.
He’d cared for her since she was a baby when no one else seemed
very interested in doing it. He’d watched out for her and protected
her as best he could and they loved each other so why shouldn’t
they show it with sex when it was so enjoyable to both of them? In
fact, he thought she was probably the only person he did love or
had ever loved or probably ever would love. It was his own kind of
love, he admitted that. And that way maybe wasn’t as committed and
dedicated as the love he saw in the movies, the kind of love that
made you want to forsake all others. He knew he kept her tucked on
a mental shelf for the most part, only bringing her down when he
wanted her. He also knew it wasn’t like that for her. If things
were different and they were boyfriend and girlfriend, she’d be as
faithful to him as anyone could ever be to another. But as much as
he was able to give of himself, he gave to her.

But anyway, back to speed. He loved it and
always had. That’s why he asked to be able to ride Destiny when he
was 10. The gray stallion liked to run as far and as fast as he
could and no one else let him do that but Rafe. They all held him
back but Rafe let him fly flat out. He always felt a kind of bond
between them when he mounted Des, feeling the horse’s eagerness,
like he knew there would be no governor on him as long as Rafe was
on his back.

He felt the same way about skiing. He was a
fearless skier who’d always taken on slopes considered too extreme
for someone his age. Once an instructor had seen him and had
approached him about training for the Olympics. He was sure, he
said, that Rafe could easily make the Olympic team. But Rafe was
honest with him. He didn’t want to work that hard. He loved skiing
because it offered him freedom but it wouldn’t seem like freedom
anymore if he had to follow a ruthless regimen of training. “I’m
too lazy for that,” he told the disappointed coach.

He found the same freedom when he was first
old enough to take the cigarette boat, which wasn’t very old,
because the keys to all the boats and cars were kept right there in
the key safe in the entry way into the kitchen and it was never
locked. And who was there to tell him he couldn’t do it or for that
matter, who would even know? He’d watched when he was a passenger
to see how to work the controls. He knew he could do it. He
practiced when he took it the first time until he had it down pat
and then he went far out, beyond any traffic, and let it rip. He
could still remember the exhilaration of charging the choppy waves,
bouncing across them, feeling the cool spray hitting his body and
the wind whipping his hair, just him and the boat, far away from
anyone else. Speed was his drug of choice. It was the thing that
let him forget people and all their idiotic and arbitrary rules and
how carefully you had to plan to deal with them because it was
their world and not his, not like soaring through the air on skis
or jetting across the water, where he was in his element.

He wasn’t like sweet little Lane, who just
accepted what people gave her. If something was important enough to
him, he’d make it clear to his parents until he got what he wanted
and since he asked for so little, they were always happy to oblige.
Like ski camp. He’d never been skiing (Vincennes family vacations
were a thing of the past by the time he and Lane came along) but he
could tell by watching it on t.v. or looking at pictures of skiers
bulleting down snowy hills that it was something he’d enjoy so he
researched ski camps on the computer and when he found the one he
wanted, he presented it to them and they’d readily agreed. He hated
leaving Laney for the whole week. She was only about six then. He
made them promise they would at least check on her now and then and
make sure she was okay. He guessed they did but the night he got
home and brought her to bed with him, she clung to him at first,
crying, “please, please, Rafe, don’t ever go away and leave me so
long again, it was just awful here without you.” And he never had.
He always listed a skiing trip when he was asked what he wanted for
Christmas but from then on, he confined himself to only going for
long weekends.

About the Corvette, he was ready to pull out
all the stops, fire all the triggers, to get what he wanted.
Probably the most deadly ammunition he had was guilt. He’d remind
Renny of how little they’d ever done for him and Lane compared to
the other brothers and sisters and how they’d considered him a
built in babysitter for her even though he was just a little kid
himself and how he’d accepted that responsibility. He’d bring up
his grades and his athletic accomplishments to show that he had
lived up to Renny’s expectations despite getting almost no
encouragement. God, he could almost feel his foot on the gas pedal.
He just had to talk Renny into saying yes.

*

“Well, Son,” Renny told him, “tomorrow,
you’ll be sixteen so I suppose it’s time to have the car
discussion. Why don’t you come on into my study and we’ll talk
about it.”

Renny took his place behind the huge mahogany
desk, pointing Rafe to the burgundy club chair in front.

The study, with its elaborately carved walnut
fireplace and walls of bookcases and curio cabinets filled with
Vincennes memorabilia, had always been an intimidating room to the
Vincennes young, who weren’t allowed to enter it without Renny’s
permission. Usually, their father didn’t call them in here for a
less than serious reason and if the talk regarded something about
which Renny was displeased, whatever child was in the hotseat would
leave here bleeding. Not physically, of course, but the old man
could administer a tongue-lashing, without ever raising his voice,
that wounded worse than any actual whip.

The elder and younger Vincennes regarded each
other silently for a moment, a technique Renny employed
deliberately to give himself an advantage. His father was the only
person on earth who could make Rafe anxious.

“Dad…” Rafe started but his father held up
his hand.

“Why don’t you let me say my piece first and
then you can add your two cents worth. The way I’ve got you
figured, Rafe, you’re going to ask for either a Shelby or a
Corvette, probably the Corvette.”

Rafe, who was a master of disguised
expression, couldn’t help but let his astonishment show a
little.

“I’ve given some thought to what methods
you’re going to use to talk me into it. I expect you’re going to
bring up how your mother and I have never come to any of your
parent-teacher conferences or any of your games and how we let you
practically raise your little sister.”

Renny grinned at his son. It was the first
time Rafe realized where his own smile had come from.

“How am I doing so far, Rafe?” he asked,
before going on, “but we don’t have to go through all that. I
freely admit to being a lousy parent to you and Laney. We did all
the right things with the first seven. Do you know how many boring
parent-teacher conferences I sat through in those years, Rafe, even
though all they ever told me was that my kids were getting A’s? And
do you know how many hours of my life have been spent on bleachers?
Enough that I think my ass is permanently deformed. I’ve froze and
roasted watching kids play football and baseball and tennis. I’ve
watched them wrestle and run track and dribble basketballs. I’ve
watched them show horses and dogs. I’ve watched them act and dance
and play and sing in recitals. I’ve gone to their art exhibits. We
thought we were done before you came along, Rafe. Your mother and I
thought it was finally going to be our time. I just didn’t want to
do it anymore. I didn’t think I could sit there and nod to another
teacher. I didn’t think I could subject my butt to another
bleacher.

That’s not to say I haven’t been paying any
attention at all, Rafe. I figured you and Lane were doing fine.
She’s always on the honor roll and I assume you wouldn’t have been
advanced through your classes as you have been if you weren’t
excelling in school. If there had been a problem, I hope I would
have moved to resolve it but it didn’t seem like there were any
problems. At least, no principal has ever called me about either
one of you. And I know what your record is in sports, Rafe. I know
you’re considered a star in football and baseball and
basketball.

I know other things about you too, Rafe. Like
how often you have a girl up at the Cabin. I thought your brothers
and sisters were a lusty bunch, but it appears that you get the
trophy in that area.

I know that you had an affair with Mrs.
Keating next door. I almost wondered if I shouldn’t step in at that
point but if anyone ever seemed as if he could take care of
himself, it was you, so I held off and soon I knew it was over.

The rumors about Bobby Kelly caused me some
concern but then nothing more seemed to come of it.

I know you ride that stallion like a maniac
and that you’ve been taking the boat out for years and that you go
way too fast and way too far. I didn’t do anything about that
either because I judged you to be a risk taker, not a reckless one,
but one who calculates the odds and decides what chances are worth
taking. I figured that was your innate nature and I probably
couldn’t do anything to change it and I probably wouldn’t want to
even if I could.

I know how much you’ve sacrificed to take
care of your sister, Rafe, and that we let you do it because we no
longer wanted to make our own sacrifices as parents. I know how
close you two are, probably too close. I hope you’ve calculated
those risks too, Rafe. I hope you never hurt her because the way
she idolizes you, it would be so very easy for you to do.

So, anyway, the upshot of all this is that
I’m going to buy you the car you want, Rafe. Was I right about it
being the Corvette?”

His father had rendered him speechless so he
just nodded his head yes.

“Do you have anything you want to add to this
conversation, Son?”

“No, Dad.”

“Then you’d better get your jacket so we can
go visit some dealerships. Oh, and by the way, Rafe…”

“What, Dad?”

“I’ll pay the requisite number of tickets but
I do have a limit.”

*

He came home, exultant, behind the wheel of
the ice blue Corvette. Of course, he drove slowly and carefully
because Renny was right behind him in his black Mercedes. He didn’t
go anywhere else that day. He had always been one who enjoyed
anticipation, letting excitement build until when you finally
reached your goal, it was almost like having a climax. He had the
capacity to postpone gratification, patient as a spider in its web.
So he let the car sit in its spot in the garage, not even looking
at it again. And the next morning was Sunday and that meant church.
Personally, he didn’t believe in a single thing the church tried to
teach him. In fact, he thought all religion was a bunch of
superstitious bullshit but going to church was the rent his parents
charged any of their children who still lived at home. If you
wanted to stay at Heron Point, you went to church every Sunday. End
of discussion. He didn’t mind that much. He usually just sat there
in the Vincennes pew at St James’ and thought his own thoughts,
letting the priest’s words go in one ear and out the other, moving
up and down in his seat, something he’d done so often, he could do
it by rote. One good thing about their parents having lost interest
in them was that they’d never insisted that he or Lane go to
confession. Thank God (or whoever!) Wouldn’t that have been a
fucking nightmare? He could have lied to Father O’Reilly without a
qualm, of course, but he wasn’t so sure about Lane. He smiled to
himself. As much as she loved him, he wasn’t quite sure he could
win when God was on the other side.

After mass was over, the folks said they were
going into Baltimore to shop and eat so the kids were on their own.
Rafe told them he’d take Laney out to lunch in his new car, which
he did. He stuck to the speed limit when she was with him although
he felt an ache in his gut, he wanted so badly to put the gas pedal
clear to the floor. After they’d eaten, he took her back to Heron
Point and dropped her off.

And then he drove to an isolated highway,
where he knew there was generally very little traffic and he’d
never seen a cop, and he stomped on it. He felt the car respond
instantly. It seemed to him it was like the stallion, reveling in a
rider that would allow it to go all the way. And just as he
thought, it was like riding or skiing or boating, only more of an
adrenalin-rush than any of them. It was like sex, maybe even a
little better, because he didn’t have to think about pleasing
anyone but himself. He didn’t have to call the car Sweetheart for
fear of hurting its feelings. Although, it was, of course.

He patted it on the dash, “Come on,
Sweetheart, let’s take it on home.”

They raced down the road together. He wished
they could just keep going to the end of the earth.

*

On his birthday night in his bed, Lane told
him wistfully, “I wish I knew of a new thing to give you for your
birthday, Rafe.”

He smiled, the genuine full out smile hardly
anyone ever saw but her, “Honey, you don’t have to give me any new
thing, I’m happy with just the all the old things.”

* *

The other kids at school figured he enjoyed
rubbing their noses in it when he drove into the school parking lot
in the Corvette on Monday morning. They would never have understood
that, although he could definitely be calculating at times to
achieve a desired end, he usually never even gave much thought to
how things, like him having a particular car, would affect others.
The Corvette was all about him and no one else. He was naturally so
self-focused that the idea of wanting to possess something simply
because it was prestigious wouldn’t even have occurred to him.

On the other hand, it didn’t take him long to
realize that the car attracted girls like a 75 percent off sale at
the Riverlook Mall. And he also realized that it opened vast new
horizons in that he could now consider the younger girls who didn’t
drive because he could take them to the cabin himself.

Rhonda Fisher felt her heart drop when she
saw Rafe unwinding his lean brown body out of the Corvette in his
tight jeans and leather jacket. She saw the lock of black hair
hanging over his forehead. She saw the quick white smile gleam when
someone whistled at the car. She knew exactly what it
portended.

“Shit,” she said to herself, “as if it wasn’t
bad enough already.”

*

“Guess what?” she told Linda Dee when they
were having dinner at Big Wong’s that night. “Rafe Vincennes came
to school today in a brand new blue Corvette.”

“If we’re lucky, maybe the little fucker will
kill himself in it.”

* *

He didn’t though. When graduation night came,
there he was. He was valedictorian of his class, of course.
Technically, he’d had enough credits to graduate last year at 15.
His senior year he’d only taken college prep courses. He also
graduated with the highest ever grade point average, which would
have been even higher if they hadn’t had an arbitrary ceiling
beyond which no one could go. In addition, he’d racked up more
athletic letters than any Benedict student ever had. He gave a
short, funny speech, saying all the things adults like to hear from
kids, almost none of which he believed. Rhonda Fisher knew he’d
been inundated with offers from colleges wanting him to attend - on
academic scholarships, baseball scholarships, football
scholarships, basketball scholarships. He could have applied for
other kinds of scholarships and grants as well, in math and science
and English, although so far as she knew, he hadn’t tried for any
of them. She assumed he’d be attending Princeton in the fall as all
the other Vincennes boys, except for Wyatt, had.

A few of the Benedict staff noticed that
Rafe’s parents weren’t in attendance. It was said they were on a
Mediterranean cruise. Even the ones who weren’t big Rafe Vincennes
fans thought it was rather sad that you could accumulate the honors
he had and have parents who didn’t even bother to acknowledge
it.

Rafael Alain Vincennes probably had no idea
when he walked across the stage to receive his diploma how many
sighs of relief followed his passage.

 


~ ~ ~


CHAPTER 3

He called his parents together. They were at
the long rosewood table in the dining room with cups of coffee in
front of them. Rafe, looking at Renny and Magdelene, hoped he’d
inherited his parents’ genes. They were in their late 50’s now but
it seemed to Rafe, they’d barely changed from his first memories of
them. Renny, dressed in an immaculately tailored chalk gray suit,
was still lean and flat-bellied, much like Rafe himself. His
perfectly razor cut hair was the same except for some silvering
around the temples. His dark eyes could still twinkle or spark
depending on his mood. His smile was easygoing but it could
sometimes lull you into a false sense of security. All Renny’s kids
knew that trying to take on their dad was a lost cause. He’d let
you go ahead and make your argument, let you think you just might
be winning, then demolish you with a few well-chosen words. Rafe
didn’t respect too many people, in fact, he couldn’t really think
of anyone else besides his father but he definitely looked up to
Renny, in the same way a young lion cub acknowledges the
superiority of the leader of the pride.

As for Magdelene, she was still as beautiful
as ever. If she’d been taller, she might have been a model with her
slender, stylish figure and the pale blonde hair that curled softly
around a face like a cameo - ivory skin and lapis lazuli eyes. Of
course, she never would have been a model because being a model is
hard work and Magdelene had never had to work. Her own family was
wealthy and then she’d married Renny who he was even richer so
she’d never known anything but abundance. Rafe figured the hardest
thing she’d ever done was give birth to nine children, of course,
that was probably no picnic….

“I’ve got a proposition for you,” he told
them. “Let me talk first, okay, and then if there are flaws in my
argument, you can point them out.”

Renny wondered what this most interesting of
his kids was going to come up with now. Magdelene was noting how
strong and brown and handsome he looked. She reached over and
brushed a stray swatch of dark hair off his forehead.

“First, I want to put off going to Princeton
for a year. I’d still only be 17 when I start. I’m tired of going
to school and reading books and taking tests and pleasing teachers.
I just want to take life easy and be a bum for a year. I want to
spend my time doing physical stuff, stuff you do outside in the sun
like boating and riding and skiing. I think I earned the time by
graduating at 16.

There’s a second reason. If I went to college
this fall, Laney would only be 14. I know, Dad, that you’ve gone
into sort of semi-retirement and you and Mom have things planned
like more cruises. You deserve it after raising all nine of us but
it leaves Lane alone a lot in a 32-room house except for the staff.
It’s hard to think about her wandering around in this place by
herself like a lonesome little ghost. If it was me, I could do it
but, you know, she doesn’t have my, my…”

“Self-sufficiency, Rafe?” His father supplied
the words.

“Yes. So, I’d be living here for at least
another year to watch out for her. Beyond that, I wish you’d think
of just turning over some extra money to me for what she needs.” A
smile flickered across his face. “I usually always have to remind
you anyway when her lunch fees are due or her class is going on a
field trip and she has to have a check. You know, she made the
Cheer Squad for next year and there will be outfits to buy for
that. I’m not bitching about any of this, I’m just trying to be
practical. This way she can come to me and instead of being the
middle man, I can just take her shopping or write a check or take
her out to eat or whatever. It’s not that I’m trying to cadge more
money out of you, Dad. Out of the $500 a month allowance you
started giving me in high school plus other money I’ve gotten, I
have almost $10,000 in the bank but I may have to spend that this
next year if I want to play without having to get a job. And I
don’t want a job because I don’t want to be on a schedule. I’m
scheduled out for a while. So, that’s it. That’s what I have to
say.”

Renny looked at Magdelene. “What do you
think, Maggie?”

“It okay with me if that’s what he wants to
do. I’d feel better about us going off if I knew Rafe was here with
Lane. And he’s right, he’s the one she goes to when she needs
anything so it would probably be more convenient for all of us if
he handled it directly. One thing though, Rafie, next year, you
absolutely, positively enter Princeton. No more trying to talk us
into putting it off.”

Rafe nodded. “No, I won’t do that, Mom.”

Renny shook his head slowly. “I’m going to
agree to give you your year, Rafe. It’s against my better judgment
but it would seem rather hypocritical of me to go all concerned
father on you at this late date. I’ll up your allowance to $750 a
month. That will give you a little more spending money while you’re
out there “finding yourself”. Lane will start getting her own
allowance next year since she’ll be in high school. And I’ll give
you another $1,000 a month for her. You buy her whatever she wants
and needs and if there’s any left over, you can keep it for your
trouble.”

“You know I’d never slack on Laney to keep
extra money for myself, don’t you, Dad?”

“No, I’d never think of your doing that,
Rafe. But, let me be crystal clear, Son. As your mother said, this
won’t happen again. Next year at this time, you’ll be getting ready
to go to Princeton, sick of school or not. And your sister is just
going to have to learn to be less dependent on you. Just to focus
your mind, I want you to remember one thing. That Corvette sitting
out in the garage is titled in my name. I bought it and I can sell
it and that will be the deal - no college, no car. Have you got
that straight, Rafe?”

“Yes, sir, loud and clear.”

* *

“Okay, Lane, I bought you another year but
that’s all it will be. Dad wasn’t exactly enthusiastic about
it.”

“Oh, thank God, Rafe!” She kissed him all
over his face. “I’m so happy!”

“I know you are, Honey. And you know what
else? They put me in charge of the money to buy you what you need
so, Lane,” he gave her a mock evil look, “that means I control the
purse strings and you’ll have to give me a blow job whenever you
want me to write a check.”

She giggled. “Oh, Rafe, you know, I’d give
you a blow job any time you wanted me to anyway!”

He was running his finger tip around her
nipple. She had definitely sprouted this last year. He splayed out
his fingers across her breast. Not quite a handful but getting
close.

He turned serious. “Lane, you’re going to
have to start psyching yourself up for life without me. Next year
I’ll be leaving for sure, Dad made that plain. You’ll be almost 15
by then, almost grown up. You’ll need to start thinking about
dating and boyfriends. You know, Sweetie, what we have might always
be a part of our lives but it can’t be our whole life.” He ran his
hand down her long blonde hair. “Do you know you’re getting
beautiful, Lane? By next year, you’re going to have the boys
swarming you.”

“No, Rafe,” she was almost breathless. “No, I
don’t want to go with any other boys. I love you!”

“Think about this, Lane. What are you going
to do when it comes time for the Harvest Ball or the Prom? You’ll
want to do those things and you can’t take your brother as your
date.”

She buried her face in his chest. “Let’s not
talk about it, Rafe, please!”

“Okay, we’ll forget it for now.” He kissed
her. “Mom and Dad said they have several trips planned. They’ll
probably be gone about half the time and it will just be you and me
here so we’ll have us a high old time in our final year
together.”

Inwardly, he sighed. He knew he was going to
have to start weaning her away from him. That would sometimes hurt
her and he’d really hate it, but it was going to be up to him to
make sure she was ready to make it on her own when the time
came.

* *

Rafe lay on the raft soaking up the sun’s
benevolent rays. In the beginning, he’d asked for this limbo year
off mostly for Laney’s sake. It hadn’t really mattered to him one
way or the other. He actually could have just as easily gone to
Princeton from the get-go and got a year under his belt but since
he’d done it this way, he’d decided to just enjoy it and he was.
Besides spending lots of time on the boats (he’d entered and won
the Regatta this summer), he had a couple of other things going
that he was finding pretty entertaining.

First, since he had his own car now and could
go where he pleased, he’d gravitated to the auto races. The dirt
track at Pequin, about 30 miles west of Benedict, wasn’t anything
special in the scheme of big-time auto racing - just a quarter of a
mile of clay but watching the small winged cars barely missing
walls and each other, sliding through the curves at high speed
excited him. He knew he could drive as well or better than anyone
out there so he asked around about how you got to get behind the
wheel and was told to go talk to Chester Hughes. A former racer
himself, Chester owned three Sprint cars. He mostly competed at the
smaller tracks in the area. He could introduce Rafe to driving, if
he would.

Chester Hughes was in his middle 50’s. His
once-red hair was mostly gray now. His once- trim body now sported
an older man’s belly, his belt almost unseen below it. He walked
with a noticeable hitch in his stride. Still, the blue eyes were as
shrewd as they’d ever been.

“What makes you think it would be smart for
me to risk an expensive vehicle on a total beginner? I’ve never
even seen you here before and you think I ought to hand over a car
to you? You must think I’m fucking nuts, Kid.”

“I can win for you, Mr Hughes. Just give me a
shot. You won’t regret it, I promise.”

“I don’t think that’s a promise you’re in a
position to make.”

“Try me.” It wasn’t a dare, just a statement
of complete self-assurance.

Chester looked at him with narrowed eyes.
There was something about the boy, maybe it was his supreme
self-confidence, but something, that inclined Chester to go along
with him. Maybe the kid was full of shit and maybe he himself was
buying into a con job but what the hell, nothing ventured nothing
gained.

“I’ll give you one shot. I don’t necessarily
expect you to win your first time out but you’ve got to show me
something or that’s it.”

Rafe’s smile went flashing across his face.
“Deal,” he said, like it was all over but the shouting.

He loved the car from the moment he
maneuvered his way into the cockpit and the car seemed to feel the
same way about him. Getting into a sprint car is no easy task since
the driver has to work his way past the wings, the chassis bars,
the steering box, the torque tube….and when that’s done, he (or
possibly, she), is braced into an upright position, hard against
the seat, by a five-point harness, from which he can barely see
thanks to the high bonnet, the front wing, a rock screen (to keep
debris from entering the cockpit) and on top of all that, he has
almost no peripheral vision due to wrap-around seats and neck
restraint devices. Add to the rest, the “tearaways” on helmet
visors so they can be torn off to be replaced by a fresh one when
the visor becomes muddy and driving a sprint car turns out to
require a kind of extra sensory communication between man, track
and machine.

Starting one doesn’t even require a key.
First the driver must ensure that a) the car is in gear since
sprint cars don’t have gearboxes and b) that the fuel is turned on.
When those two things are done, a “push car” pushes against the
rear crash bar until the car fires.

Being direct drive, once the wheels begin
turning, the engine is also turning over. Now the driver waits
until he has the proper oil pressure (around 80 psi), then a few
more seconds until he knows that all eight cylinders have enough
fuel. Only then, does he hit the ignition switch, bringing his
engine roaring to life.

All this Chester showed Rafe prior to the
race. “You can see it’s not even close to just getting in that
Corvette of yours, turning a key and driving off.”

“Don’t worry, Mr Hughes, I’m a quick study.
I’ve got it.”

And he did. Chester had started him out in
one of the novice runs where he so out-classed his competition, it
wasn’t even close.

*

“Well, that was a waste of both our time,
Son, except to show me your potential. How did you get so good at
driving?”

Rafe shrugged. “I don’t know, I just have a
kind of a sixth sense about it.”

“We’ll try you with something a little more
challenging, next week. Don’t get cocky, Son, just because you did
so well this time. You were only up against the babies.”

“I never get cocky in advance, Mr Hughes,
only after it’s over and I’ve earned it.”

The result was the same the following week
and then the next when he was pitted against even more experienced
drivers. He really did seem to have an uncanny feel for how to
position his car for maximum advantage, how to maneuver it around
the turns, how to avoid trouble.

Chester Hughes began to follow him with
interested eyes. He thought this boy might have real possibilities.
And, Jesus H Christ, he made the race groupies cream their panties!
They looked at him like he was candy and they wanted to eat him all
up. Chester was not only an expert in cars but in marketing as
well. He knew that a winning driver was great for business but a
winning driver with sex appeal was a hundred times better.

“You might could start to be a little cocky
now, Son.”

Rafe nodded and his smile went gleaming
across his face. He probably knew as much about marketing as
Chester Hughes.

* *

His second year-off diversion was completely
different although some of the results were the same. A friend of
his brother, Gabe, had contacted him at Gabe’s suggestion. The two
had jammed a lot together when Gabe was going through his guitar
phase. Now, the friend, Duke, had a rock and roll band, Balmer
Strut, that played mostly in Baltimore and DC, and sometimes,
Philly. It was highly acclaimed and in great demand for country
club dances and the private parties of representatives and senators
and other government bigwigs. Their rhythm guitarist had just quit
and Duke had asked Gabe if he’d be interested in filling in until
they could find a permanent replacement. Gabe wasn’t, being fully
engaged with the concert piano now and besides, he had a girlfriend
living with him in his apartment in Arlington and she’d throw ten
kinds of fit if he told her he was going out on the rock and roll
circuit. When Gabe mentioned his brother, Rafe, Duke was
doubtful.

“A 16-year-old kid, Gabe?”

“Just try him out, Duke. Trust me, he’s not
your average 16-year-old.”

“Does he play as well as you?”

Gabe answered with a rueful smile, “probably
even better although if he knows it, I don’t think he cares.”

So Duke called him and the idea piqued Rafe’s
interest. He met them at Duke’s studio in Baltimore. He brought
along one of the guitars Gabe had left at Heron Point, not owning
one of his own.

“Tell us some songs you can play, Rafe. We’ll
find some we all know and see how we sound together.”

Rafe reeled off a list of titles. Duke
nodded. There were several the band was familiar with.

“I’ve never played with a group before,” Rafe
warned, “only for myself, so I’m not sure how I’ll do with that
part of it.”

“Well, let’s just make a run at it and see
how it turns out.” He named an old ZZ Top tune, When the House is
Rockin’. It was like most of what the band played, down and dirty
bluesy rock.

He did fumble around for a while, trying to
get the hang of coordinating his playing with band mates but then,
he hit his stride and he was off and running, fingers flashing over
the strings, in perfect rhythm with the rest.

“I think you’ll do, Rafe, if you’re
interested. We usually play most weekends.”

“Sounds like fun, at least for a while until
you can find someone permanent. I’ve only got this year and then
I’ll be heading off to college.”

“We’ll have to help you with the songs you
don’t know but we can add them back into the mix as you learn
them.”

“Have you got them all on cds so I can listen
to them?”

“Yeah.”

“Give’em to me. I’ll teach them to myself.
I’ll be ready by next week.”

Duke found the cds although he thought the
kid was blowing’ smoke to say he could learn that many songs in a
week.

But, he wasn’t, blowing smoke, that is. Duke
ran him through every tune on the list. He was letter perfect.

They had their first gig that weekend, a
senator’s daughter’s Sweet Sixteen party out in Falls Church. The
band was a hit and their new guitar player fit in like he’d been
playing with them all along. Duke, who paid attention to every
detail about his band (he was a lot like Chester Hughes in that
way), watched the interaction between Rafe and the audience. He
wore tight black jeans, a long-sleeved black turtleneck and black
cowboy boots with silver kicks on the toes. His too-long black hair
kept falling down so that he had to shake his head while he played
to throw it back out of his eyes. Slender hips and long legs rolled
in sexy time to the music. He was one of those natural showmen who
could look across an audience and make every girl there think the
midnight eyes and the flashing smile were focused right on her.

At the break, he told Todd to move back
farther so as to be sure Rafe was front and center.

“Why’s that, Duke?”

“Aren’t you watching, Todd? The teenies haven
fallen in collective love with The Kid. When word about him gets
around, we’ll be so hot, we’ll be able to double our prices.”

After it was over and the instruments had
been loaded into the van, Duke called Rafe over to the side.

“I forgot to tell you about the rules of the
band, Rafe. There are only a very few.”

“What are those, Duke?”

“One, never miss a performance unless you’re
on your deathbed. Two, no drugs and in your case, no alcohol
either. Three, and this might be the one you’ll want to keep in
mind, Rafe, no messing with the babies. I don’t care if you fuck
their old ladies or their big sisters. They’re adults and that’s on
them but there’s nothing that makes a Senator more upset than
somebody taking advantage of his little girl. Are you straight with
all that?”

Rafe nodded. “I can live with those things,
Duke.”

*

“Well,” Gabe asked Duke, “how’s it going with
my baby brother?”

“He’s a rather awesome kid, Gabe.”

“So, I’ve always been told.”

“Were you two not close when you were at
home?”

“No, nobody’s close to Rafe. Besides, there’s
eight years difference in our ages so I mostly remember him as a
little boy. All of us used to call him Injun because Mom and Dad
were always forgetting to get his hair cut so it was long and
black, and he was so quiet, we never heard him come or go. He’d
just be there one minute and gone the next.”

“Are you the one who taught him to play?”

Gabe laughed. “I guess you could say that. In
fact, it’s the most vivid recollection I have of us together. He
came down to the basement one day when I was practicing. He never
made a sound, just sat in the chair in front of me and watched my
hands. To tell you the truth, he was so intense, it made me kind of
nervous. When I was done, he asked me if he could try it once. I
went through my spiel about how you couldn’t just sit down and play
a guitar. You had to learn a lot of things first and practice until
you got good, etc., etc. He just said, “please, Gabe.” I handed the
guitar over to him just to placate him and prove a point. I was
astonished when he played the damn thing, almost perfectly. I know
he didn’t know about reading music or chording or anything then. I
don’t know if he does now or not. I tried to talk him into taking
an interest in some music classes but he never would. I told him
when someone was as naturally gifted in an area like music as he
was, he should concentrate on it. You know what the little shit
told me, Duke, just as matter-of-fact as could be?”

“What?”

“He said he didn’t have enough time to
concentrate on everything he was good at. He’s some kind of fucking
savant, Duke.”

“If you saw him work the women in a crowd,
Gabe, you say he’s some kind of fucking cocksman too.”

*

So on this bright sunny day as Rafe lay out
on that raft in back of the house, he was thinking that although he
was having lots of fun, his restful year was turning out not to be
so restful, in fact, he might be burning his candle at both ends.
He sometimes had to hustle to get from race meets to band gigs. And
then there was the sex. Between the race car groupies and the rock
and roll groupies (not to mention, Laney wanting attention at home)
he thought he might be pushing himself beyond his endurance, which
he had always thought before was pretty well limitless. It wasn’t
the first time he’d had the thought that he needed to start pacing
himself but he wasn’t sure how to do it. The girls at school had
known how to let him know they were interested but they’d been
bound by certain restrictions. Those same limitations didn’t apply
to either the race fans or the music fans who felt free to express
themselves in more direct ways. He’d never had so many breasts
thrust into his face, so many eager hands on his ass, so many
pussies pressed against his groin as he had this summer. School
girls tended to be note writers and he’d gotten plenty of written
offers detailing what he could expect if he took out this one or
that one and he still did get some of those passed up onto the
stage or thrown into the window of his car. But most of them just
came out and told him in graphic terms what they wanted and what
they would do for him in return. He accepted as many of those
offers as he could handle, maybe a few more than he could
comfortably handle.

Duke had ordered him off the young ones at
the dances and for the most part, he’d abided by that. There was
just that one time when the two beautiful twin daughters of the
head of the Congressional Black Caucus said they wanted to play
Oreo with him, him being the white icing in the middle. “Sorry,
Duke,” he’d said to himself, “this is where me and the rules part
ways.” Those girls had turned him every way but loose and when
finally, at dawn, he half fell down the hanging stairs from their
treehouse (yes, treehouse, which they seemed to use much as he used
the cabin on Mount Vincennes only there were mats instead of a
bed), he wasn’t sure he’d even have the strength to push the
accelerator down on the Corvette. When he got home and Laney
approached him, he’d told her, “not now, Lane, I just need a shower
and some sleep”.

One nice thing about the band chasers was
that, because of their following with Washington government types,
there was lots of diversity and diversity was something that Rafe
got off on. It was like having access to an ever-changing
international sexual smorgasbord.

By contrast, the race track devotees tended
to be more all-American, mostly white, some of them a little on the
redneck-y side, although not all by any means. Not that it mattered
- tight jeans, high cut tee-shirts and bleached blonde hair was
fine with him too. And he liked southern drawls almost as well as
British accents.

“Speed and sex and rock and roll,” he thought
to himself right before he fell asleep in the sun, “my fucking cup
runneth over.”

*

Laney was not so happy with the way things
were going. The high hopes she’d had for this year were not panning
out exactly as she planned. It seemed to her Rafe was gone almost
as much as he would be if he had gone to Princeton what with the
racing and the band. For sure, he wasn’t there on Friday and
Saturday nights. He was home most week days but she was at school
and half the time, he went off somewhere on week nights too. He
offered to take her to the races whenever she wanted to go and she
had gone with him a few times. She liked it okay, she guessed, but
it wasn’t her favorite thing and he didn’t get to spend all that
much time with her even when she was there. She’d also gone to
dances with him twice but she discovered she hated that. He’d asked
a group of girls if they cared if she sat with them and of course,
they were thrilled to have her. Not because of her though but
because they thought it would bring Rafe to their table more often,
which it did, but that was almost the worst part. She hated seeing
them fall all over him, touching him and cooing in his ear. She
even saw one girl put her hand on his crotch under the table and he
didn’t act like he minded either.

Just about the only good period was when her
folks spent a week in Las Vegas. He had stayed home that whole time
except just to do the races and one dance he had to do. He took her
to the mall and bought her some new clothes and the next evening he
told her to dress up nice and they went out to eat at Bridenthal’s,
which wasn’t a fast food place, but an elegant restaurant near the
harbor. They went to a movie and he lounged beside her the whole
time, his hand on her upper thigh, with her thinking she just
wished the damn film would get over with so they could go home and
go to bed. He let her spend every night that week with him. She
thought it was the closest she’d ever get to heaven - going to bed
with him every night and waking up with him every morning, knowing
as soon as he roused up, he’d start kissing her and touching her.
All that week she went to school so happy, people asked her if
she’d snagged some Valiums or something.

She thought he was probably doing part of it
on purpose, staying away as much as he did. He kept bringing up how
she needed to be prepared for when he wasn’t around at all. People
probably thought she was lucky, living in the mansion she lived in,
with the pool and the tennis courts and the horses and the boats.
They didn’t have the faintest idea how lonesome, and sometimes,
scary it was to live in a house so big, where bedrooms stretched
down the hall for about a mile. It was probably different when all
the big kids were still home and there were brothers and sisters
behind every door but now all those bedrooms were empty. And the
master bedroom where her folks slept was downstairs, at the other
end of the house, so far away they probably wouldn’t even hear her
if she screamed her head off. She still had nightmares some times
and if Rafe wasn’t there to come and calm her down, the nightmare
usually escalated into a panic attack. When that happened, she had
to jump out of bed, turn on the light and watch something boring on
t.v. until her heart stopped racing and her breathing returned to
normal. The kids whose families weren’t as rich as hers might envy
her but she’d give anything to live in a snug little ranch house
where everyone was practically on top of everyone else.

She really tried to take what Rafe said to
heart. Sometimes she’d look around at the boys in school and think,
“would I like to go on a date with this one?” or “how would it feel
to be in bed with that one?” and just the very thought just made a
shiver of revulsion go down her spine. She could not even conceive
of having sex with anyone but Rafe.

*

He was having lunch at the marina. He’d
noticed in an off-hand kind of way that his waitress was attractive
(he’d have to be on his deathbed not to at least notice). Probably
in her mid to late thirties with a trim figure in her uniform and
short black hair, beautiful brown eyes and a generous smile. He
certainly wouldn’t have given her a second thought though. Another
woman was the last thing he needed right now. But then she asked
him if he wasn’t Rafe Vincennes and when he told her yes, she said
her daughter, Misty, went to school with his sister, Lane, and her
name was Pam Madison.

And then he instantly flashed back to the
conversation he and Laney had had about the girls talking sex in
gym class and he especially remembered that Misty’s mother had said
most women faked it and that she had never been brought to a climax
by a man. And suddenly, it was a whole new ballgame. Now he saw
her, not just as any other appealing woman, but as a challenge. He
thought he would have to play this one very, very carefully.
Misty’s Mom seemed like the type who would be horrified at the very
thought of taking up with her daughter’s friend’s 16-year-old
brother.

So that first day, they just chit-chatted a
little whenever she came to ask him if he wanted more coffee or a
piece a pie (which he ordered although he didn’t want it) or was he
ready for his check - about the girls and how he’d be going off to
school next year. He didn’t attempt even the subtlest pick up line.
Just left a tip, neither too big nor too small, and went on his
way.

Rafe was nothing, if not patient about
something he wanted badly. He didn’t eat at the Marina every day,
just now and then, and each time they became a little friendlier
and talked a little longer. He felt like he was making progress the
day she agreed to sit and have a cup of coffee with him when her
shift was over. He confided in her then about the way it had been
with him and Laney.

“Mom and Dad just basically called it quits
on being parents after the first seven so I feel like I practically
raised her although,” he smiled his fleeting smile, “I’m pretty
young to be a Dad.”

That was another little opening to discuss
barely teenage girls and the problems they presented. Fortunately,
he wasn’t lying so he really did know about things like the
logistics of getting them back and forth to cheer practice and how
much it cost to outfit them for the Squad and how all the middle
school girls thought, Mr. Schmidt, their Biology teacher, was
creepy and called him Frog Freak.

After a month, he got her to open up a little
about her personal life. She was dating a guy named Joe. It wasn’t
a great love match but Joe was solid and reliable and she could
count on him for things like taking the car to have the tires
rotated and getting under the sink to fix a leak. And he was good
to Misty and to her and her first two husbands hadn’t been. Misty’s
dad was an alcoholic and she’d caught the second one cheating with
her next door neighbor.

“I can’t see why any man would want to cheat
when he had a wife as pretty as you, Pam.”

And then he changed the subject.

By the end of the next two weeks, he was
flirting, just a little, and she was flirting back, just a little.
To be fair, most women would have found it pretty hard to resist
Rafe when he was putting on the full court press.

He calculated the timing, figured it would
take him two more weeks to get the job done.

“Pam, would you consider going for a drive
with me?”

“Are you crazy, Rafe? You’re a 16-year-old
kid!”

“It wouldn’t be a date or anything. I just
enjoy being with you. I like talking to you. I like looking at
you.” The smile gleamed in his dark face. “Just a ride in the car,
Pam, that’s all. It’s a beautiful night. I’ll put the sunroof back.
I’ll take you anywhere you want to go and bring you back whenever
you say.”

“Just a ride, Rafe, that’s all, and you’ll
bring me back when I’m ready? Do you swear?”

“I swear, Pam.”

It was a beautiful night, balmy and
star-filled. The trees rustled in the light breeze. The bay
glistened in the moonlight. He parked the Corvette in a spot he
knew by the water where it was always private. They just talked. He
didn’t try to touch her, not until the very end, when he put his
hand behind her neck and leaned down to kiss her. Not a long kiss
but a definite one, enough that he felt her lips opening under
his.

“We’d better go back, Rafe.”

One more week, he thought.

“Let me spend one night with you, Pam, just
that. I don’t want to muck up your life. I just want to spend a
night with you. Then you can go off and marry Joe and live your
stable, solid life. Just one little fling, Pam, before you get back
on the straight and narrow for good.”

“Rafe, my God, if anyone ever found out, I’d
die of embarrassment.”

“Yes!” he thought triumphantly, “done!”

“No one will find out, Pam. We’ll go into
D.C. I’ll take you to one of the best hotels in the city. We’ll
have a great meal. We’ll have a wonderful time. And then I’ll kiss
you good bye and leave you alone, I promise.”

She looked at him across the table. Her mind
said, “you have lost your marbles to even be thinking about this.”
Her voice said, “I’m off Thursday. I could go Wednesday night. I’ll
let Misty stay at her Grandma’s house.”

He nodded. “Wednesday night, it is. Park your
car on the second floor of the hospital parking garage. I’ll pick
you up there.” The smile came and went. “You won’t get cold feet
and stand me up, will you, Pam?”

“No, I’ll be there.”

*

And she was. He found the car where she was
waiting and pulled up beside her. She slipped quickly into the
‘Vette. She did have cold feet. In fact, she’d tossed and turned
all night thinking about the stupidity of what she was doing and
who she was doing it with but it didn’t matter. When the time came
to leave to meet him, she was pulling out of her driveway. She
thought she looked pretty good for 37. She’d paid extra attention
to her make up and her hair. He’d said they’d go to an up-scale
restaurant so she was wearing her black silk dress with the
vee-neck and the skirt that swirled around her legs and strappy
fuck-me heels.

When she got into his car, he’d just looked
at her for a minute and said, “you’re beautiful, Pam,” and kissed
her lightly.

And she almost didn’t recognize him. She’d
never seen him in anything but blue jeans or shorts but tonight he
was wearing black dressy jeans and a blazingly white shirt, open at
the throat, that showed off his tan, and a casual black sport coat.
He’d obviously been to a hair stylist. His usually too-long hair
with the lock that tumbled across his eyes was sleekly razor
trimmed.

“What do you think?” he asked her, running
his hand across his head, “I usually don’t pay too much attention
to hair until I can’t see but I didn’t think the old hair went with
the outfit.”

“From Rafe the Beach Bum to Rafe the Dashing
Man About Town - it’s sort of a startling switch but I like
it.”

“I figured this way I’ll look older and you
won’t have to be so stressed about what people are thinking.”

He took her to the Regnier Hotel in downtown
Washington, a suite no less. She knew it must have cost at least a
month of her tips at the Marina. She guessed this was how the other
half lived. He’d had a dozen red roses sent to their room in
advance with a card that said, “Thanks, Rafe.”

They ate at the hotel dining room where he
ordered the shrimp scampi and she had filet mignon, baked potato, a
salad and two glasses of Merlot (which she needed for her nerves),
asking him self-consciously, “is Merlot okay to have with a filet?”
To which he replied with amusement, “anything you like is
fine.”

She noticed that if you were wanting to keep
a low profile, Rafe Vincennes was not the person to be with. Every
woman in the room seemed drawn to look in his direction. She could
tell he was aware of it but he didn’t so much as glance back.

The closer it came time to go to the room,
the more anxious she got.

He took her hand. “Pam, just relax. I’ll make
it all right. I promise.”

She thought it was ironic that the
16-year-old had to reassure the 37-year-old that it was okay to
have sex.

He didn’t rush her. They just sat and talked
until finally she was the one who said, “well, I think I’m ready to
leave if you are.”

He grinned. “I’ve been ready all
evening.”

*

Just inside the room, he put his arms around
her and kissed her, softly and sweetly.

“Just let me lead the way. I’ll make it easy
for you,” he told her.

She felt the zipper go down at the back of
her dress. He lifted it over her head and laid it across the chair
so it wouldn’t get wrinkled, then turned back to her and unfastened
her bra. He slipped it over her arms before carrying her to the
king-sized bed where he carefully stripped off her panty hose until
she lie naked. He ran one hand lightly across her breasts and down
her belly, his fingertips trailed across her mound and along her
thighs. Just that, but she felt like little tongues of heat flared
up where his hand had been.

She watched him undress himself. Shoes and
socks, then coat and shirt, pants and underwear. She saw his lean
brown torso moving toward her and she closed her eyes. She felt the
bed give as he lay down beside her.

“Open your eyes, Pam. It’s more fun when you
watch. I like seeing you. I want you enjoy seeing me too.”

She looked up to glimpse the black hair, the
dark eyes, the gleaming smile, coming down over her. He kissed her
softly on the lips, his tongue probing the inside of her mouth. And
then he kissed her forehead, her eyebrows, her cheeks, her
chin.

“You don’t know how much I’ve wanted to do
this,” he whispered in her ear.

He kissed her throat and shoulders and above
her breasts and then he moved to each breast, kissing and licking
and lightly sucking, his tongue tickling across her nipples.

She started to lift her hands to put them on
his shoulders.

“No, just lie there. I want to do this for
you. You can get involved the next time.”

So she just lay, with her head spinning, as
she felt his mouth move down her belly and to her inner thighs,
leaving hot wet tongue lines in its wake. She felt him hold her
open with his fingers, then felt his tongue investigating her,
lingeringly, and then on her sweet spot, tickling and massaging,
but slowly, gently, tenderly, as he had known he would have to be
with this woman.

Until, in time, she felt orgasm beginning to
stir, like it had been put to sleep by an evil witch’s spell until
the Prince’s kiss aroused it from its slumber. It lifted its head,
then began to move, finally leaping into full joyous
wakefulness.

“Oh, Rafe, oh, Rafe,” she panted, “that feels
so good, oh, please don’t stop!”

Mentally, he made a small tick beside her
name in his sexual memory book. If that sounds cold, it really
wasn’t. He had his own reasons for seducing her but he also thought
that he was giving full value for what he got.

He moved back up beside her. “Now,” he told
her, “you can join in.”

She put her arms around his neck and kissed
him, pressed herself against him, sucked his nipples, ran her hand
down his hard, flat belly, down the thin line of dark hair that
went from his navel to his groin, to where his cock was standing at
full attention. Meanwhile his hands and mouth were all over her
too. His finger circled her nipple, his mouth nuzzled her neck and
gave her tiny little love bites on her shoulder. He ran his finger
into her vagina. It was wet and creamy.

“I want to fuck you now,” he said, “are you
ready?”

“Yes,” she said, spreading her legs, “do it,
do it!”

He mounted her and she felt him slide inside,
then begin to move in and out, slow smooth strokes.

“There’s no hurry,” he told her, “just let it
happen, Sweetheart. I won’t go ahead of you. I can give you all the
time you need.”

He felt her breathing quicken and her hands
clutching at his back. Her legs went up and around him. Her hips
reached up to meet his.

He practically sang in her ear. “Ah, Pam, it
feels so sweet to be here. God, I’ve wanted to do this since the
first day I met you. Let’s do it together, Baby.”

And they did. Her back arched, she let out a
huge sigh of satisfaction and he felt himself exploding inside
her.

“Mmmm,” she said, “that was great, Rafe.”

She fell asleep with his arms around her.
When she woke up, she was snuggled up against his back with her
crotch pressed against his butt and her face against his shoulder.
She lay for a moment without moving, luxuriating in the hard body
stretched out beside her.

“I’ve been waiting for you to wake up.”

“How did you know I was awake?”

“I felt it.” He turned to face her. “One more
time before we have to leave?”

“Let me go to the bathroom. I’ll be right
back.”

White teeth flashed. “I won’t go
anywhere.”

She peed, brushed her teeth and ran a quick
comb through her hair. When she returned, he pulled her hand over
onto his cock, saying, “this time you get on top.”

“No,” she said, “I’m not an on top kind of
person. I’d be too nervous thinking you’re looking at me.”

“But I want to look at you. I want to see the
look on your face when you make yourself happy. Come on, Pam, just
climb on over here and sit down on it. You don’t have to do
anything else at first. If you do that and you still feel more
comfortable the other way, we’ll change positions.” He lifted her
until she was straddling him. “Just come down on it until it’s
clear inside you.” She felt the head of it at the entryway to her
pussy, felt herself slipping down onto it until it filled her up,
“Just be still for a while. Can you feel how anxious it is for you
to make it come?” he whispered.

And it seemed like she could feel it
throbbing inside her or maybe it was her vagina, throbbing around
it, excited by the foreign object trapped within it.

“Now move around a little, play with it, use
it for what you need.”

Desire overcame her reticence. It was as if
her whole being was focused on the place between her legs. She did
as he said, rotating her hips to feel it pushing inside her,
looking for release. She began to feel small, slow waves of
pleasure breaking against the shore of her consciousness.

“Ride me, Pam. Here, let me get you
started.”

His hands came around her hips as he guided
her to help her find the right rhythm. She was panting now, moaning
a little in her throat. As she rode him harder and faster, the
small slow waves grew until they were great rolling breakers,
carrying her onto a blissful beach, leaving her sensuously content
and completely emptied of stress. She collapsed onto his chest. She
realized she’d forgotten all about him.

“Rafe, I’m sorry, did you…?”

He grinned. “It’s okay, Baby, I hitched a
ride with you.”

*

“What shall I do about the flowers? How would
I explain them if I took them with me?”

He shrugged. “Leave them for the maid. I
don’t care. I only wanted them to be here when you first
arrived.”

She left the roses but pocketed the small
card that came with them.

(He had deliberately planned that card. He
knew the female penchant for saving souvenirs so he made the
message as innocuous as possible, enabling her to explain it away
later if she needed to).

*

“So, Pam, are you glad you let me talk you
into this?”

She hesitated. “Rafe, you’re like a sumptuous
hot fudge sundae, sinfully rich and decadent, but not very
nutritious for every day fare. Joe is meat and potatoes, bland but
filling. The question is, should you eat the hot fudge sundae if
you know you’re just setting yourself up to yearn for something
you’re not going to have again or would you be better off never to
know what you’re missing?

“Tasting everything is always better,” he
answered. “In the end, all we are as people is the sum total of our
experiences.”

“If I was your age, Rafe, I could imagine
letting myself fall seriously in love with you and getting my heart
broken for my efforts but I have to remember I’m a single
37-year-old mother with a shitty little job as a waitress that
barely let’s me make ends meet and a boyfriend who’ll crawl under
the sink to fix the leak.”

“I don’t know how long I’ll end up living,”
he mused, “but I expect I could go however long that is without
ever getting under a sink.”

She laughed. “Exactly.”

“But, Pam, couldn’t you show him what makes
you happy?”

“First, Rafe, I don’t think he’s an old dog
who is going to be up for learning any new tricks and second, he
already thinks he makes me happy. I’m in a Catch 22. Kind of hard
at this late date to say, ‘oh, by the way…’”

“If it was me, I’d want a woman to tell me,”
he said, “so I could fix it.”

She laid her hand on his cheek. “I don’t
think it’s a problem you’re ever going to have to worry about,
Rafe.”

*

He dropped her off at her car, giving her a
last kiss.

“The answer to your question, Rafe, is yes.
I’m glad you talked me into going with you. You’ll always have a
special place in my memory, one I’ll probably drag out from time to
time when I need an uplift. But, Rafe, don’t come to the marina to
eat anymore, okay, and if you see me at one of the girls’ games,
just say hi and keep on going?”

He shook his head in agreement. “I know.”

As she was walking to her car, he called out,
“hey, Pam…”

“What?”

“If you ever get a craving for hot fudge,
just call me.”

She blew him a kiss. “That won’t happen,
Rafe, I’m running back to the straight and narrow as fast as my
legs will take me - but thanks.”

*

He drove away thinking, “mission
accomplished.”

* *

She put the thank you card in her Bible where
she thought Misty would never find it but she did.

“Mom, what did you ever do for Rafe Vincennes
that he would thank you for?”

“What do you mean?”

“I found a card in your Bible that said -
‘thanks, Rafe’ - I assumed it was Rafe Vincennes, he’s the only
Rafe we know.”

“Oh, he used to come into the marina for
lunch sometimes and we talked. One time he sat and confided in me
about the situation with his parents and Laney. The card was in my
purse and I used it for a bookmark. ”

“What about Laney and her parents?”

“That’s none of your business, Misty. It was
a confidential conversation.”

“I never remember Laney’s folks one time at
school or at our games. She hates being alone so much in that huge
house. She said if it wasn’t for Rafe, it would be terrible. We’re
poor but I’d rather live here with you than be rich like the
Vincennes.”

“Yes, sometimes, we envy people without
knowing the whole story, Miss.”

“Mom?”

“What?”

“Do you think Rafe Vincennes is hot?”

“I probably would if I was your age, why?”
(God, she hoped she wasn’t blushing!)

Misty giggled. “We passed around a poll at
school and he was voted the hottest boy by the middle school girls.
Do you think Rafe would ever go out with someone like me, Mom?”

“No! You’re too young for him.”

“He’s 16 and I’m 14, that’s only two years.
Wasn’t Dad five years older than you?”

“He’s going to be leaving for Princeton next
year and be hanging around with college girls. I don’t think he’ll
be interested in kids your age and now do you think we could change
the subject to something else besides Rafe Vincennes?”

“Gawd, Mom, why are you so grouchy?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you,
Miss. I think I’m getting ready to start my period. I must have
PMS.”

“Do you think if Joe comes this weekend,
he’ll fix my closet door where it keeps getting off the track?”

“I’m sure he will, Honey.”

“I like Joe, Mom. He’s nice.”

Gratefully, “yes, Misty, he is nice, isn’t
he?”

* *

“Have you ever cried, Rafe?”

“I don’t know, Lane, I suppose I must have at
some time, when I was a baby.”

“I’ve never seen you cry. Even when the dog
attacked me and you got bitten, you didn’t cry.”

He smiled faintly. “Well, if I did, Honey, I
probably learned quickly enough that it wasn’t going to do me any
good. You know, there was no Rafe around when I was little, like
you had me. Maybe I just stopped doin’ it when I found out it was a
waste of time.”

* *

“Well, this is the last meet, Rafe. Are you
still determined to go off to college next year?”

“No question about it. My dad made it clear -
no college, no Corvette. I love three things in this world, Chet -
my sister, my dog and my car. Besides, it’s the way it is,
Vincennes sons go to Princeton. It’s like the law.” He grinned.

“I never expected when you first came to me
as a snot-nosed kid you’d have the talent for driving you turned
out to have, Rafe. I could see you going all the way with it, if
that’s what you decided to do.”

“I still might, but I have to get this out of
the way first.”

Chester held out his hand. “You’re welcome
back any time, Rafe. You come to me, you’ll always have a car to
drive.”

“Thanks. It’s been awesome.”

Chester sighed. He really hated to lose this
boy. It was true what he said about Rafe’s driving but you could
always find drivers. Finding great drivers with the kid’s charisma
was something else again.

* *

Magdelene always went all out for Christmas,
decorating the house to within an inch of its life. Huge swags of
evergreens with giant red and green plaid bows draped the golden
oak staircase. Enormous wreaths hung on every door. Lights shone
from every window. Banks of poinsettias filled the fireplace
hearths and extravagant red and white flower arrangements bedecked
every mantel and table. Out in the front courtyard was a flood-lit,
life-sized manger scene, imported from Italy, that put to shame
anything found in any church yard.

There were trees throughout the downstairs -
blue ones and white ones and green ones, decorated in various
themes but the piece de resistance was the 15-foot tree in the left
tower that opened into the living room. It was covered with white
lights and red bulbs and golden bows, along with ornaments made by
nine artistic young Vincennes’ throughout the years. Presents
spilled out into the floor in all directions. Christmas was the one
time Renny and Magdelene expected their entire family to return
home. Their children could spend Easter or Thanksgiving with
in-laws or friends or off on backpack journeys through Tibet or
what the hell ever but by God, they would drop whatever they were
doing and come home for Christmas day. When they were young, the
tradition was opening presents, followed by waffles for breakfast.
When they got older, they flipped that schedule and ate first, then
repaired to the living room for gifts. After that, they were all
free to nap or visit or watch television. The late afternoon was
turkey and ham with all the trimmings, followed by evening
mass.

Rafe had warned Duke early on. “If you
schedule a Christmas night dance, you’ll have to find a substitute
for me. My parents don’t excuse an absence at Christmas for any
reason except intensive care.”

So all the siblings were arriving. The garage
was full and the bedrooms were full, just like back in the old days
when they all lived at home. Morgan was 35 now. He came with his
wife, Jessica, and their two children (a dark boy, 10, and blonde
girl, 7), Logan and Jennifer. They lived on an estate in
Connecticut, Amber Hill. He was a partner in his law firm in New
York City. He still stayed in shape playing a cutthroat game of
racquet ball.

Wyatt was the only one who might have been
allowed off the hook for not showing up but fortunately, he was
able to get leave from the military. Wyatt was married too, to an
Air Force lieutenant, a lovely Mexican girl named Belen. They joked
and said one reason they got along so well was that they hardly
ever saw one another.

Mariel was the third to bring an in-law into
the Vincennes family. Her husband was British, Sir Reginald
Dunstan, Seventh Earl of Stancroft. (No one was surprised when
Mariel married a title). Actually, Reg was a heck of a nice guy who
didn’t put on airs like you might expect from an Earl, in fact, if
anyone put on airs, it was Mariel herself. They had two sons, both
black-haired, Reggie Jr and Hugh, 5 and 3 years old. They had
teasingly called her Lady Mariel even before she married into
royalty.

Denis was also there from New York, along
with his partner, Jeff. Denis was a full-time artist and Jeff was
an actor. They seemed to make a pretty good living in their two
unpredictable professions (not that any Vincennes ever had to worry
about making a living). Denis had never had a problem acknowledging
his sexual orientation because he knew none of his family cared,
all of them being totally non-homophobic.

Ditto, Jocelyn with her African-American
boyfriend, Edgar. They were engaged and would be married next June.
Together, they owned a psychiatric clinic in Boston and both had
about a hundred initials behind their names, which no one else in
the family could ever decipher. She was slender and platinum; he
was ebony and had the physique of a linebacker. Their colleagues in
psychiatry referred to them as Day and Night.

Gabe, of course, was playing piano on the
concert circuit. He and his girlfriend had broken up. She hadn’t
been as understanding about spending time apart as Wyatt’s
wife.

Annecy had completed her degree in veterinary
science and had just been hired at an animal clinic on Cape
Cod.

By the time everyone arrived with their
packages, the presents filled up half the living room floor. Their
socks all hung on the intricately carved mantel. You had to be a
sibling or a spouse to get a sock because Magdelene said the
girlfriends and boyfriends came and went too fast. She made an
exception for Jeff, of course. She figured he and Denis would be
married if the country ever became enlightened enough to allow gays
to wed in every state. There were usually no big surprises about
socks. They were filled with various kinds of expensive candy and
contained, in addition, a check for $1,000. (Morgan could remember
back to when it was only $500). There were other small things
tucked into the velvet stockings (a different color for each
individual Vincennes) - a gift card to a book or art store, a pair
of earrings, a miniature pewter Civil war soldier for Denis’
collection, a Waterford crystal animal for Annecy’s. The $1,000
checks were one reason they all almost always made it home. Renny’s
rule was that it was only good for Christmas Day. If you weren’t
there then, the check disappeared.

Laney thought it was exciting when everyone
was at Heron Point. She imagined what it must have been like when
they all lived here - all the noise and activity and people running
up and down the stairs and doors opening and closing and laughing
and music playing. Rafe said he could remember when Annecy and Gabe
and Jocey lived at home and when the others still spent their
college vacations here but by the time Lane was 5, even Annecy was
a teenager and the older ones were gone for good.

“So, Rafe,” Gabe asked him, “you’re racing
cars and playing guitar for a year before you go to Princeton,
huh?”

“Yeah.”

“I can’t believe Dad let you get away with
that. None of the rest of us would have been allowed to postpone
college to play around for a year. Or to have a Corvette for our
first car. He must have mellowed in his old age.”

Rafe’s dark eyes captured Gabe’s, a slight
smile drifted across his face. “Think back, Gabe. Do you seriously
think I’ve had it better than you older ones?”

Gabe remembered Injun, the serious little boy
who always seemed to be charged with caring for his baby sister,
the silent little boy who was mostly ignored, even by their
parents. His eyes dropped, “no, Rafe, I don’t guess you did.”

*

Another Vincennes tradition was the Christmas
List. The kids had always looked forward to making out their wish
lists. Sometimes they worked on them for weeks, adding and
revising. It wasn’t unusual for them to carry over to the second
page. With great fanfare, they handed them in to Magdelene on
Thanksgiving. She wanted plenty of time to do all her shopping.
Unless they got completely crazy, they always got everything they
asked for - over the years that had meant bikes and games and
puppies and ponies and musical instruments and leather coats and
tennis bracelets and IPods.

Rafe was the hardest one of all to buy for
because there were very few things he seemed to want. Usually, his
list contained two items at most. The only gifts Magdelene could
ever remember that he seemed to feel passionate about were his
German Shepherd puppy, Raven, and the year he made a point of
asking to go to ski camp when he was nine and then to ask for a ski
weekend every year after that. He never even had a pony of his own
but simply took whichever one was standing in the barn when he
wanted to ride, before switching to Destiny. Rafe seemed to lack a
sense of possession, never craving stuff of his own like the other
kids but satisfied to make do with whatever was around. He liked to
fish but there were fishing poles galore at Heron Point and he’d
just take one that was there. He was still using Gabe’s old guitar
in the band and seemed content to continue doing so. If he wanted
to shoot, he got one of the guns out of the gun safe in Renny’s
study. Magdelene sometimes bought him clothes but he never asked
for anything special so she mostly got him jeans and shirts and
underwear and used her own judgment about the rest, like his
leather jacket. He wore whatever she bought him (she had excellent
taste in clothes if she did say so herself) but she thought if she
took something out of his closet and replaced it with something
else, he’d simply wear the new thing without comment. He didn’t
wear jewelry and he didn’t collect anything. His room was spartan,
without the bulletin board of souvenirs and memorabilia and team
pictures her other kids had highlighted. There were no banners or
posters on the walls. He never displayed the plaques or trophies or
blue ribbons he’d won. He’d never wanted a letter jacket or a class
ring and she didn’t think he’d bought any of his school yearbooks,
although his picture probably appeared in them more than anyone
else’s. She thought she should probably make an effort to buy them
herself. Everyone else’s were on a special shelf in the library.
(The idea would disappear from her head by the time the holiday was
over). He’d won the Regatta this year, and that was a big deal in
this part of the country, but she didn’t even know what happened to
the big silver bowl he was awarded for that triumph.

She asked him - “By the way, Rafe, what did
you do with the Regatta award?”

“It’s up in the attic with all the other
stuff like that.”

So every year was a challenge to know what to
buy him. Whoever got his name in the annual Christmas drawing
always groaned in despair.

Surprisingly, he was an excellent gift-giver
himself, invariably coming up with something unique that delighted
its recipient. Last year, for instance, he’d given her an Irish
Claddaugh ring, handcrafted in and imported from Ireland, with her
birthstone emerald held by the two hands with a crown above.
Everyone in the family mostly thought of themselves as Vincennes’,
hardly remembering that her side, the Morgans, could proudly trace
their Irish heritage back for many generations. Getting the ring
from Rafe almost made her cry, thinking that the child she
understood the least was the most perceptive about her.

This year he’d gotten Denis an intricately
carved collection of miniature Civil War weapons, every gun and
saber, perfectly replicated in wood and metal.

Denis was blown away. “My God, Rafe, I’ve
never had anything so wonderful. Jesus - oops, sorry, Mom - they’re
exquisite.” He ran his fingers over the details on the tiny
pieces.

“I found out about a guy who does them. I’ve
had them for two years,” he smiled his quick smile, “I’d decided if
I didn’t draw your name this Christmas, I was just going to give
them to you for the hell of it.”

* *

When everyone else gathered up their kids and
their clothes and their gifts and moved out, Renny and Magdelene
went with them. They were going to Monte Carlo for two weeks to
celebrate their 36th anniversary (Magdelene had been pregnant with
Morgan when they wed, despite Renny pulling out at the crucial
moment - it seemed like all it ever took was for his sperm and her
egg to breathe the same air to make a baby).

*

It seemed strange, after all the people and
activity, for the house to be so quiet.

Lane was on the computer, doing research for
the paper she had to have done by the time she went back to school
after Christmas break. Rafe was lying on the sofa in front of the
wide-screen t.v. watching a football game.

“Come here, Honey. Sit down and let me put my
head on your lap.”

He lifted his head long enough for her to
slip beneath him, then laid it back down.

She began running her fingers through his
black hair, something she knew he loved. It made him feel like
purring, he said.

“Mmmm, that feels good. Guess what,
Lane?”

“What?”

“The band is trying out a new guitar player.
They want to make sure they have someone ready by the time I leave.
He’s going to sit in with them for the next week. Duke said I could
either tag along or take the time off.”

She held her breath. “What did you tell them,
Rafe?”

“Why, I told him my baby sister was going to
be home all alone and she’d probably want me to stay here with her
and make love to her twenty times a day so I guessed I’d better
take the time off.”

“Truly, Rafe, are you really going to just be
home the whole time?”

“Truly, Sweetie.

He rolled over on his stomach. “Do the back
now,” he told her, burying his face between her legs. She could
feel his warm breath making a damp spot on the crotch of her jeans,
sending shivers up into her belly.

“Take your pants off, Lane.”

When she was naked on the bottom, he told her
to straddle him, putting her knees on either side of his face. He
held her butt in his hands, bringing her down over him where he
could reach her. She braced herself on the arm of the sofa as his
tongue slowly traveled everywhere but the spot she wanted it most.
It went inside and up and down and around. He teased her until she
felt her body quivering.

“Rafe,” it was all she could say, just his
name,”Rafe.”

Until finally he went where she needed him to
go and for a few minutes, it seemed to her that the world just
stopped turning on its axis.

He pulled her down until she was lying on top
of him. She could feel him hard beneath her.

“Just stay here until I see who wins this
ballgame, then you can do me.”

*

She thought it was impossible to be in bed
with Rafe and him not know you were awake. He could seem to be
sound asleep but the minute you came to consciousness, even if you
didn’t make a move or even open your eyes, he sensed it and said,
“Mornin’, Honey.” Most often, he woke up first and then she aroused
to his lips on hers or his mouth on her breast or his hands between
her legs. She would think, “another wonderful day” and try not to
let herself count how many were left before it was over.

If she was washing their supper dishes (she
never used the dishwasher when it was just their few dishes), he
would press up close behind her with his crotch against her rear,
then he’d slide his hands up under her shirt and bra and fondle her
breasts.

“Keep goin’, Girl,” he’d tease. “Get your
dishes washed and when you’re done, we’ll do something else,” with
his hard cock pushing into her butt and his finger circling her
nipple.

“They can wait, Rafe, I’ll finish them
later.”

“Oh, no, Lane, duty before pleasure, you
know.”

And she’d keep washing as he kissed her neck
and breathed warm breath into her ear until finally she was done
and she could turn around and put her arms around him. Then he’d
pull her pants down and tell her to lean over the chair and she’d
feel him enter her from behind. She’d be so anxious by then, that’s
all it took the first time and then she’d have another orgasm a
little later when she could feel him getting ready.

As much as she loved it, when he did it to
her, she loved just as much doing it to him, feeling him need her.
When she had him in her mouth and his hands were wrapped in her
hair, moving her, when she felt his urgency, until he spilled
himself into her mouth, her heart did flip-flops.

When he crooned in her ear, begging her to
make him come, or when it was over and he murmured, “oh, God,
Laney, that was so good, you make me feel so good, Honey,” she
almost didn’t think anyone could hold so much happiness.

*

“We could run away, Rafe.”

“Why would we want to do that, Lane?”

“So we could be together all the time. We
could move to another country and become other people. No one would
know. We don’t look anything alike.”

He laughed. “That’s a total fantasy, Sweetie,
and you know it. You wouldn’t want to give up everything you have
and everyone you know just to be with me.”

She knew he didn’t love her in the same way
she loved him, had always known it. She didn’t think if he was here
and she didn’t come home, he’d be almost sick thinking about her
empty bed like she was when it was him. She thought she would give
up everything she had and everyone she knew to be able to be with
him. She thought she’d do it without a second thought.

* *

Oh, Lord Jesus, how could she have done such
a thing? Rafe would be so furious, he’d kill her, he’d probably
just kill her.

Ever since Laney could remember she’d had a
secret yearning to ride Destiny. She thought they all did at one
time or another, probably because he was like the forbidden fruit.
She knew it had been a sore spot with the others that Rafe was the
only one ever allowed to ride him besides Renny. She’d heard Annecy
muttering resentfully more than once about why Renny trusted Rafe
and only Rafe to take his precious stallion when she rode just as
well. Lane felt the same way. Rafe made it seem so easy and so
exhilarating to go tearing across the field on Des. Rafe himself
had taught her to ride starting when she was only about three and
she knew she was good, he told her she was good.

If she was honest with herself, she guessed
she’d have to admit that there was a little bit of revenge involved
too. She was upset when he told her he’d be gone most of the day,
their last day together before he had an engagement with the band
and he’d probably start to be away a lot again, probably with girls
he met at the dances.

So she supposed her hair-brained scheme to
take Des out for a ride was partially to get back at him and prove
a point although she never meant for him to know. She usually
wasn’t that brave about acting out her rebellions so what on God’s
green earth had possessed her this time?

The stallion bucked her off almost the minute
she settled into the saddle. Now he was still out in the pasture,
saddled, with his reins hanging down and she thought she had a
broken wrist. She was stationed in the kitchen watching out the
back window when she heard the Corvette come roaring down the drive
and the garage door open.

Her head and heart were both pounding as she
saw him swinging down the flagstone walk toward the back door in
that graceful way he had. His hair had grown out from that one time
he had it razor cut shorter than normal and that stray lock was, as
usual, hanging down over his forehead. He looked pretty happy but
that wasn’t going to last long. About ten seconds after he came
through the door, she figured.

She was crying by the time he walked into the
kitchen.

“What’s the matter, Honey?”

“Rafe, please, I’m so sorry, I know you’re
going to be so mad….”

His eyes darkened. “What am I going to be mad
about, Lane?”

“I took Destiny out and….”

He grabbed her by the upper arm so tightly
she knew she’d have a bruise. “You did fucking what?” His quiet
voice was even scarier than if he’d yelled.

“I took him out and he threw me. He’s out in
the field. He wouldn’t let me catch him and put him away,” she
sobbed. “I think I broke my wrist.”

She’d never seen his eyes look so black. “I’m
going to go take care of Des. In the meantime, I want you to sit
down on that fucking chair and don’t even move a goddam muscle
until I get back, do you understand me, Lane?”

“My wrist….”

“The horse comes first. You’ll just have to
suffer, then we’ll deal with your wrist.”

He turned and left. She could see him from
the window, opening the pasture gate. Saw him whistling and Destiny
coming right to him. Then she saw him leading the stallion into the
barn. She figured she had about ten minutes until he got back. She
thought one of the best weeks of her life was about to be followed
by one of the worst.

When he got back from the stable, he got the
Corvette and pulled it as close to the back door as he could get
it.

“Get your coat and come on. I’m taking you to
the emergency room.”

“Rafe, I…”

“Shut up, Lane, just shut up. I don’t want to
talk to you right now.”

He hustled her into E.R. and lounged silently
in a chair in her room while they sent her for x-rays that
confirmed the break and then wrapped her wrist and put it in a
cast. He put the release instructions and the prescription for pain
pills the doctor had given her in his coat pocket. Then he drove to
the drugstore and had her prescription filled.

When they got home, he told her to go take a
pill and come back, now he wanted to talk to her.

She sat in the chair he pointed her to. He
stood in front of her. “Don’t even think about getting up, Lane,
until I’ve said all I have to say.” She shivered a little just
looking at the harsh twist to his mouth and the eyes that were like
storm clouds.

“Do you remember, Lane, the time you went to
the basement and got lost and I had to come and find you even
though I’d left instructions telling you not to leave the nursery
while I was gone?”

“Yes, Rafe, I remember.”

“And do you remember me telling you that you
always had to obey me?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I guess, technically, you didn’t
disobey me this time because I never actually told you not to ever
take Destiny out and do you know why I never told you that, Lane?”
he asked in a voice that was deceptively casual.

She was gulping and wiping the tears from her
eyes and snot from her nose with her sleeve because he’d told her
not to move and she didn’t have a tissue within reach.

“W-w-why?”

“It never occurred to me that I had to,
because I never thought you’d be stupid enough to pull such a
fucking idiotic trick. But, I expect you knew, didn’t you, Laney,
even without me telling you, it was an order just the same? ”

“Yes, I knew, Rafe.”

“Quit crying, Lane. I don’t want to see it or
hear it. You did this yourself and now, you can sit here and take
your goddam punishment without whining.”

She struggled to choke down her sobs.

“So, what were you planning? If it had all
worked out for you, you were just going to put him back and I’d
never be the wiser?”

“Y-y-yes.”

“But it didn’t work out for you, did it,
Lane?”

“N-n-no.”

“Why do you think I got so angry with you
when you went to the basement when you were three?”

“I d-d-on’t know, Rafe.”

“Because I didn’t want you to get hurt. And
why do you think I wouldn’t have wanted you riding Destiny?”

“For the s-s-same reason?”

“Yes. Christ, can you imagine how I’d have
felt if I’d had to call the folks to come home because you had a
fucking broken neck or something when they made me responsible for
you, Lane? Do you think that would have been a very pleasant phone
call to make?”

“I’m s-s-sorry, Rafe, please….”

“Too late for ‘I’m sorry’. Now, here’s the
deal. If you’d been hurt some other way, a way you couldn’t help,
I’d probably have been all helpful brother. I expect you’re going
to have a little bit of a tough time fastening your pants and your
bra and washing your hair and brushing it and probably several
other things, one-handed. But, you know what, I don’t care much.
You wanted to do your little dance and now you’re going to have to
pay the fiddler on your own. So don’t come to me for assistance,
just figure it out the best way you can.”

He walked closer to her and tipped her chin
up with his finger. In a low tone, he told her, “And by the way,
Lane, my bedroom door will be closed until further notice. Don’t
open it, don’t even knock on it. Do you understand everything I’ve
told you?”

“Rafe…”

“Do you understand?”

“Y-y-yes,” no matter what he said, she was
bawling in earnest now.

“Good, then why don’t you go on up to your
room now? Why don’t you just stay there until tomorrow?”

She stumbled up the stairs and fell on her
bed, crying. Eventually, she cried herself to sleep. She woke up
when she heard him taking a shower. When she got up to get
undressed, she discovered he was right. She had a hard time
unbuttoning her buttons and her jeans with one hand. Her bra was
even worse. She had to pull the straps down, then work it around so
the fasteners were in the front, struggling to undo them
left-handed. Finally, she had to lie on her bed and pull her jeans
down, little by little, one leg at a time. She was panting by the
time she was completely undressed.

She heard him leave the bathroom and heard
his door shut. She crept in and went to the bathroom herself and
then went back to bed without even washing her face or putting on
her gown. Her wrist throbbed but her pain pills were down in the
kitchen and she was afraid to leave her room and afraid to knock
and ask him if it would be all right if she went and got them.

He came through her door wearing his pajamas
bottoms. “Your pills,” he said, setting them on top of her
dresser.

“Rafe?”

“What?”

“I’m so thirsty. Can I go down to the kitchen
long enough to get a Coke?”

“No, there’s water in the bathroom.”

And then he was gone.

She started crying again.

*

Listening to her from his own room, Rafe
grinned to himself. “Just cry, Little Girl,” he thought. He was
pretty mad. She could hardly have done anything worse in his eyes
than taking the gray stallion. On the other hand, he wasn’t quite
as angry as he’d let her think. It was like Rafe’s Times Ten Rule.
If you expected someone to obey you and they didn’t, then if you
punished them times ten, they’d think long and fucking hard before
they bucked up against you again. It was sort of like his version
of Shock and Awe.

He reached for his hard penis. If he’d known
this was going to happen, he would have made alternate arrangements
for something to do with it. As it was, he guessed he was going to
have to handle it himself.

*

He was gone when she got up the next morning
and he hardly came home the whole next week. When he was there, he
just went about his business, never speaking to her. She wanted to
beg him to forgive her but his eyes were so cold when he looked at
her that she was afraid to even try to talk to him. He did come
home some nights but it was so late, all she heard was the stool
flushing, the shower running and his bedroom door closing.

She laid in bed thinking, “please, please,
please, please,” over and over again, hoping her door would open
and she’d hear him tell her she could come over with him but he
never did. She’d think in great detail about what they might be
doing if only she hadn’t done what she’d done. If he’d let her tell
him how sorry she was, she’d swear by the Virgin Mary (the ultimate
guarantee in the Vincennes family) that she’d never do anything she
knew he wouldn’t want her to do ever again.

*

It was lucky she was still on Christmas break
because all she could manage to get on were sweats and sweatshirts
and no bra. On the other hand, she wished it was time for school
again because at least she’d be around people and have things to do
instead of wandering around this enormous, lonely house feeling so
dejected and depressed she couldn’t stand it. And being by herself
and one-handed so she had nothing much to do but think.

*

He waited until Renny and Magdelene were due
to get home the next evening before he opened her door.

“Come on over, Lane, and get in bed with
me.”

She didn’t come running but practically
tip-toed over to his bed, sliding in like she was trying to be as
unnoticeable as possible. She didn’t even touch him until he gave
her permission.

“You can come up close, Honey.”

At that, she moved over and pressed herself
tightly against him.

“Please don’t be mad at me any more, Rafe. I
hate it more than anything when you’re mad. I’ll be so good, I
promise.”

“It’s not that hard, is it, Sweetie? I’m not
a dictator. There aren’t too many things that would really upset me
but you had to know you picked one that would.”

“I know. I was jealous because you were going
back with the band and I knew you’d start staying out with girls
again. I wanted to hurt you even though you’d never know about
it.”

He smiled. “You fucked that up, didn’t you,
Lane?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“Well, live and learn. You did learn, didn’t
you, Laney, that although I don’t have too many rules, I won’t
tolerate the ones I do have being broken?”

“I swear, Rafe, I swear, I’ll never do
anything like that again.”

“We’re square then, Honey. So what do you
want to do now? From the amount of bawling you’ve been doing, I
don’t think you’ve been getting much sleep. Do you just want me to
hold you while you go to sleep or do you want me to do some other
stuff first?”

“I want you to do other stuff first,
Rafe.”

“Then tell me, Lane. Tell me exactly what you
want me to do.”

So she did, and he did every one of those
things before she finally fell sleep with his arms around her.

* *

“Rafe, remember the Farewell to Middle School
dance?”

“Yes, I took Mindy Hardesty when I went. What
about it?”

“Well, Cal Burke asked me if I would go with
him.”

“And you said?”

“I said I would, Rafe, because all the other
popular girls are going to have dates and you told me I needed to
start thinking about boys.”

He nodded. “That’s right, Lane. You’re going
to have four years of high school to look forward to with lots of
fun stuff going on and you’ll want to be a part of all of it.”

She sighed. “Well, I guess I’ll do it then
since that’s what you want.”

“It’s what I want, Lane. I don’t want to go
to Princeton thinking about you back here making yourself a
wallflower because of me.”

“There’s one more thing, Rafe.”

“What’s that, Honey?”

They gave us a paper at school, asking if we
had anyone who would volunteer to be a chaperone. Of course, I
suppose they’re thinking of parents but you know Mom and Dad would
never do it. So can I put your name down, Rafe?”

He laughed right out loud, a full-throated
laugh, completely unlike his usual ironic chuckle.

“Laney, do you have any idea of the
consternation it would cause if I walked into that dance as a
chaperone? Half of the teachers think I’m evil incarnate the way it
is. They’d see me as the fox in a whole fucking henhouse of little
chickens.”

“I don’t care what they think. The kids would
love it, especially the girls. Will you do it, Rafe?”

“Sure, Honey. Sign me up. It will be worth it
in entertainment value alone.”

“You’ll have to dress up a little. Even the
chaperones dress up.”

“I remember, Lane. Don’t worry, I’ll fit
in.”

*

Rafe was accepted as a chaperone, probably
because the new middle school counselor didn’t know his reputation,
only that he was a Vincennes and she had been around long enough to
know that was a name to be reckoned with in Benedict. Certainly,
there were people who would have tried to blackball him if they’d
known in advance.

But, they didn’t know in advance. They didn’t
know until that night when Linda Dee clutched Jeb Kroner’s arm and
said, “oh, my, God, look at the door and tell me that’s not who I
think it is!”

“Holy shit, what’s he doing here?”

He’d borrowed Renny’s Mercedes to bring Laney
and Cal to the dance, the Corvette’s single seat being too small
for all of them. He thought Laney looked gorgeous. He’d taken her
shopping and helped her pick out the long pink Empire dress, then
to the stylist to have her pale blonde hair done up on top of her
head with a beaded ribbon entwined in the curls. Cal was a
good-looking kid too and seemed nice. He’d brought Lane a corsage
of pink rosebuds. Being here with them made Rafe feel all warm and
fatherly. He grinned inwardly at the thought.

To the teachers watching in horror, he seemed
anything but fatherly. He was wearing a tailor-made, charcoal gray
suit with a faint pinstripe along with a dove gray silk shirt and a
pewter tie with red stripes. (Renny insisted that all his sons have
suits custom tailored, even if, like Rafe, they seldom wore them.
He didn’t intend to be embarrassed by poorly dressed children if
the need for a suit arose.)

Rafe had spent so much of the summer in the
sun, he still maintained his deep gypsy tan. His black hair was
combed back right now but Rhonda Fisher knew it was only a matter
of time until that sexy lock would be dangling over his forehead.
The kids crowded around him. Rafe Vincennes was like, well, like a
Benedict hero. The boys looked up to him because of his athletic
prowess. The girls admired him because he was so freakin’ handsome.
Everyone had heard the Bobby Kelly story so there was that element
of daring danger that drew them as well.

“Well, the little son-of-a-bitch certainly
knows how to make a grand entrance,” Linda Dee fumed in disgust.
“You’d think we’d been honored by the presence of Prince Fucking
William or something.”

After he finished saying his hellos to the
students, he walked directly to the teachers’ table, giving them
the benefit of that devastating smile.

“Hi, Miss Dee, Mr Kroner, Mrs Fisher, Miss
Britt. I bet you probably didn’t think you’d be seeing me so soon
again, did you?” a hint of mockery in his voice.

“No, Rafe, we didn’t, but have a seat,” Jeb
Kroner told him. Well, what the hell else could they do? He was
here and that was that. They’d just have to live with it. He hoped
Dee could live with it.

“How have you been, Miss Dee? You probably
don’t even remember me, do you? I was in your second grade class.”
He knew damned good and well that she remembered him. Her daughter,
Chelsea, had told him her Mom hated Rafe with a passion. He
wondered if Chelsea had ever confided in her mother about what a
good time they’d had together. He recalled a 69 episode that was
especially fun. He grinned down at Miss Dee. His smile was innocent
but his chilling black eyes told her another story.

“Don’t even speak to me, Rafe. Not after what
you did to my daughter.” (Well, that answered that question.)

“It was mutual with me and Chels, Miss Dee. I
didn’t do anything she didn’t want me to do.”

Mr Kroner tried to change the subject. He
hoped Dee wasn’t getting ready to stroke out. She seemed to be
gasping for breath at the moment.

“So, Rafe, we thought you’d be off to
Princeton by now. Why are you still in Benedict?”

“I took a year off first. Since I graduated
so early, I thought it would be nice to take it easy for a while.
I’ll be going next year for sure. I’ve been racing sprint cars,
playing in a band, just fun stuff, you know?”

“I read in the Sentinal about you winning the
Regatta, Rafe,” Miss Britt told him. She had no personal experience
with him. She taught Marriage and Parenting Skills. Every Benedict
student was supposed to take her course but Rafe had managed
somehow to avoid it. He wasn’t up for being in charge of a pretend
baby that cried at 2:00 a.m. and crapped its diapers. He’d already
been through that movie for real.

He shrugged off the Regatta win. “I’ve been
handling boats since I was a little boy and I had some good
luck.”

He didn’t shrug her off though. He’d
certainly taken note of Miss Britt’s auburn curls and green eyes
and bee-stung smile and of the voluptuous shape beneath the jade
chiffon she wore.

Linda Dee was watching them with narrowed
eyes. It was obvious to her that Melanie Britt, who was only 24
years old, was far from immune to the Rafe Vincennes charm.

The dee-jay had started now with a slow song.
He could see Laney dancing with Cal. She looked comfortable on the
dance floor. He’d taught her well.

“Would you like to dance, Miss Britt?” he
asked her.

She got up. “Call me Melanie,” she said.
“You’re not a student anymore, Rafe.”

By the time, he brought her back to the
table, they could see the stars in her eyes. “Another one bites the
dust,” thought Jeb Kroner.

“I’ll warn her, but I know it won’t do any
good,” thought Rhonda Fisher.

“I wonder how long it will be before he has
her pants down?” thought Linda Dee.

They danced the next song too, a fast
one.

When the next romantic tune came along, he
asked Rhonda Fisher if she cared to take a turn on the floor. The
answer was no, she positively did not want to dance with Rafe
Vincennes but she didn’t know how to get out of it without being
rude so she got up and took his hand.

And, Lord, she had to admit the boy was a
wonderful dancer, holding her just close enough but not too close,
to lead her smoothly through the steps.

He smiled his gleaming white smile at her,
“don’t worry, Mrs Fisher, I’m not going to cause any trouble here
tonight.”

“Not here tonight maybe, Rafe, but you’re
going to break Melanie Britt’s heart before it’s over, you know you
are.”

His dark eyes caught hers for a moment and he
nodded, “well, maybe that,” he agreed.

*

From then on, the kids took over. There
wasn’t one eighth grade girl who didn’t want to be able to say she
danced with Rafe Vincennes at the Farewell to Middle School Dance.
He was unfailingly gracious, dancing with them all, paying them the
same attention - tall ones, short ones, fat ones and thin ones.
There wasn’t one who didn’t take her seat afterwards thinking he’d
smiled on her a little more brightly than the others.

*

“You’re so lucky he’s your brother, Laney,”
Kim Leedy told her.

“No, she’s not,” Heather Dunsmore replied.
“She can’t dream of going to bed with him like the rest of us
can.”

*

He danced the last slow dance with Miss
Britt. “Will you go out with me, Melanie?” he whispered in her
ear.

“I’m in the book. I’m free all week.”

“I have to check the band’s schedule but as
soon as I know, I’ll give you a call.”

*

Rhonda Fisher did try to talk her out of
it.

“For God’s sake, Mel, you’re a teacher. Don’t
forget that even though he’s out of school, he graduated at 16. How
would it look? What would the administration think? Besides, you
don’t know what Rafe Vincennes is really like.”

Melanie Britt’s full lips turned pouty. “I
don’t care. We’ll be discreet. Even if he is young, he’s the most
exciting male around. You can’t change my mind so don’t even
try.”

Rhonda shrugged. She’d given it her best
shot.

*

They were on their way home after dropping
Cal off.

“So did you have a good time, Laney?”

“Oh, yes, it was fun!”

“Are you starting to trust me when I tell you
that there will be life after Rafe?”

She turned serious. “I don’t have any choice,
do I?”

“No, Honey, you don’t.” He grinned at her.
“Did he kiss you, Lane? I tried not to look in the rearview mirror
to give you your privacy.”

“Yes, he did.”

“Did you enjoy it?”

“It was okay. I didn’t feel like when you do
it though.”

“No, you probably never will, but it can
still be good, Sweetie.”

“If you say so, Rafe.”

He gave her shoulder a squeeze. “I do say so,
Lane.”

“Rafe?”

“Yeah?”

“Are you going to go out with Miss
Britt?”

“Probably.”

She was silent for the rest of the way and he
let her be.

* *

Duke was realistic. He finally hired another
guitar player because he didn’t want to be stuck without one when
the summer was over and Rafe went off to college. This guy was an
okay musician too but he sure didn’t have the same magnetism that
Rafe had. He guessed they’d been lucky to have him for a year, a
year in which both their bookings and prices had increased. Rafe
himself was glad. He was looking forward to a lazy summer, spent
mostly on the water, before he went off to school in the fall. He
wasn’t even going to drive for Chester.

* *

He’d had a few dates with Melanie Britt. In
the kick-back mood he was in, at first, he’d thought he might just
settle in with her for the next few months. In a way, it would be
sort of pleasant to have a regular woman and always know where your
sex was coming from without having to be on the prowl all the time.
It was pretty convenient that she had her own house and she’d given
him a key so he could just hang out whether she was home or not.
She fixed dinner every night he was there (after all, her class was
Marriage and Parenting Skills), not that Rafe really cared much
about regular meals. He ate when he was hungry but food had never
been a big priority for him. And Mel was always up for energetic
and adventuresome sex. She had one drawback though. It had seemed
like a small drawback at first but it was looming larger as time
went on.

She was one of those girls he’d told Laney
about who had to be in love, and what was worse, think her partner
was in love with her too, before she could justify having sex to
herself. Rafe wasn’t above telling a girl he loved her if that’s
what she needed to hear to take her clothes off, but Jesus, he
didn’t want to hear it or say it every fucking 15 minutes and that
was beginning to be what Mel wanted. He was starting to recognize
those nesting qualities some girls got too. She’d taken a picture
of him with her digital camera and had it enlarged and framed and
now it had the featured spot on her fireplace mantel.

When he saw that, warning bells started going
off in his head. When she bought him a toothbrush to put in her
bathroom, the bells got louder and when she told him to bring his
dirty laundry over and she’d wash it for him, they got louder yet.
Next thing you knew, she’d want him to move in with her and that
was flatly never going to happen. So, all in all, he’d just about
reached the conclusion that it was time for one more for the road
and Sweetheart, it’s been fun.

Mel hadn’t been discreet as she’d told Rhonda
Fisher she’d been going to be. It was pretty hard to be discreet
with an ice-blue Corvette parked in your driveway over night.

At Jeb Kroner’s annual summer barbeque, some
of the Benedict teachers had made up a pool. Ten bucks a piece
bought you a number, starting with two and going up to 12 (the
number of weeks left before Rafe went to college). They put the
numbers in one of Jeb’s Baltimore Orioles hats and drew. The one
who came closest to the number of weeks Rafe Vincennes stayed with
Melanie Britt collected the money.

“Shit,” said Jeb, “I got 12 but I don’t think
there’s any way in hell she’s going to hang on to him that
long.”

“I got 2,” Rhonda Fisher told them, “ and I
hope that’s right, not because I want to win so badly but because
the longer it goes, the worse it’s going to be for her when it’s
over. I think the girl actually thinks he’s going to give her an
engagement ring before he goes off to Princeton.”

They all rolled their eyes at their
colleague’s foolishness.

*

It was exactly two weeks and two days when
Rafe finally bailed. They’d just had a rollicking time on her
waterbed. Not too many people had waterbeds anymore but she said
she loved hers and wouldn’t part with it until she had to. He
thought the bouncing wave action added an extra element of fun to
fucking.

When it was over and she was completely and
thoroughly satisfied, she said, “Rafe, why don’t you stay here
tonight and every night? Why don’t you just move in? I love you so
much, Rafe, and I know you love me too.”

And what little bit was left of his hard on
just shriveled into nothingness.

He rolled off of her and off the water bed
and slipped into his jeans. He always liked to have his groin
protected before he pissed them off, especially the redheads. He
was putting on his shirt, when she asked, “what are you doing,
Rafe?”

“Listen, Sweetheart, this just isn’t working
for me. You’re a great girl but I guess I’m just too restless to
settle down. I’ve enjoyed it but I’m leaving now and I’m not coming
back.”

She was stunned. “But, Rafe, what about how
much we love each other?”

“Mel,” he asked her, “didn’t anyone try to
warn you about me? I bet Mrs Fisher did, didn’t she, or Miss Dee?
They’ve always had their little posse out after me.”

“Well, yes, but….”

He flashed his gleaming smile. “You probably
should have listened, Sweetheart.” He slipped on his shoes. “Oh,
and Mel, tell Mrs Fisher, they’ll never get me. I’m too quick
for’em.”

He snagged his picture off the mantel before
he left.

*

Tears were running down her cheeks. “He said
I should have listened to you and to tell you you’d never get
him.”

“What?” a startled Rhonda Fisher asked her.
“What did he mean, Melanie?”

“He said he bet you’d tried to warn me and I
should have listened to you, then he said you and Miss Dee had
formed an anti-Rafe posse but he said to tell you, you’d never get
him because he’s too quick for you.”

Rhonda Fisher thumped down in her chair and
started to laugh.

“I’m sorry, Mel. I know you’re hurting but I
just can’t help it. He’s right, you know, you have to give him
credit, he’s out-witted us every step of the way.”

*

A few days later, she got a card addressed in
an angular, back-handed writing she recognized. There was a cartoon
of race cars on the front. The one in the lead had fire coming from
its tailpipe. In a balloon above, it said - “see ya’ around”.
Inside were the handwritten words:

Mrs. Fisher:

Thanks for the memories.

Best wishes,

RAFE

*

She smiled and tucked it under her desk
blotter. She would never have dared to let Linda Dee see how much
affection was in that smile.

 


~ ~ ~


CHAPTER 4

He was gone. He’d stayed away a lot in the
last two months, not that he had much to do, but he spent time
riding, just him and Destiny and Raven. And he practically lived on
the boats, the sailboat, the cigarette boat, the little pirogue.
Sometimes, he even spent the night, sleeping below deck. Raven was
always with him during those times too. He was dark as a pirate
from being so much in the sun.

She was old enough to notice what was going
on by now so she knew all the times he had girls at the cabin and
that he sometimes took them to the boats. Occasionally, he invited
her to go along when he rode or went sailing but not often.

He still let her come to bed with him when he
was in his room but it wasn’t nearly often enough to satisfy her.
She felt she wanted to store up as much time with him as she could
before he left but he was just the opposite, trying to get her used
to the time when he’d be gone.

The last night was bittersweet for her. Tears
were flowing down her face the whole time.

“You know, Lane,” he joked, “it’s not really
very sexy when the girl you’re screwing has to keep stopping to
wipe her nose.”

“I can’t help it, Rafe.”

“I know, Honey, it’s okay, I’m only teasing
you.”

She begged him to let her stay. “Please,
Rafe, just this one last time. Please don’t make me leave. It’s
going to be so long. I won’t ever ask you for anything ever again
if you just let me stay this time.”

And finally, he relented and made an
exception to his rule. She wouldn’t even let herself fall asleep
until he hugged her tightly and said, drowsily, “Jesus, Lane, go to
sleep. I can’t stand feeling you lying here beside me wide awake.
If you don’t, I’m going to send you off to your own bed so I can
get some sleep myself.”

So she forced herself to close her eyes and
she guessed she must have dozed off because the next thing she knew
it was morning and she awoke to his lips on hers.

*

Renny had heart-to-hearts with both his kids.
Rafe, the evening before he left and Lane, the evening after.

*

“Sit down, Rafe, I want to tell you a few
things before you go.”

Rafe sat in the chair in front of the desk,
noticing, as he always did, the family portrait over the carved
wooden fireplace at the end of the room - the one of Renny and
Magdelene and their first seven kids, painted when Annecy was four
and they thought their family was complete.

Then he turned his attention to his
father.

“Knowing you as well as I do, Rafe, I don’t
think you’re going to settle into Princeton very comfortably. It’s
not that you’ll have any trouble with your classes or getting on
any team you decide to try for. You’ll do fine in those areas. But,
private as you are, you won’t like the social aspect of it all.
You’ll be a lot more crammed together with other people than you’ll
like.

But, it doesn’t matter, Son. I expect you to
adapt as best you can and succeed as you always do. If you have to
grit your teeth to get through it, then that’s just what you’ll
have to do. And when you’re a sophomore, you’ll join the Ivy eating
club, just as every Vincennes has done. Again, you probably won’t
appreciate what you’ll have to go through to do that. I know you’ve
heard me or the other talks about bicker, the interview process by
which you get invited. It will be a formality for you seeing as how
you’ll have been preceded by great-grandfathers and grandfathers
and me and your brothers. You’d have to shoot someone on the
cottage lawn to be turned down. But you’ll think it’s Mickey Mouse
bullshit, Rafe. You’ll hate being forced to do it, but you will do
it.”

He smiled. “You’re a lone wolf, Rafe, and
lone wolves and dorm life aren’t the best fit but you’ll have to
overcome your nature. It’s why I’m letting you take your car and
why I offered to pay to have it garaged in Princeton, so you’ll
have a means of escape when the bindings get so tight you think
you’re choking. It’s the best I can do to help you get through it.
I know what you’re capable of, Rafe, I won’t settle for anything
less. Are you clear on all that, Son?”

“I’ve got it, Dad. I won’t disappoint
you.”

“No, Rafe, I don’t think you’ll disappoint
me.”

*

And then Lane, who was intimidated as hell,
because she didn’t ever remember having a face-to-face discussion
with her father in her whole life. He’d always been a handsome but
distant and somewhat forbidding figure to her, the authority in the
family, whose judgment was never questioned.

He studied her appraisingly, noticing the
dark circles under her eyes and the way her mouth drooped at the
corners.

“You look like you lost your best friend,
Lane, and I expect you think you did with your brother gone. I’ll
tell you the truth, I have a little sympathy for you but not a lot.
I know he’s been the center of your life and that’s mainly because
yourMother and I opted out. Maybe you’re lucky that he was here to
take up the slack and even more, that he was willing to do it, but
maybe not. It’s made you more dependent than you should be on him
for lots of things. He’s never really made you fend for
yourself.”

 


His expression was implacable. “That’s over
now though, Girl. You’re going to have to learn to be strong on
your own, which you’re perfectly capable of doing, and I think it’s
past time for you to do it. So I don’t want to see you crying
around here, Lane. You’re smart and you’re beautiful. I know you’re
popular at school. You’ve got lots more going for you than most
people so self-pity isn’t going to cut it with me. I expect you to
get on with your life without your brother. Do you understand me,
Elena?”

 


“Yes, Dad.” Her throat was so dry from
nervousness, she could barely choke out the words.

“I will do one thing for you, Lane. Whenever
it will be convenient for Rafe to bring you up for a visit, I’ll
treat you to an all expense paid trip to beautiful New Jersey.” He
smiled wryly, “until then, I want you to know that if you have any
problems or worries, you can always come to me and I’ll try to
help.”

She left the room thinking that in a million
years, she’d never have the courage to approach him about any
problem she ever had - but a trip to see Rafe, yes, that would be
something she could look forward to!

* *

To: RVincennes@Princeton.edu

From: EJVin86@aol.com

Dear Rafe - it’s so lonesome here without you
- I miss you lots. Dad gave me a pep talk after you left. He was
sort of mean. He told me he’d pay for a trip to come visit you once
you’re ready for company though. I’m trying to do what you said and
get involved in school. I’m going to try to get on the staff of the
Scribe. I’m going to a movie with Cal on Friday. I’m trying, Rafe,
but it’s hard…I hope you like it there. Let me know. I love you,
Laney.

*

Hey Lane - I’m here and more or less settled
in. Had to laugh at the amount of stuff most of them brought. I had
least of anyone - you know me, I travel light. Well, what else can
you do in a Corvette? Thank God, I have a single room. Don’t think
I could tolerate a roommate. Dad was right. I’m going to hate
having so many people practically sitting on my head. What was he
mean to you about? We had an orientation. I hate shit like that.
Food is decent. Good luck with the paper - and with Cal. love,
R

*

Rafe - Well, maybe Dad wasn’t really mean but
he wasn’t exactly sympathetic either. Basically, told me it was
time for me to stand on my own two feet without counting on you all
the time. I had to turn in a writing sample for the Scribe. Keep
your fingers crossed for me. The movie was fine. Cal is nice - but
he isn’t EXCITING! I love you!!!!!

*

Hey Lane - Dad’s more perceptive than you
think. He knows more about us than you think too, although
hopefully, not everything. Have started classes and they’re easy so
far. I have an okay schedule. Looks like I’ll probably make the
varsity baseball team. love

*

She wrote to him almost every day. He wrote
her once a week, if she was lucky, and sometimes it was only once
every two weeks.

*

Rafe - I had another date with Cal. Is it
safe to tell you something personal on e-mail, Rafe? I got the spot
on the Scribe - yay! I’ve been assigned to write a story about
tattoos. Do you think I should get one so I can write first-hand
about what it feels like? What about a ladybug on my shoulder?
Would that be cute? By the way, Mrs Fisher asked how you were and
said to tell “that sure-footed brother of yours” good luck in
college. What’s THAT all about??? Miss Britt is dating Mr. Stark
now. Everyone thinks they’ll end up getting married. Are there lots
of pretty girls at Princeton? Do you have a girlfriend?
Xoxoxoxoxoxo

*

NO!!!!! Don’t send anything via e-mail you
wouldn’t want printed on the front page of the Benedict Sentinal.
If you need to talk to me, call me on my cell. And as for the
Scribe, if I ever come home and find you with a tattoo, I will be
fucking pissed, Lane! Long story re: me and Mrs. Fisher. Tell her I
said, I wouldn’t have worried too much about her catching me but I
figured Dee would vote for the death penalty! Poor Starkie. He
needs to record the words, “I love you” on a cd and just play it
morning, noon and night. Yes, lots and lots of pretty girls at
Princeton. You know, I’ve always believed what they said about
variety being the spice of life. Love

*

Rafe, first, Mrs. F said to tell you, “yes,
the death penalty but preceded by the Rack”. And Misty’s Mom, Pam,
said to tell you that it is possible for old dogs to learn new
tricks. So, there - I’m starting to feel like Mata Hari passing on
all your coded messages! The other news is that Mom and Dad are in
Ireland for a freaking month! I guess they’re looking up her family
connections. The house is like a tomb. They are paying Reba to stay
here with me at night and to chauffeur me around when I need to go
somewhere (Mom’s even letting her use the Lexus) but she isn’t
exactly great company. She said the folks told her I sometimes have
nightmares and offered to sleep in your room so she’d be closer but
I said no! I’ve spent some nights with my girlfriends to try to
stay away from here. Did you know that Misty’s Mom and her
boyfriend, Joe, got married. Misty was happy about it. She said Joe
is really a good guy. I miss you bunches. Lane

*

Hey, Honey - I’m starting to get nervous
about you saying you need to talk to me privately. Remember the
little lecture I gave you about sex before I left? Well, I
specifically asked Cal when his birthday was when we were at the
dance and he told me it’s in November. He’ll be 16 then. That means
he’ll be able to drive and that means if you get the urge, you can
go up to the cabin, like every other Vincennes has done, but it
also means that if you think there is the remotest possibility
you’ll do that, you need to get yourself to the school clinic asap.
Remember I told you they’d give you a prescription for bc pills if
you tell them you’re planning on becoming sexually active and
they’ll keep it confidential. Do NOT try the “oh, well, it will
probably be okay just this once” method!

Tell Misty’s mother I said
congratulations.

Pretty rough being there by yourself for a
whole month but you’ll make it.

Everything is all right with me. Love

*

Don’t worry, it’s not what you’re thinking,
Rafe, just the opposite in fact.

Every Vincennes? Even Annecy?

I was only kidding about the tattoo.

I got on the honor roll this six weeks. I was
afraid high school classes would be harder but they’re not. Are
they in college?

My life is so boring, I can’t stand it.

I love you, Lane

*

Lane, wtf does “just the opposite” mean? Yes,
especially Annecy, when she and Bill were hot and heavy. I don’t
know for sure but I’d say every Vincennes. If anyone didn’t, it was
Mariel and that wasn’t because she thought it was wrong, just that
she was saving it for the highest bidder. College classes aren’t
bad. I’ve been thinking about your trip. How about Feb? There’s a
long dry spell after Christmas. You could take off Friday and fly
in early, then go back late Sunday. Talk to Dad when he gets
home.

Love, Rafe

*

The main reason she didn’t want Reba sleeping
in Rafe’s bed was she slept there herself sometimes when she missed
him so much her heart hurt and she needed to feel close to him. If
she could only get through another couple of months, he’d be home
for Christmas break. She could hardly wait! Thank God, he finally
mentioned her coming to see him. She was beginning to think he just
didn’t want her there. It would have killed her if she’d thought
that.

She’d decided not to tell him about her
problem until he came home and she could do it in person. He said
not to use e-mail and it didn’t seem like the kind of thing you
wanted to talk to someone about on the phone. The situation was
that she’d gone out with Cal three times now. The last time was a
real date, to a movie and out to eat. They doubled with her friend,
Dawn, and her boyfriend, Jarod. Jarod had his license so they
drove. Afterward he took Cal home first because he lived closest
and they all sat in the driveway and necked for a little bit before
Cal went in. He kissed her and she let him put his hand down her
blouse. And she felt zip, zero, zilch. Rafe could touch her
anywhere and she just started to vibrate with desire. It didn’t
even have to be an erogenous zone but her back or her shoulder or
anywhere. She didn’t know what that meant. She liked Cal. He was
handsome and funny and sweet. You couldn’t find a nicer boyfriend
than Cal. She knew the other girls thought she was lucky to be
dating him. And she thought he liked her a lot. But when he kissed
her or touched her, nothing stirred. She could have been kissing a
department store mannequin for all she got out of it.

* *

“Hey, Renny, it’s Gil. How’s it going down in
Maryland?”

Gilbert Murray was the President of
Princeton. He and Renny had been tight since they’d roomed together
there themselves. They stayed in touch over the years and Gil
always took a personal interest in Renny’s sons and gave him
regular reports on their progress. (Something none of them knew
about. They’d have been more than a little nervous about one of
their Dad’s best friends keeping tabs on them at Princeton. They
knew Renny and Mr Murray had dinner together sometimes but they
figured that was just Renny getting the royal treatment for being a
major donor).

“Fine here, Gil. Maggie and I just got back
from a month in Ireland, tracking her Morgan roots. We had a great
time. What a spectacular country. How about you, Gil, how are
things going for you? How’s Cindy?”

“We’re good too, Renny. Four more years and
then I’m retiring and we’re moving to the Alabama gulf coast. We
just bought a place down there near Mobile. Princeton has given me
a great life but we’re ready to go to an adult community where it’s
warm all the time.”

Renny chuckled. “I appreciate you sticking
around ‘til I get my last one through, Gil.”

“Yeah, for a while there, it looked like you
were never going to quit, Ren. I wouldn’t have wanted to put off
moving south until I was 80 just to be watching out for an endless
procession of Vincennes kids.”

“Trust me, we wanted to quit long before we
did, Gil. So how’s this latest one doing anyway?”

“You know, Ren, I’ve always thought of you as
the perfect father. If anyone had to have nine kids, it’s good it
was you. Every one of your boys has been outstanding. They’ve all
gotten great grades. All of them have excelled in whatever their
areas of interest were. None of them were ever in any trouble.
They’ve all been popular with their teachers and the other
students. Rafe seems to be following right along on that path for
the most part.”

“I can take credit for the others, Gil, but I
can’t take much credit for Rafe. The truth is that Maggie and I
pretty much ignored him so whatever he does, he’s done on his
own.”

“Well, I’ve got to say, he would have been
brought to my attention even if I hadn’t asked about him
especially. I can’t keep up with all our students but I do pay
particular attention to the ones who stand out and your Rafe does
in a couple of different ways.”

“How so, Gil?”

“First, grades. He’s carrying an A average in
all his classes. That in itself isn’t so remarkable. We’ve always
got a few kids who accomplish it. But I have to tell you a story.
Alvin Digby teaches Advanced Calculus. He has a phobia about cocky
high school kids who come to Princeton thinking their shit don’t
stink because they got great grades at Podunk High. He likes to
knock them down a peg or two. To do that, he always makes the first
test of the year lots harder than any freshman can deal with. They
get a crappy grade to start off with and it makes them humble so
they’re ready to settle down and learn. After that, he teaches a
hard but honest class. He’s been here for about 25 years, Ren, and
he’s never had a student who got a perfect score on that first test
until your Rafe. It flatly knocked Al’s socks off. He couldn’t
believe it. There are questions on that test that most Calculus
teachers couldn’t answer. His first thought was that somehow Rafe
had cheated but then he thought - “but who would he have cheated
off of?” No one knew the answers but Al himself and he knew damn
good and well Rafe didn’t get them from him, so he finally came to
the conclusion that, hard as it was to believe, the boy had simply
done it.”

Renny grinned on his end of the phone line.
“That’s typical Rafe.”

“Okay, next is athletics. He made both the
varsity baseball team and now the varsity football team. He was
named Most Valuable Player of the Year in baseball. We ended up
with a winning season and he gets a big chunk of the credit. He’s
got one hell of an arm for hitting home runs. And he’s been given a
nickname in football, Renny, you know what it is?”

“No, what?”

“Rafe the Wraith. Coach says he’s like smoke.
He just drifts through enemy territory and it seems like they don’t
even notice him ‘til he’s flying across the end zone. The season
isn’t in full swing yet but it looks like he’s going to be a star
in football too. Now, we come to girls.”

“Oh, oh,” said Renny, “I have a feeling this
is where the trouble starts.”

“Yep. He’s cut quite a swath through the
female population, Ren. All your kids were handsome and popular
with the girls but this one seems to have a certain kind of animal
magnetism, call it what you will that reminds me of Elvis in his
glory days. So, I don’t know how that will turn out. Maybe he’s
just enjoying all the women on offer here at Princeton and he’ll
get it out of his system and settle down with a steady girlfriend
here before long.”

Renny was doubtful. “I don’t think I’d count
on that happening, Gil.”

“And last, and here’s where he really goes
his own way from his brothers. I’ve checked and he hasn’t joined
anything since he’s been here. You know we have a million different
organizations for whatever you’re interested in whether that’s
science or chess or music or photography or drama or Gay and
Lesbian affairs or history. I mean every kid joins something but so
far as I can tell, Rafe hasn’t. Does that sound like him, Ren?”

“Yeah, Gil, it sounds exactly like Rafe. I
told him before he left that I wasn’t sure how enjoyable he’d find
college because he just isn’t communal by nature. I told him he’s a
lone wolf and he might not be that comfortable but he’d just have
to deal with it.”

“He’ll join Ivy when the time comes though,
won’t he?”

“Because I told him he had no choice. That’s
the only reason.”

“Well, I guess it doesn’t really matter. It
isn’t something we force them to do, we just figure it will make
their adjustment easier if they get involved with like-minded kids
and make friends.”

“Gil, there are no “like-minded”kids when it
comes to Rafe.”

Gil chuckled. “Well, anyway, Renny, there you
have it. I’ll report back again in a few months unless something
comes up I think you need to know about.”

“Thanks, Gil, I really appreciate it.”

*

“Lane?”

“What, Dad?”

“Do you keep in close touch with your
brother?”

“Pretty much, I guess. I e-mail him more than
he answers.”

“Does he ever tell you anything about what
he’s doing, how he’s getting along in his classes or with
sports?”

“Just that he’s doing okay.”

“All right, that’s what I figured. I just
thought I’d ask.”

* *

Hi Rafe - There’s not a lot of gossip from
this end. Miss Britt’s engagement announcement was in the paper.
Things are going okay at school. Mr Capshaw says I have a talent
for writing and I should consider becoming a journalist! Cal asked
me to go steady. I told him yes but I really need to talk to you
about it when you come home for Christmas. Speaking of Christmas,
we had the drawing at Thanksgiving. We drew for you and you got
Mariel’s name. Ha!Ha! I know you’ll love hearing that. Dad said yes
about the trip, just let him know. I miss you so much, Rafe…..

*

Lane - Oh, great - Lady Mariel! We’ll figure
out the details of your trip when I’m home - and also talk about
what you need to talk to me about. Congrats on your writing.
Everything is all right with me. R

*

Rafe - I saw Mrs Fielding at the Fashion
Boutique. She told me, they’ve sold Bay Front and will be moving to
Florida at the first of the year. She said to tell you she still
has what you gave her and she wishes you well. I didn’t even know
you ever knew Mrs. Fielding? What did you give her? We had to take
Raven to the vet. He cut his paw and it got infected. I think he’s
going to be as happy to see you as I am. He’s sort of droopy since
you left. Me too. Lane

*

Lane - Are you sure Raven’s all right? Watch
him close, okay? He’s almost 12. It would break my heart if
anything happened to him. I just know Alexis Fielding from the
boats. I don’t remember ever giving her anything. Maybe she has me
mixed up with someone else. I’m looking forward to Christmas break
too. I’ll be glad to get away from here for a while. R

*

Rafe - I can’t quite imagine anyone mixing
you up with anyone else! Raven’s fine. Would it break your heart if
something happened to me too? It’s boring around here. Let’s see,
there’s some family stuff. Wyatt and Belen are going to have a baby
in February. Mariel is going to have a baby in April. They already
know its going to be a girl. Jocey and Edgar are going to have a
baby in May. How’s that for expanding the Vincennes family? Jeff
got a really good part in a Broadway play (can’t remember the name
of it) and he and Denis are all thrilled about that. That’s all I
know. I’m counting the days ‘til you get home - 22 more! I love
you, Laney

*

Lane - Christ, I hope this baby stuff isn’t
catching! Yes, Honey, it would break my heart if something happened
to you too, almost as much as if it was Raven. Just kidding! Gotta’
leave for class. It’s 3 days since your last letter so we’re down
to 19 days. Rafe

* *

Rafe was lying in bed thinking his father was
oh, so right. He hated being in a room with people, often noisy
people, above and below and on every side of him. It made him feel
like a drone bee in a beehive.

He looked around his tiny room. It was like
an oasis of austerity compared to most of the rooms around it.
Books were stacked on the desk, largest on the bottom, smallest on
top. The rest of the desktop was bare except for his laptop and a
container of pens and pencils. There was nothing posted on any wall
except a calendar with his schedule printed neatly on the squares.
The only furniture was the bed, a dresser and a small bookcase of
books. He didn’t have a t.v., a refrigerator or a microwave like so
many of the other students had brought. There were no sacks of
chips or boxes of cookies or candy bars. Rafe wasn’t a snacker. The
only drinks were a couple bottles of water and he could drink water
warm as easily as cold. When he left in the morning, his bed was
always made. Dirty clothes were in a laundry sack and clean ones
were hung up. There was never an item of clothing just flung onto
the floor or over the back of a chair (well, except maybe when he
had a girl with him and they were in a hurry to get in bed).

At times, he got claustrophobic. Sometimes
when he felt that way, he got out and walked until he found an
empty place without anyone around. Sometimes, he took the bus or
even a taxi to where the Corvette was garaged and drove (fast!)
until he felt like he could cope again. He’d found a lonely
cemetery fairly near his dorm and he frequently took his textbooks
there to study where he could concentrate in peace.

Thank God, women were so thick on the ground
at Princeton because it meant he never had to spend a night alone
unless he just wanted to. If he had someone with him in bed, it
helped him not to focus on the press of humanity so much. On the
other hand, girls were people too and that meant making the effort
to please them. Sometimes, he just wasn’t up for that effort.

Rafe never felt a need to confide, not ever,
not in anyone, not even Laney. He had never had a best friend or
even any friend, really. He had no desire to tell anyone his
innermost thoughts. (He grinned a little thinking most people would
probably be shocked if they knew some of his innermost thoughts).
It’s not that he couldn’t have had friends. He’d hung out with a
crowd at high school, as he was beginning to do here, and he was
friendly to everyone. He joked around with people in the cafeteria
and in the gym and standing outside waiting to go into the building
and walking down the halls to class. Lots of people would have
liked to be on closer terms with him, both boys and girls, but when
classes ended, he never invited anyone to go with him wherever he
was going. In Benedict, he’d never asked other kids out to the boat
and he never had them all up to the cabin for a cook-out as his
brothers and sisters had, and it was the same here.

He knew he had charisma, whatever that
actually meant, because he’d been told often enough, and he knew
how to use it when it was in his best interest, but he thought
charisma was a mixed blessing. It seemed to him that everyone
wanted more from him than he had to give. Girls, for sure, always
wanted more (even Lane, maybe even especially Lane although he
didn’t mind it so much from her), but guys were just as bad. The
more he moved away, the closer they seemed to want to come toward
him. Even teachers were that way. He’d aced Digby’s test and now he
felt the old prof’s eyes on him every time he entered the room. By
doing what he did, he’d brought himself to Digby’s attention and he
sensed that because he was good at it, Digby wanted him to love
Math like the old man himself did. But he didn’t. He didn’t care
one way or another. It was just another subject. His honors English
teacher, Judith Lentz, in high school had been the same. His
photographic memory allowed him to memorize almost as much poetry
as she knew but that didn’t mean he gave a shit about Alfred
fucking Lord Tennyson.

So it seemed to Rafe that he always had to
keep people at arm’s length to protect himself or they’d nibble him
to death, all wanting a little piece of him until there was nothing
left. He knew a lot about how people acted and how to manipulate
them, but that didn’t mean he understood how they thought. For
instance, he would have been surprised to know how often he was the
subject of discussion by staff and students alike.

*

“I talked to his Dad,” Gil told the others
who were attending a small party at his house. “He’s never even
told his family about his grades or his baseball record or how he’s
doing in football. That just doesn’t seem normal, does it? Most
kids wouldn’t be able to wait to share those kinds of
achievements.”

“It’s the same in football,” Coach said,
“he’s really kind of spectacular, especially for a freshman, but he
doesn’t seem the least bit impressed with himself. It’s like I give
him a job to do and he just goes in and does it. Oh, he might give
the audience a quick smile and a bit of a strut when he makes a
touchdown, almost like that’s expected of him too, but I’ve never
coached a kid who was less of a glory hound than Rafe Vincennes.
Even when he does especially well, he doesn’t seem to get any
pleasure out of reliving his triumph. In fact, I get the impression
he’s bored sitting through the after-game reviews. You know, like
‘it’s over, so let’s forget it and move on’.

“Well, I’m not so sure it’s that way with
girls. I think he’s totally aware of how much sex appeal he has and
how to use it to get what he wants and what he wants seems to be to
see how many notches he can have on his belt by the time he leaves
Princeton.” Ms. Barnes taught a course in Women’s Studies. She was
a militant feminist.

“But, Helene, that’s not exactly what we’re
talking about. He may sleep around a lot but do you think he talks
about it? Do you think he shares his experiences with all the other
guys? Do you think he brags about his conquests to anyone?”

“Well, no, Gil,” she had to admit. “I’ve
never heard that about him.”

“If I had to describe the most unique
characteristic of Rafe Vincennes, I’d say it’s how little he seems
to need other people. I told his father that as far as I know, he’s
never joined a single organization. Do you think we’ve ever had any
student who didn’t join anything or hang out with anyone before?
His Dad called him a lone wolf and I think that’s just what he
is.”

“I wonder if he’ll be able to hack

it here for four years.”

“Oh, trust me. I know Renny Vincennes. If he
tells Rafe to stand it, he’ll damn well stand it. But, having said
that, I’m not sure he’s going to enjoy it much.”

*

He’d gotten the Corvette and picked her up.
She hoped lots of people were watching her get in the car with him.
She tried to peek around to see. He’d just told her flat out.

“I’m going for a drive in my car. I’m going
to drive fast. When I’m tired of driving, I’m going to a hotel to
get away from here for a night. (Hotels didn’t bother him because
every room was self-contained, not all connected like the dorm). I
want to have a woman with me. Are you interested?”

Not very romantic but he wasn’t in a romantic
mood. Just, “here’s the offer, take it or leave it.” He’d felt her
looking at him in class. He was pretty sure she’d take it and she
did.

They drove for a couple hours, at speeds well
over 100. The longer it went, the more excited she got. He didn’t
say much, just drove the car but every now and then, he looked over
at her, a white smile flashing across his brown face, a smile that
made her feel all melty inside. She watched his strong hand
controlling the steering wheel, the long jean-clad legs stretched
out toward the pedals, the strand of black hair falling into dark
eyes that were framed by long black lashes. Occasionally, he gave
her shoulder a light squeeze or let his hand rest on her thigh to
let her know he was aware of her presence.

Finally, he started slowing down and she
could feel him beginning to relax, as if he’d expended some kind of
tension that needed to be released. Soon, he drove under the
overhang of a Hilton hotel. He went in to register, then came back
and pulled around to the side, leading her to their room.

The door was barely shut, when he drew her to
him, kissing her as he unbuttoned her blouse and her jeans. They
didn’t finally fall asleep until the early morning hours. She was
thinking she’d never even known there were so many ways a man could
make a woman come. He was thinking speed and sex were the only two
things that would get him through the next few years.

When he dropped her off, she asked if he
would call her again and he said, “maybe.”

If Rafe wasn’t one to talk about his sexual
exploits, that didn’t mean that other people didn’t do it for
him.

“If he ever asks you to go, do it. It might
be a one-night stand but it will be the best one-night stand of
your life.”

*

It got to be a kind of status symbol among a
certain group of women to have been one of Rafe’s Riders. So far as
anyone knew, no one ever got asked to go twice.

 


~ ~ ~


CHAPTER 5

He would be home tomorrow! Oh, Lord, she
couldn’t wait to see him! Hurry, hurry, hurry, time, hurry up and
pass!

And then it was the next day and she heard
the Corvette in the driveway and she went flying out the back door
to meet him as he came out of the garage. Throwing her arms around
his neck, she said, “I’ve never been so glad to see anyone in my
whole life. Oh, God, Rafe, I’ve missed you!”

His arms were almost as tight around her
waist as hers were around his neck. “I’ve missed you too, Honey.
“

“Mom and Dad went to New York Christmas
shopping. They won’t be back until tomorrow. “

They both stopped just inside the kitchen
door. Her arms went back around his neck. He bent his head to kiss
her, running his hand inside her blouse, cupping her breast. She
pressed herself as tight against as she could get and felt him
respond.

“I was going to ask if you wanted talk first
or sex first but I guess I know the answer,” he murmured in her
ear.

“I want to feel you beside me, Rafe, more
than anything.”

A few hours later. “Jesus, Lane, you’ve got
to give me a break. I’ve done everything I know how to do. I’m
exhausted and I’m fucking starved too. Let’s get up and go
downstairs for a while. Make me something to eat while I go see
Raven.

“It’s just so good to have you home,
Rafe.”

“I know, Sweetie, it’s good to be home. But
I’m going to be here for 2 weeks. There’ll be plenty of time.”

She fixed him hamburgers and hash browns on
the stove grill.

“Was Raven ecstatic to see you?”

He grinned. “Not as ecstatic as you but
pretty ecstatic. Now sit down here, Laney, and tell me what you
wanted to talk to me about while I eat.”

“Okay, just let me start at the beginning and
go through it and then you can tell me what you think.”

He nodded. “Okay.”

“First, you know the Farewell dance was the
first date I had with Cal. Since then we’ve been out several times.
Cal’s a great guy and I really like him a lot. I know I couldn’t
find another boyfriend who is as caring and thoughtful as he is.
And plus he’s handsome and funny and fun to be with. And I think he
likes me really a lot, Rafe.”

“That all sounds good, Laney.”

“I did go get the pills, like you said, just
in case, but nothing has happened like that, not like, you know,
all the way. But I have let him touch me above and below, even
under my clothes. But, Rafe, nothing happens, absolutely nothing
happens. And, see, the thing is, if it hadn’t been for you, I might
not even know the difference but I know what it supposed to be like
and it isn’t like that. I’m so confused, Rafe, because I don’t want
to hurt his feelings and make him think, you know, that he’s not
okay but I don’t want to be one of those girls that pretends
either. So, I don’t know what to do.”

“Maybe you’re just nervous, Lane. You’re
comfortable with me. It might that with someone new you just can’t
relax enough to let it happen, at least, not yet. Maybe you need to
give it a little more time.”

She sighed. “Well, I guess I can try and see
if it works but I think that might not be it, Rafe, I think it
might just be that I love you and I can’t love anybody else. Do you
think that’s possible?”

“Lane, there are two answers I can give you:
the easy one and the hard one.”

“Tell me the easy one first.”

“The easy one is what I’ve told you. If it
hadn’t been for me, you’d just be a typical 15-year-old barely
venturing in sexual relations. I doubt if most girls get much
pleasure out of their first experiences, just like back with Misty
that time. Most young males aren’t great lovers, both partners are
nervous. That scenario isn’t conducive to satisfying sex. Our
relationship is an aberration. It’s so separate that it’s in a
category by itself so, in reality, you’re still that 15-year-old
just starting out as if what is between us never happened. If
that’s the case, it’s just a matter of time until your problem
solves itself.”

“So, then what’s the hard answer, Rafe?”

His dark eyes looked into her blues ones.
“That’s the one you laid out, Lane, and it may be the right one.
Don’t take this wrong, but you remind me of Raven, not that I’m
comparing you to a dog, but in the way that you’re both dead loyal.
I think if I ever gave Raven away to anyone else, he’d never bond
with them. He’d just wait for me to come back and get him no matter
how long it took. I think maybe you’re that way too, Honey. I could
say that if I’d known, back when I was 9 and you were 7, that this
might have happened, I never would have done what I did. But that’s
not true, Lane. I’d have done it anyway.”

“And I’d have wanted you to, Rafe. No matter
what.”

He pulled her over to him and onto his
lap.

“But it’s not like that for you, is it,
Rafe?”

“No, it’s not like for me,” he said softly.
“I love you, Lane, I’ve never loved anyone else. You’re my safe
haven. I think of you as always being there for me when I need you,
a warm place where I’ll always be welcomed and loved. You’re my
emotional home, Honey, but I’m too much of an adventurer to be
satisfied staying home all the time.”

He lifted her sweatshirt. She hadn’t bothered
with a bra. He put a hand on each breast, lightly rubbing her
nipples with his thumbs.

“Will you, Lane?” he asked, “will you always
welcome me home? Will you always be there for me when I need
you?”

She closed her eyes. “Yes, Rafe, I always
will.”

“How much do you love me, Laney?”

“Whatever the highest number is in the world,
Rafe. I love you lots more than that.”

*

The next morning, the instant she awoke,
remembering he was there, a rush of joy swept through her. She had
never taken a drug in her life but she wondered if this was the
kind of euphoria users sought from their cocaine or heroin or
whatever they were addicted to. She thought she could easily become
an addict if she knew of a pill or a shot that would send her
shooting up to this cloud of happiness.

“Mornin’, Honey. I’ve been waiting for you to
wake up.”

She saw the lean brown body, the
sleep-tousled black hair, the dark eyes softer than most people
ever saw them, the gleaming smile - and then his lips were on hers
and her cloud drifted even higher.

“I’m glad, you know,” he whispered to her
afterward. “I’m glad no one can satisfy you but me. You’ll always
have to come to me for that.”

“That’s pretty selfish, Rafe, especially when
you’re always out catting around like some randy old tom.”

“Yes,” he laughed, “it’s selfish, but I’ve
always known you belonged to me, Laney. No matter what else
happens, no matter how many boyfriends you have, even if you get
married, you’ll still always belong to me.”

* *

She thought of it as “the Gathering of the
Clan”. One by one, the vehicles of the various brothers and sisters
came down the long locust-lined drive until the eight-car garage
was filled to capacity and the rest had to park on the apron.
Luggage and packages and children were unloaded out of the
Escalades and BMWs and Lexuses and Land Rovers. One by one, the
upstairs bedrooms were all occupied. Each night, more chairs were
filled at the long dining room table until finally they were all
there. Even though the hubbub was exciting, Lane always felt a
little like a ghost at these events, like in one of those movies
where the ghost is alive but can’t get anyone to realize it. It
seemed to her they looked past her like that, like she didn’t
really exist. Oh, they knew her name, of course, and they’d ask how
she was doing in a perfunctory way because it was the polite thing
to do. By contrast, they were all hugely glad to see one another,
hugging and kissing and talking. She’d always been intimidated by
them, like they were the main body of the family, and she and Rafe
were a separate entity that didn’t quite belong.

She asked him about it and he’d laughed at
her. “Oh, Lane, you’re over-reacting. They were all here together
at the same time. They have lots of shared memories. We were just
little kids, not worth noticing. You shouldn’t take it personally.
Who cares what they think anyway?”

It was different for Rafe though. First, she
didn’t think he really did care and secondly, he forced them to
acknowledge him, not in any kind of in your face way, but just by
being who he was. She thought their respect was grudging though,
and sometimes resentful. Renny was part of that. They might love
Magdelene but Renny was the parent whose approval they all craved.
When they got straight’s A’s or won a blue ribbon or got chosen as
the lead in the school play, part of the pleasure came from knowing
Renny would be pleased. Even now, when Morgan made partner or Wyatt
made Captain or Mariel became engaged to an Earl, the first call
any of them made was to Renny’s cell.

None of them ever thought their little
brother, the one they called Injun, would be a prime competitor for
Renny’s favor. (They could tell he disliked the nickname, although
he never said anything, so they called him that to goad him). They
remembered him, if they remembered him much at all, as being mostly
silent and self-contained. He never had any of those qualities you
think of as associated with babies. No one would ever have
described Rafe as lovable or adorable or cuddly. And sunny? Forget
that - there wasn’t a sunny bone in Rafe’s body! The few times any
of them tried to pick him up, he squirmed away so fast, you’d have
thought their laps were on fire. And if you tried baby talk with
Rafe, he’d just look at you with those dark eyes like he thought
you were retarded. He never giggled when you tickled him or counted
his toes or played peek-a-boo with him. Surely, when he was a
toddler, someone must have changed him and dressed him and fed him
but no one quite remembered doing it, not even Magdelene. He’d
never come to any of them for big brotherly or sisterly advice or
for any kind of assistance whatsoever although they sometimes felt
his intense dark eyes watching them to see how they were doing
something, whether that was working the controller of a video game
or playing pool or shooting a gun. And that seemed to be all it
took. You knew that it was only a matter of time until he beat you
at whatever it was and probably, do it so nonchalantly, you were
not only whipped but pissed off, as well. No one except Renny could
make Rafe do anything he didn’t want to do. He didn’t cry and
scream, he just said, “no”. If Magdelene told him to eat his peas,
for instance, he just shook his head. You could tell him he had to
stay at the table until they were gone and he’d still be there a
week later. So she’d tell Renny and Renny, who didn’t like to use
his authority on bullshit issues, would say, “what’s the big deal
about making the kid eat peas if he doesn’t like them, Mag?” and
she’d say because “I’m his mother and if you don’t back me on this,
you’ll be undermining my authority,” so Renny would snap his
fingers and point at Rafe’s peas and say, “let’s clean’em up,” and
Rafe would stiffen like he might be going to resist but then he’d
look into his Dad’s own dark eyes and let out a big breath and eat
his peas.

It all started with Destiny, of course. That
was the first time any of them realized that Renny had developed a
soft spot for Rafe. Jesus, Renny had always made it so clear that
the high-spirited gray stallion was hands off for all of them.
Destiny was too much for them to handle, they’d always been warned,
and then he just basically turned the horse over to Rafe when he
was only ten! There were other things that happened along the way
but the Corvette was the final straw. It was the source of
indignation in phone calls they made to one another. “He bought
Rafe a Corvette and not a stripped down model either. Do you know
how much that car cost? How does that little fucker do it?”

Gabe had even tried talking to his father
about it although he knew he was treading on dangerous ground. “So,
Dad, I see you got Rafe a Corvette?”

“Yes, do you have a problem with that,
Son?”

“No, no, no problem. I just wondered how he
talked you into it?”

“Is there some reason you believe that’s any
of your business, Gabe? Do you think I’m starting to go senile so
that you need to second-guess my decisions?”

“God, no! Just forget I said anything,
okay?”

“I will. I’ll just forget you even mentioned
it.”

*

It didn’t even help that Rafe never bragged
about his achievements. Somehow, that made it even worse.

The brothers were all watching the ballgame
down in the basement but it was a boring game and no one was paying
much attention. They’d snatched a bottle of their Dad’s prized
Midleton Rare Irish whiskey. Morgan had had a little more than
anyone else.

“So, Injun,” Morgan asked Rafe, “how are
things going at Princeton?”

“All right.”

“Just all right, Rafe?” He turned to the
others, “seems our baby brother is making quite a name for himself
at the old alma mater.”

Rafe shrugged.

“You know, I’m on the Alumni Committee so I
stay pretty up-to-date on what’s going on. I was even at one of
your football games recently.”

“That so?”

“Yes. They told me your nickname is Rafe the
Wraith because of the way you can slip through the defensive line.
I thought about trying to call you to meet up after but a bunch of
us went out to dinner.”

It was said with some edge, Morgan wanting
him to know that he had more important things to do than spend time
with his brother though he was right there on campus.

“Probably wouldn’t have got me anyway,” he
said. “I most likely had my cell off. I usually try to line up a
woman after the games. While you were eating dinner, she was
probably eating me.” His smile raced across his face. They all
recognized it for what it meant - if this is the game you want to
play, Bro, let’s have at it. The rest of them looked toward Morgan,
letting him know the verbal ball was in his court.

“Tell’em what you got on Digby’s test,
Injun.” They all knew about the infamous test.

This needle pricked. Rafe hated being forced
onto a stage he didn’t want to be on. “I doubt they care.”

“Yeah, we do, Rafe,” Wyatt told him.

“Tell us,” said Dennis.

“Yeah, tell us,” echoed Gabe.

Reluctantly - “a hundred.”

“A perfect score, Rafe, no shit? I was
devastated when I got 62 until I found out that was one of the
highest grades in the class.” Denis told them.

“I got a 64,” said Gabe, “and it was the
highest score. How’d you ever get a 100, Rafe?”

“I don’t know,” he looked at Morgan with a
grin, “maybe Dad just kept getting better as he went along.”

“Fuck you, Rafe.”

“Pretty lame comeback, Morgan, especially for
an attorney but then, you are the oldest, aren’t you?”

*

He gave her a black and white sketch he’d
drawn himself in an elaborately carved antique rosewood frame on
the assumption that nothing would please Mariel more than her very
own self. It was an excellent likeness but he’d emphasized her
elegant, regal qualities so it looked slightly more like what she
saw when she looked in the mirror than perhaps exactly as others
saw her.

“Oh, Rafe, it’s absolutely wonderful! I love
it!”

“Why do you go to such enormous effort to
find perfect gifts for them when you don’t seem to care all that
much, Rafe?”

“That’s why, Lane. They think it’s out of
character so it keeps them off balance. I don’t like to be
predictable.”

* *

“Rafe here.”

Her hand clutched the phone so tightly, her
knuckles were white.

“Hello, Rafe. This is Alexis Fielding.”

“Well, hey, Alexis, what’s up?”

“I ran into your sister at the Boutique. Did
she tell you Bay Front is sold and we’re moving to Florida after
the first of the year?

“Yes, she told me.”

“Well, Rafe, I was wondering, I mean…,” on
the other end of the line, she closed her eyes, “I mean, I was
hoping maybe we could get together once before I left.”

He was silent, thinking whether meeting
Alexis’ particular needs was something he wanted to get involved in
again, even once.”

“Please, Rafe,” she breathed.

Oh, what the hell.

“The same as before, Lexie, is that what you
want?”

“Yes.”

“Do you still beg so pretty, Sweetheart?”

The memory of that teasing, sensuous voice
sent a thrill of anticipation through her groin.

“For you, I do.”

“Here’s what I want you to do then. The
Regnier Hotel in Washington, tomorrow. Register as Mrs David Todd.
Tell them your husband will be joining you a little later and to
have a keycard waiting at the desk. I can get there about 6:00 but,
Lex, I want you to go at 4:00. As soon as you get in the room, I
want you to take your clothes off and put your collar on. I want
you to lie on the bed with your legs spread - and that’s all. Don’t
move, don’t touch yourself. I just want you to lie there and wait
for me. Can you remember all that?”

“Yes.” Her voice was hoarse.

“See ya then, Sweetheart.”

*

He was thinking if he was going to do this,
he needed to be creative about the pain she craved, come up with
something a little more intriguing than just the standard
discipline shit.

*

He got undressed, then sat on the side of the
bed. Gold-flecked hazel eyes gazed up at him; blonde hair framed
her tan face, sleekly honey-toned body stretched out on the bed -
bountiful breasts, flat belly, long legs spread far apart. The gold
lame collar around her neck. The musky smell of sun-sweet citrus
and spice floated into his nose.

“Do you remember about not speaking until
you’re spoken to, Lexie, and always saying ‘please’ and ‘may I?’”
She nodded. He rested his hand on her lower belly. “Are you hot and
ready, Sweetheart, was it hard to wait so long?”

He felt her trembling.

She gave a small moan, “yes.”

“I brought you something. I just happened to
see it and thought of you. I found it on my sister’s dresser. I
don’t even know what it is, do you?” He held up a pink clip-type
gadget with strings of tiny bells hanging from it.

“Girls put them in their hair.”

“Well, I have a different idea. See here,” he
showed her. “It’s round and smooth so it won’t cut and the clip
part isn’t very strong. Still,” he said thoughtfully, “I expect it
would hurt some in time. It’s the little bells I like.”He shook the
clip so that it tinkled. He clipped it on to her clit and heard her
quick intake of breath. Then his finger slid into her.

“Ride it, Lexie, and make yourself come. Pump
it hard. I want to hear you jingle.”

She thrust herself against him, again and
again, to the tune of the tiny bells’ music, until she arched her
back and, with a cry, collapsed back onto the bed.

He lay down beside her and kissed her on her
lips and neck, then down to her breasts, nibbling and tickling,
running his hand down her belly and along her inner thighs.

“Tell me what you want me to do, Lexie.”

“I want you to fuck me in the ass, Rafe. I
want you to do it hard.”

“What do you say, Sweetheart?”

“Please, Rafe, please, I’m begging you.”

“Roll over then.”

The baby bells jangled wildly in the
background as he pounded into her. She was crying out, “don’t stop,
don’t stop, don’t stop, oh, it’s so good, oh, yes!” He felt her
quivering as he ejaculated. They were both panting and lay
exhausted.

“May I say something, Rafe?”

“Go head.”

“I missed you so much after you were gone. I
dreamed about you doing this. I wanted it so bad, Rafe.”

He patted her on the butt.

“Go run me a bath, Lex. I’ve been riding all
afternoon. I probably smell like horses.”

He could hear the bells as she walked to the
bathroom.

*

He lay back in the over-sized tub. “Come in
here with me, Sweetheart.”

She kneeled in the water beside him, gently
washing him with a soapy cloth, starting with his face and moving
down his body until she reached his toes, kissing every part of him
as she went. After she finished the rest, she came back to his
cock, taking him all into her mouth, swirling her tongue around the
head, sucking, until he stopped her.

“Let’s get out and dry off. I want you to
give me a massage.”

She dried him and back in the king-sized four
poster bed, used the body lotion that was provided by the hotel, to
knead and caress both sides of him from head to toe and back up
again until he was totally relaxed. She did it all silently, since
she knew not to speak without permission, but her desire was
profoundly expressed in passionate touches and kisses. Every move
she made was accompanied by the sound of bells.

“Hell,” he told her, “I’ll probably be like
Pavlov’s dog after this. Every time I hear a fucking bell, I’ll get
a hard on.”

He ordered dinner from room service, for
himself but not for her.

“You pay for the food when it comes, Lex. My
billfold’s in my jeans pockets. Include a nice tip.”

When the door was opened by a beautiful
blonde wearing nothing but a gold dog collar, the waiter did a
double-take. He tried to take the tray to the table without being
too obvious about staring. He wondered if he was imagining things
thinking he faintly heard bells tinkling when she went to get the
money to pay him. “Christ,” he thought, “sometimes this job offers
great fringe benefits.” He noticed the black-haired guy in bed
watching with amusement.

He ate with her on her knees beside his
chair. Every now and then, when she said, “please, may I have a
bite, Rafe,” he gave her one. He watched a movie from bed with her
curled up beside his groin, licking and kissing his cock and
fondling his balls. When the movie was over, he said, “make it
happen, Sweetheart,” and she sucked him until he exploded into her
mouth.

Before he turned out the light, he flicked
the little bells with his finger so they sang.

“Does it hurt, Lexie?”

“Yes.”

“If it’s so bad you can’t stand it, all you
have to do is ask me and I’ll take them off, you understand that,
don’t you?

“Yes, but I don’t want them off.”

“Okay, up to you.”

Sometimes, he heard them when she moved in
the night. If she turned wrong, she let out a small cry or a
muffled groan but she didn’t ask to remove them.

By morning, she was red and swollen. “You
made it all night, Lexie, that’s enough.”

When he pressed the sides to release the
clip, tears filled her eyes from the pain of the blood flowing back
where it had been cut off by the pressure. He moved down to sooth
the sore place with his tongue, gently massaging until she spread
her legs and lifted herself up to him. “Make me come, Rafe, oh,
please, make me come one more time before you go.”

*

He was dressed. She still lay on the bed,
wearing only the gold collar.

“May I ask you something, Rafe?”

“What, Sweetheart?”

“Do you have that switchblade with you that
you used to carry sometimes?”

“It’s in my boot. Why would you want to know
that?”

“I want you to cut a little V into my hip.
Please, Rafe.”

“Whoa, Lexie, that’s pretty heavy. You know I
do the things you want not because they turn me on but because they
turn you on and it’s turning you on that makes me hot but, Lex, I
think cutting you is taking it a little farther than I’m prepared
to go.”

“Please, Rafe. It doesn’t have to be a big V,
just enough to leave a little scar. You’ll never see me again. I’m
begging for this one last thing, please.”

He shrugged and got his knife. “Show me where
you want it.”

She put her fingers on the upper part of her
butt cheek. The blade flicked out of its handle. Carefully, he
carved a V, each line being about a quarter of an inch long. The
two lines instantly filled with blood. She never made a sound. He
held a corner of the sheet against the wound until the bleeding
slowed.

She turned over, smiling.

“Are you happy now?”

“Yes, thank you.”

Curiously, he asked, “how are you going to
explain it to your husband?”

“We sleep in separate rooms. We only do it
with him on top. We only do it in the dark. He’ll never see
it.”

“Sounds like fun,” he commented wryly. “Give
me a kiss, Lex, before I leave.”

He leaned over and she flung her arms around
his neck, holding him tight, until he gently pulled her away.

“Take care in Florida, Sweetheart. You could
get in trouble pretty easily. Everyone might not be as…careful as
me.”

“I know you think I’m a slut, Rafe, but I’m
really not. I’ve never…,” she paused, “never mind, it doesn’t
matter. “ She smiled. “Think of me now and then when you hear
bells, Rafe.”

He gave her a thumbs up and closed the door
behind him.

*

The Regnier, the most prestigious hotel in
Washington, was where he always took the women, especially the
older ones, who required more special treatment than the cabin. The
doorman knew him well. The waiter had shared the scene he’d found
in Room 1408 and the doorman recognized the man as Rafe. He just
shook his head when Rafe went by (without luggage, as always).

“You are somethin’ else, Boy. If there is
such a thing as reincarnation, I hope I come back next time as
you.”

* *

He settled back in at school. He was in a
kind of grit-your-teeth-and-get-through-it mode. What else could he
do?

Lane’s visit was a nice break. Other students
brought family members to the campus, proud to show them around the
impressive grounds and beautifully historic buildings but Rafe
wasn’t like other students. He booked a room in a hotel, two rooms
really but with a connecting door, and they just holed up together,
spending almost the whole weekend naked. One of the rooms never got
used at all although he made sure to rumple the bedclothes and
dampen the towels because he believed in considering every
detail.

It was a blissful time for Laney. For once,
they didn’t even have to give a thought that a knock might ever
come on the door. They were completely free to be together all the
time, to wake up in the morning when they felt like it, to go to
sleep late at night all tangled together, to watch t.v. from the
bed with his arm around her. If she got really interested in a
program, he’d invariably start kissing her neck or putting his hand
between her legs. “Is this really something you want to see?” he’d
ask in a low, intimate voice and she’d turn away from the
television saying, “no, I don’t care anything about it at all.”

They took their showers together. They
ordered all their meals from room service. Sometimes he’d dribble
his orange juice on her breasts and down her belly and into her
pussy and then lick it up. Or she’d smear his nipples and cock with
strawberry jam and eat it off, his hands buried in her hair.

“I love it now that you’re on birth control
pills and we don’t have to use condoms,” he said, “it feels better
and I like knowing I’m leaving some of me inside you.”

*

Sometimes, they just talked.

“So, how’s it going with Cal? Have you done
the dirty deed yet?”

She sighed. “Yes, and you know what I
did?”

“What’s that?”

“I faked it, although I swore I’d never do
that. I just couldn’t hurt him, Rafe. I knew he’d feel so rejected
and he tried so hard to make it good for me. I see now why women do
it. It’s to be kind.”

“Do you think you convinced him?”

“Oh, yes, I just pretended it was you and it
was really happening. I know how to make it feel real.”

*

“Do you really hate it here that much,
Rafe?”

“I feel like a dog in a kennel, Lane, trapped
into a small, stifling space, with constant noise from other dogs
howling and barking on all sides. You know, I have an assigned
counselor. We all do. I was supposed to go see him but I never did
so he came to my room to see me. First, he blew smoke up my ass
about my grades and football and how well I was doing. Then he got
to the real reason he was there which was that he’d noticed when he
looked over my computer record that I’d hadn’t hooked up with any
clubs or groups and he wanted to know why that was. I said the last
thing I wanted was to go some place where there were even more
people when I felt like I was drowning in people already. He said,
but if they were students who had things in common with me,
wouldn’t that make a difference? I asked him very politely if he
had any complaints about my academics or my behavior and he said,
oh, no nothing like that, so I said, then why didn’t he leave me
the fuck alone and go visit people who wanted his help.”

“Do you think you can stand it for four
years, Rafe?”

“I have to, Lane,” he said bleakly. “Dad
won’t permit anything else.”

*

Before he took her to the airport, he made a
quick pass around the campus. “You at least have to be able to say
you saw the library and my dorm and the eating cottages on Prospect
Street. That’s Ivy Cottage.” He pointed to an imposing gothic
mansion. “That’s the one that every Vincennes has belonged to. I
guess, I will too.”

“I wish this weekend never had to be over. If
I could choose my own personal Groundhog Day, it would be these two
days,” she said.

When he carried her bag into the airport for
her, he told her, “next time don’t bother bringing so many
clothes,” and grinned.

* *

“Well, Ren, he’s made it through his first
year. I think it’s going to be a struggle for him all the way
through. I hesitate to call him anti-social…”

“Although that’s probably the right word,”
Renny replied.

“Yes, Renny, I think maybe it is. It doesn’t
stop him from achievement but I think it makes him pretty
miserable. He maintained his straight A average. Actually, it
doesn’t seem as if it requires much effort for him to do that. You
know, he wasn’t planning to play basketball but Coach Chalmers was
familiar with his high school record and hounded him. He ended up
with the highest average score on the team except for one boy who
was recruited specifically for his basketball ability, a student
who is almost a foot taller than Rafe.”

“I’ve been reading the paper on-line, Gil, so
I know a little about that. It’s the only way I’d know since he
never tells me anything.”

“I sent his counselor to see him but he
pretty much told Kessler to fuck off and threw him out of his
room.”

Renny made a wry face, “well, Gil, I’m
sorry…”

“No, it’s okay, I should never have tried to
invade his privacy that way. Incidentally, Kessler said his room
was as spare as a monk’s cell, although I think that room has seen
lots of things a monk’s cell would never see.” Gil chuckled. “The
Women’s Studies professor, Helene Barnes, is just obsessed about
him, Renny. She’s says he’s the most classic male chauvinist pig
she’s ever seen. He has this thing he does, picking up a girl to go
out for a ride in that ‘Vette and then spending the night in a
hotel. Those girls call themselves Rafe’s Riders and it seems to be
a badge of honor. Helene tells them that no woman who has a shred
of self-respect would ever go with him but it doesn’t appear that
her lectures are having much affect.”

“Well, he’s got through one year. I don’t
care how much he hates it, Gil, I’ll not allow him to quit before
he’s through.”

 


~ ~ ~


CHAPTER 6

A grin split Chester’s face when he saw Rafe
sauntering across the grass toward the track fence. The boy looked
a little thinner and there were faint smudges of shadow around his
eyes.

“I’ve been looking for me a good driver, Kid.
Know where I might find one?”

A smile flashed across Rafe’s face. “Do I
have to fill out an application?”

“Nope, you’re hired.”

*

Over all, it was a good summer. He spent most
of the time on the move - on the horse, on the boat, on the track,
like he couldn’t slow down. Chester sent him to some of the other
bigger tracks with more experienced drivers. And he did well,
winning almost all his races.

“Who is your new, young guy, Chet? He looks
like a comer. “

“Could be, Dink, don’t know exactly what will
happen with him yet. He’s in college, Princeton, no less. Name’s
Vincennes. Family are mucky-mucks in my part of the country,
mega-rich, live on a big estate on the Eastern Shore. Doubt they’ll
want their little prince to take up racing as a full-time career. I
think he’s got what it takes if that’s what he decides though. He’s
got nerves of steel and an uncanny sense of knowing when to hold’em
and when to fold’em, like the very best ones do. So I could have
somethin’ or I could have nothin’ but I’ll take what I can get out
of him for now.”

Dink laughed. “Yeah, I would too if I were
you. You know, the Gazette did a feature on him. They sent a female
reporter, pretty young thing. I was watching from another table
when she was interviewing him or maybe I should say, when he was
charming her. I think she would have liked to have written a 900
page book about him instead of just a story on the sports page.
Took way more pictures than she needed. I saw’em leave together. I
figured he probably had her in bed about 15 minutes later. I expect
you’ll get a pretty glowing article out of it, Chet.”

Chester chuckled, “yep, that’s my boy.”

* *

At the fourth race meet of the summer, six
women appeared at the track wearing tight jeans and white
tee-shirts that said “I ‘big red heart’ Rafe” on the front and
“Rafe Vincennes Fan Club” on the back. They jumped and screamed in
support and when he won, they managed to get behind him so that
when his picture was taken, they were in the shot too. By the time,
he turned around, they were gone so he shrugged it off and went to
meet, Lauren, the Gazette reporter. He’d told her they’d hang out
when the races were over.

*

The next weekend, Chester pulled him aside as
soon as he arrived at the track.

“I did a little reconnoitering, Rafe, and
your fan club is back. There are ten of them now. Damndest thing
I’ve ever seen. The fact is, Rafe, good as you are and much
potential as you have, you’re still just a minor league driver.
You’re not well known. None of that usually adds up to having your
own fan club. Having them around is good P.R. for you. You need to
give’em some encouragement today, Rafe, pay’em some attention to
keep them interested.”

“Chet,” Rafe cocked one black eyebrow, “I
appreciate every bit of instruction you give me about driving but,
you know, you can probably trust me to handle the women on my
own.”

Chester burst out laughing. “You’re right,
Kid, what was I thinking?”

*

Standing behind the fence, they watched him
coming through the gate toward them with anticipation. The lean
brown body, the too long black hair, the dark eyes, and when he got
almost to them, the gleaming smile.

“What’s up, Girls?”

One of them took the lead - early 20’s, spiky
blonde hair, big brown eyes, a tight compact body with full, firm
breasts, now with an “I ‘heart’ Rafe” pulled tight across them.

“I’m Jeri and I’m the president of your fan
club.”

“I didn’t even know I had a fan club.”

She smiled, showing perfect white teeth.

“Well, you didn’t until a couple weeks ago
but now you do. We’re a little more than just a fan club though.
We’d like to tell you about it when you have time.”

“It will have to be when the racing’s over.
How about if I meet you here when I’m done and we’ll take it from
there.”

“Well, we’re across the highway staying at
the Raceway Lodge. Why don’t you come to the restaurant over there?
That way it will be more comfortable to talk.”

He nodded. “Okay. I’ll see you then.”

“In the meantime, will you sign our shirts?”
She pulled out a black marker. One by one, they presented their
chests to him and he signed a sprawling “Rafe” right above the red
heart.

*

He saw them cheering him on as he pulled up
to the start line and shot them a victory sign, which, by the time
the race was over, it was.

*

“They’re in the small dining room in the back
over there,” the gray-haired waitress told him. “They told me I’d
recognize you right away because you’re so pretty,” she said,
chuckling.

“Guess I’d feel pretty stupid if I got back
there and it wasn’t me.” He grinned.

“Not to worry, Darlin’, I’m sure it’s
you.”

*

They’d saved the head of the table for him.
The ten of them were ranged in front of him. All looked to be from
upper teens to early 30’s. There were redheads and blondes and
brunettes, short hair and long hair, blue eyes and brown eyes,
slender to full-bodied.

Once again, Jeri took charge.

“Here’s the way it happened. Lida over there
is from around Benedict and she saw you race a couple years ago.
You were her favorite driver then but you disappeared. When you
showed back up this year, she made sure to find out what your
schedule was going to be and she’s been to every one of your races
since. Me and Lida are best friends. She talked me into going
because she didn’t want to drive to the farther tracks alone. I’d
never even been to any races before but I love them now. We met up
with a few others and got to be sort of race track friends. Turned
out that every one of us lusted after you.” She grinned and he
matched it with one of his own.

“We almost got in a cat fight once arguing
over who should get to go to bed with you, although, of course, at
that point, none of us knew exactly how we were going to make that
happen. Anyway, we figured that was stupid so we got together to
make a better plan. We decided we’d start the fan club but with a
twist. What we thought of was that at the beginning of each meet,
we’d put all our names in a hat. Whoever’s name was drawn would be
offered to you that night if you were interested in being with
someone. Then that person’s name is left out the next time so
everyone gets a fair chance…”

He looked around the table at them. They all
felt slightly electrified by the smile that crossed his face.

“Sounds like a plan, Girls, but I usually
like to have a little say over who I go to bed with.”

“No, wait,” said Jeri, “before you say no,
let me explain the advantages for you. First, we always book rooms
close to the track. We double up but we’d always make sure to
reserve one single for whoever gets drawn. You don’t probably know
most of the women at the tracks from Adam anyway so it’s going to
be trial and error for you. This way, you know for sure you’ve got
someone waiting on you if you want, close by, in a nice room. If
there’s a night you’ve got something else to do, that person’s name
just goes to the next race night. Look at us, Rafe, none of us are
old or fat or ugly. Every one of us would treat you like a king.
How can you turn down a deal like that?”

“When you explain it like that, it does sound
pretty appealing. So, did you already draw for tonight in case I
said yes?” he asked curiously.

“No, we all agreed that Lida should have the
first go since, basically, she discovered you.”

Lida looked to be of mixed race heritage,
Caucasian and Oriental. She was tiny, probably not even 5 foot,
with lustrous long jet hair, almond eyes and creamy ivory skin. She
gave him a shy smile.

“Are you sure about this, Sweetheart, that
it’s really what you want to do?”

“Oh, yes, I’m positive!”

“Well, lead the way then.”

She got up from the table and took his hand,
a huge smile on her face. Going out the door, he looked back at the
rest of them and winked.

Lucky, lucky Lida. Maybe next week it would
be them.

*

“How old are you, Lida?”

“Twenty.”

“Are you a virgin?”

“Yes, is it so easy tell?”

“Well, yes, it is pretty obvious.”

“Are you disappointed, that I’m not more
experienced and you’ll probably have to show me what to do?”

“No, Sweetheart, I don’t mind.”

He did everything slowly and gently because
she was so tiny and so shy. Her hands were like little butterflies
dancing delicately across his body. Her lips were like a
hummingbird, darting and skimming and kissing. He took lots of time
to get her ready until she was comfortable and eager.

“I’m going to come into you now. It might
hurt a little since it’s your first time but it won’t last
long.”

She was small there too and he felt her wince
when he entered her but he kept up his patient easy strokes until
he sensed that she was relaxing, getting into it. (She was far from
his first virgin, after all).

“Put your legs around me, Sweetheart,” he
whispered in her ear, “lift your hips to come and meet me.”

He moved a little faster, a little harder
until he heard her breathing quicken, could tell she was on the
brink of orgasm. He waited until he heard her soft sighs of
satisfaction, before he let himself go.

“Oh, Rafe,” she murmured against his chest.
“I’m so glad I waited for you. All my friends have been doing it a
long time but I told them I wanted my first experience to be really
special.”

They took a shower together and he made her
come again, kissing her and tickling her lightly with a fluffy
washcloth on her breasts and butt and between her legs.

They ordered a pizza and talked while they
ate.

She was from the next town west of Benedict,
Linnville, she was taking a nursing course at the State College. He
told her he thought she’d make a wonderful nurse because she seemed
so caring and kind. She said going to the races was her favorite
extracurricular activity. She watched him faithfully the first year
he raced and was so glad when he came

back.

He recognized the signs and really hoped she
didn’t tell him she loved him even though he knew she thought she
did. Although it was fun to show a girl how good sex could be for
the first time, he thought he probably would rather have started
with someone like Jeri who wouldn’t be as emotionally sensitive as
this one, someone with whom he wouldn’t have to be so careful.

“You know,” she told him later, “we’re not
allowed to tell you we love you. It’s in our by-laws.”

“You have by-laws?” he said, somewhat taken
aback, “and one of them is that you can’t tell me you love me?”

“Yes, because we don’t want this to be
uncomfortable for you. We decided it wouldn’t be fair and besides
that, if it got to be a hassle for you, you might quit doing
it.”

He chuckled. “Well, it seems like you girls
thought of everything.”

That night, she slept nestled against him,
like a little cuddly animal. Rafe had never slept with a stuffed
teddy bear but he thought this was what it would have felt like if
he had.

In the morning, he taught her about oral sex,
both him for her and her for him, and then he kissed her and left.
She couldn’t wait to get dressed and meet the girls in the coffee
shop to tell them how wonderful it had been.

*

“So that’s the story of the fan club,
Chet.”

Chester was flabbergasted. “That is
un-fucking-believable! Jesus, Kid, I don’t even know what to say.
Puttin’ their names in a hat to see who gets to fuck you?
By-fuckin-laws? I went out and took a look and there’s a dozen
of’em today. Rafe, if you don’t take up full-time driving, you’re a
pure damn fool.”

*

It was Jeri that night whose name got
drawn.

“Thank God!” she said. “We bring along extra
shirts and as others hear about the club and join in, the odds of
getting drawn keep getting higher.”

He was right about her. She didn’t require
kid gloves treatment like Lida.

* *

Laney was spending her summer feeling
schizophrenic. On the one hand, there was her life as Cal’s steady
girlfriend. They went boating and to the movies and to parties with
their friends. She had strong feelings for Cal. He was a
sweetheart, a perfect boyfriend. Although they were part of the
“popular set” at school, all the other kids liked them, even those
who weren’t so popular. Neither was thought of as a snob because
they were nice to everyone. Teachers said they were ideal students,
an All-American couple. They both got excellent grades as well as
being involved in extracurricular activities. Cal played football
and was in the Drama Club. Laney was on the Cheer Squad and on the
student editorial board of the Benedict High School Scribe.

You couldn’t call Laney anything but
beautiful now. She was 5’7 and weighed 118 pounds with high, full
breasts, slender hips and long tan legs. Her pale blonde hair was a
curtain that hung down almost to her waist. Her generous smile and
the warmth in her sea blue eyes drew people in, like they knew she
was someone who could be trusted. Cal was handsome too with his
muscular football player’s body, close-cut brown hair and sincere
brown eyes. Both of them had lots of friends.

That was what she thought of her “normal”
life and there was only one cloud in that blue sky and it was, of
course, that no matter how much she liked Cal, no matter how hard
she tried, she felt nothing for him sexually. She hated that for
his sake almost more than hers. It didn’t seem fair to him to have
a girlfriend who couldn’t respond to him, although she didn’t let
him know that, naturally.

Then there was her other life, the Rafe part,
the not so normal part. He never came home on race nights but he
was there most week nights and when he opened his door and said,
“come on over here, Honey,” her heart just immediately started to
pound and shivers started shooting from her groin up into her
stomach. He could come up behind her in the kitchen and put his
warm hand under her shirt so it lay on her middle back, something
as simple as that, and she’d just go weak from desire. She wondered
how the effect of two kisses, Cal’s and Rafe’s, could be so
different. When you closed your eyes, a pair of lips felt pretty
much the same but when it was Rafe’s mouth on hers, she was
transported by joy.

She asked Rafe once if he was jealous of her
having sex with Cal. He’d just smiled and said, “who do you love,
Lane?”

“I love you, Rafe, “she told him.

“That’s why I’m not jealous, Sweetie.”

* *

“Dad?”

“Yes, Rafe.”

“You do remember that Lane will be sixteen
next week, don’t you?”

“Oh, hell, that’s right. I need to talk to
her about a car, I guess.”

“Yeah, I thought I’d better say something.
She probably wouldn’t have nerve enough to tell you herself even if
you forgot. I think she’s pretty intimidated by you.”

“But I don’t intimidate you, Rafe?”

“Yeah, Dad, you intimidate me too, but I
guess I’m more driven when I want something.”

Renny sighed. “Well, here’s what’s probably
going to happen, Son. She’s going to ask you to ask me if you can
take her looking for cars but the answer is no. She’ll go with me
or not at all. So you tell her that when she comes begging you to
be her front man. Got it, Rafe?”

“Got it.”

*

“Rafe?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you think Dad would let you take me to
look for a car?”

“No, he already told me he won’t. Lane, I
know being with Dad stresses you out but if you want a car, you’re
just going to have to stiffen your backbone and go with him. He
won’t eat you, Honey.”

“He just makes me so nervous.”

“Here’s what you need to do, Lane. Know
basically what you want before you go. He doesn’t have a lot of
patience with dithering. Don’t tell him you don’t know or you don’t
care.”

“What kind of car do you think I should
get?”

“I don’t know, Lane. Have you seen anything
you like?”

“Dawn has a Malibu. Hers is used but I like
it. It’s not big but it’s not small. I think it’s pretty.”

“You definitely want a car and not an SUV or
a truck?”

“Yes, I want a car.”

“Well, then tell him all that. Tell him
you’re thinking of a Malibu. He might take you to look at some
other models too to make sure that’s what you like best. If it is,
stick to it.”

*

He called her into the study. It was a place
she could only remember being in maybe three times in her whole
life. All the kids had always known this room was off-limits to
them when Renny wasn’t there unless they asked permission to do
something specific, like get one of the guns out of the gun safe.
The long wall across from the doorway was broken by a bank of
windows surrounded by bookcases. The windows looked out over a
flowered green lawn dotted with trees, stables farther off in the
distance. At one end of the room was the ornate walnut fireplace
with the family portrait above (sans Rafe and Lane), fronted by a
cinnamon colored leather sofa and two burgundy club chairs. At the
other end, was Renny’s impressive mahogany desk. The room also
contained, in addition to the gun safe, curio cabinets filled with
Vincennes memorabilia - a pair of dueling pistols that had belonged
to Jean-Paul, Renny’s great great grandfather, military medals
awarded to past Vincennes soldiers, mementos from family travels
far and wide. Hanging on the walls were pictures and framed
certificates and other documents, like a letter sent home from the
Civil War after Manassas by Alain Vincennes. It was a masculine
room characterized by fine wood paneling and colored in brown and
burgundy and forest green.

“Come on in, Lane, and have a seat
there.”

She took one of the two chairs in front of
the desk. She reminded herself that all her brothers and sisters
had to go through this same routine before they got their cars and
so far as she knew, they all emerged whole. Renny was even able to
talk Dad into his Corvette and she didn’t want anything so
expensive as that!

Her father smiled. “Relax, Lane. I’m not an
ogre. You don’t have to be afraid of me.”

“I never thought of you being an ogre, Dad,
more like God.”

He chuckled. “Well, if I’m God, then I’m in
my “Lord giveth” mode today. Tell me what you’re thinking in the
way of a vehicle.”

Remembering Rafe’s advice, she tried to sound
decisive. “Well, I don’t know a lot about cars but I’m leaning
toward a Malibu. My friend, Dawn, has one and I like it. I don’t
want a tiny car but I don’t want a huge one either and the Malibu
is in the middle. I don’t care about it being super-fast. I want
something that is comfortable to drive. I just want a basic, nice
car, you know?”

“Well, I have to say that you’re more easily
satisfied than your brother. Why don’t we go around and take a look
at some other cars that are similar to the Malibu to see if you
find anything you like better. If not, then a Malibu is certainly
doable.”

Realizing that, of course, it was his own
damn fault his youngest daughter was so in awe of him since he’d
made so little effort to pay her any attention, he made that effort
now, extending himself to win her over. Someone had once said about
Renny that he could “charm the shine off a new pair of shoes” and
Lane was certainly easier than that.

*

“He took me out to lunch at Jepson’s and then
we spent most of the afternoon going to dealerships looking at
cars. In the end, I still liked the Malibu the best. (The mint
green Malibu now sat in its spot in the garage next to the ‘Vette).
He was really nice, Rafe. He explained all about different options
to me and talked about when all the older kids were little and how
him and Mom met and fell in love. He told me he was proud of me.
You were right about him knowing more. I thought he barely knew I
existed but he knew all about my grades and the Cheer Squad and
writing for the Scribe and even about Cal.”

“I told you he wasn’t as bad as you
thought….as long as you never cross him. Just be careful what you
say about us, Lane. He can interrogate you without you even
realizing it’s happening and he can solve a puzzle from the
smallest clues.”

“We didn’t even talk about you, Rafe. He just
asked how I was getting along without you and I said fine.” She
made a face.

* *

The fan club was beginning to get attention
(there were 24 members now). In one of the towns where Rafe raced,
the newspaper featured them in an article (naturally, they didn’t
tell everything about the club in that interview) with a big
picture of Rafe surrounded by all the girls in their “we ‘heart’
Rafe” teeshirts. The Benedict Sentinal picked it up. “Local Driver
Rates his own Fan Club”. It went on to say that “Rafe Vincennes
hasn’t quite hit the big time yet in motorsports though he seems to
be well on his way, but he does have something that is usually
reserved for only the best-known drivers, his own fan club.
Vincennes, who graduated from Benedict High year before last and is
currently attending Princeton University…..blah, blah, blah.”

*

At the annual Benedict Consolidated School
District conference, Linda Dee had bought a newspaper to read at
breakfast. When she saw the picture, she hit the ceiling. She
passed it around to the others, saying, “if you want to see
something disgusting, look at this, this travesty!” She moaned, “am
I going to spend the rest of my life having my nose rubbed in Rafe
Vincennes?”

A sadder but wiser Melanie Britt looked at
the picture and remembered. She was fully prepared to become Mrs.
Stark in June but still, even now if Rafe happened to drop by, she
wasn’t sure she’d have the strength of will to resist.

Jeb Kroner felt a stirring of envy. Rafe
Vincennes seemed to lead a charmed life, surely it was a life every
man dreamed of but so few were ever able to bring to reality. He
wondered how many women had been part of Rafe’s harem by now.

Rhonda Fisher worked at keeping the fond
smile from her face, for Linda Dee’s sake. There was something
perverse inside her that admired Rafe’s outlaw qualities.

“Someone told me years ago that Rafe
Vincennes would leave school and we’d all just forget him but I
don’t think we’ll ever be allowed to do that, do you?” Miss Dee
asked them.

One by one, they shook their heads no, they
didn’t think so either.

* *

The racing season was over for Rafe. It was
almost time to return to Princeton. Chester watched him say
good-bye to the Fan Club (now 22 members strong). One by one, they
all gave him a hug and a big kiss, all promising to return when he
did next summer.

After Rafe went back to school, the women got
together for a final good-bye until next year. During the course of
it, they ingested quite a lot of adult beverages. They thought it
was a kick to get in the pool with their teeshirts on, then have a
photo taken of all of them with the “I ‘heart” Rafe” clinging
revealingly to their bra-less breasts . They made enlarged copies
for themselves and sent one to Rafe at school via e-mail. Just for
fun, they sent another to Chester who posted it on the bulletin
board in his office where it became the source of much interest to
drivers, staff and vendors alike. Rafe moved his copy in his “save”
folder but didn’t give it much thought after that.

 


~ ~ ~


CHAPTER 7

About six weeks after he got back to
Princeton, Rafe received a request/command from Professor Helene
Barnes via e-mail to come to her office the next evening at 7:00.
He wondered what it meant. He’d heard from some of the girls that
she regularly preached against them ever going with him. He
certainly didn’t take now, or ever intend to take, any of her
Women’s Studies courses. As far as he knew, he’d never even met
her. Whatever she wanted, it probably wasn’t to strew rose petals
in his path.

Walking to her building the next night, he
was looking forward to this get-together. Rafe liked challenges and
Ms Barnes just might prove to be one. He was familiar with the
strategy employed by superiors such as bosses and teachers to make
the pecking order clear at the beginning of a meeting like this
one. Typically, the inferior knocked on a door, to be summonsed in
by their better, who then proceeded to order them to take a
particular chair while they themselves assumed the authority
position behind the desk. Rafe intended to disrupt that strategy.
When he rapped on the door and heard Helene call out for him to
come in, he rattled the knob as if it wouldn’t open.

“What the….,” she muttered. He grinned when
he heard her heels clicking on the hardwood floor.

“Now who is coming to whom, Professor
Barnes?” he thought.

Rafe had a theory, not a very scientific one,
not one that he intended to try to publish in a peer-reviewed
psychology journal, but a theory nonetheless, one that had proved
out more often than not. It went right along with his view that
females usually gave early clues as to sexual desires. It went like
this: whenever Rafe met a woman, if he had the opportunity, he very
briefly invaded her space. He thought he could generally tell from
her reaction to that small incursion into her territory, what she
wanted from a man. These were usually subtle reactions, more
psychic than physical, sensed more than seen.

The first type of woman instantly fell back
and ceded her spot to him without protest. They were the kind of
girls who, if he asked them what movie they wanted to see or where
they wanted to eat, would tell him they didn’t care or whatever he
preferred was fine with them. They could be dying for Mexican food
but if he suggested Chinese, they’d fall agreeably in line. If you
took them to bed, you had to be prepared to always take the lead
and to treat them with tender loving care to keep from frightening
them (much the way he’d handled Lida). They were the romantics, who
were eagerly happy to turn themselves over to a man to be taken
care of.

The second type would instantly stiffen and
prepare to fight for her turf. They’d let you pick the movie or the
restaurant the first time but the next time around, they assumed it
was their turn and they should get to choose. They gave as good as
they got in bed, expecting to receive pleasure but willing and able
to give back to the man in equal measure.

The third and last kind of woman, hesitated
at first, then took a step back if he forced the issue. Like the
first group, they wanted the man to take charge, but the difference
was that they couldn’t admit it. They had to put up a fight first
and he had to win in order to gain their respect. Oddly, in his
experience, many of the women who considered themselves feminists
were in this category. He thought they were hoist on the petard of
their own conflicting desires. They wanted to be strong and
independent but they also wanted a commanding man. Ask them where
they’d like to eat and they’d ask back, what sounded good to him?
When he said, “Mexican”, they’d instantly tell him they would
rather have Chinese. He’d insist on Mexican (even though he didn’t
usually give a damn one way or the other) until he prevailed.
They’d put up a bit of a struggle in bed too until he overpowered
them and did it his way.

Rafe didn’t really have any preference in the
type of woman he preferred. He enjoyed them all. He wondered what
Helene Barnes would do when he stepped into her space.

When the door opened, he didn’t wait for her
to invite him in but walked right toward her, practically in her
face. He chuckled inwardly, when she stood stiffly for a moment,
then took that small, involuntary step backwards. He could sense
that she was feeling out-of-kilter at being forced to walk ahead of
him as he watched from behind. This definitely wasn’t how she
planned for their tete-a-tete to begin.

He took his seat before she was able to reach
her own so she had no time to turn around and motion him to a
particular location. Then he simply lounged in his chair, one
booted foot over his knee. She tried to out-wait him. Usually, a
second year student called to a professor’s office for an unknown
reason was anxious but Rafe seemed perfectly relaxed and content to
sit as long as necessary. She was the one who actually felt nervous
with those emotionless black eyes boring into her.

Her office wasn’t very big but she’d made it
look larger by the clever use of furniture and decor. Her walnut
desk was small so that it didn’t overpower the room. Everything on
top was neatly stacked and arranged. It contained some personal
pictures and a basket of daisies as well as business items. The
walls were painted a light airy blue and the curtains were blue and
white striped sailcloth. The posters on the walls were pastels,
most of them with some kind of inspiring feminist message printed
across the bottom. This was an “a place for everything and
everything in its place” kind of room. Her books were confined to
the wall of bookshelves, not piled here and there in stacks as they
were in many of the professor’s offices he’d been in. A white
rocking chair sat in front of the window with a small antique table
beside it. A lamp with a plump white porcelain base and a
rose-colored shade sat on top along with a brass bowl of silk
flowers.

He hadn’t known what to expect as far as
Helene was concerned. The reality was an attractive woman, late
30’s to early 40’s, with a chestnut braid down her back, a firm
sturdy shape wearing an ankle-length skirt, a peasant blouse and
short-heeled sandals. Striking green eyes in a somewhat broad,
freckled face. No make up, no surprise there. “Earth mother,”
thought Rafe, wondering idly if she was a lesbian. Not that it
mattered but many of the most devout feminists were. He thought she
might have an appealing smile although he didn’t know for sure
because he hadn’t seen it and rather suspected he wouldn’t be
seeing it either.

She broke first, as he’d known she would
(hardly anyone could outlast Rafe when he was in his watchful,
waiting mode). “Aren’t you curious about why you’re here?”

He shrugged. “You invited me, Professor
Barnes, I assumed you’d eventually tell me why.”

“I heard a lot about you last year, Rafe. I
didn’t like what I heard and I’d really hate to see that behavior
continue this semester. The fact is, I think you’re a sexual
predator.”

“What makes you say that, Ms Barnes?” he
asked with genuine curiosity. “I’ve never raped anyone. I’ve never
sexually assaulted anyone. I’ve never even slept with anyone who
wasn’t as old as me or older.”

“I don’t accuse you of anything so obvious as
assault but I believe you are guilty of emotional rape.”

A smile flickered across his face. “That’s a
rather Victorian view for a radical feminist to take, don’t you
think? Your students aren’t helpless victims, they’re independent
and intelligent and able to make choices. I thought that’s what you
liberated women were all about.” He pointed to one of her posters.
“Our Lives, Our Choices” was inscribed in high italic letters
across the bottom. “Choice is what you trumpet at every turn.”

“Let’s not be coy, Rafe. You are extremely
skilled at the art of seduction. You and I both know it. You imply
promises you don’t intend to keep and play on the vulnerabilities
of girls who want to believe you.”

“No, Professor, you’re wrong. I never lie
about my intentions. The only thing I offer is temporary pleasure.
I promise nothing more than that. And I think I fulfill my end of
that bargain. Have any of your girls ever told you differently?”
The smile was so quick, she wasn’t even sure she saw it, because
she was too caught by the midnight eyes.

“Rafe’s Riders! The very term disgusts me.
It’s so utterly demeaning.”

“How do you even know it, Ms Barnes? I didn’t
coin it and I never say it. In fact, I’ve never told anyone who
goes with me on those rides. They could keep it a secret if they
chose.”

“No,” she said bitterly, “that’s the worst of
it - that they’re not ashamed.”

He stirred in his chair.

“I’m not sure what the purpose of this
meeting was, Professor Barnes. I can only think of a few reasons.
Maybe you just wanted to get a look at me to see if I really have
the horns and tail of the devil you seem to think I am. Or, maybe
you’re actually thinking of filing some kind of disciplinary action
against me, but you might want to be careful if that’s the case. I
know I haven’t done anything illegal and, as far as I know, I
haven’t even broken any school rules. Promiscuity may offend you
but it isn’t banned in the student handbook. And, besides, do you
think you’d get any of your students to testify against me?” He
paused, “do you, Ms Barnes?”

She was silent, knowing he was right. If
anything, they would gladly give him a character reference.

“And lastly, maybe you thought you could
prevail on my better nature to change my behavior,” the swift grin
didn’t extend to his eyes,” but you can be pretty fucking well
assured that isn’t going to happen. So, unless there’s something
else you think we need to say, may I be excused, Ms Barnes?”

“Get the hell out, Rafe.”

*

“Jesus, Helene,” Gil told her, “I can’t
believe you called one of our students, whose father is one of our
largest individual donors, incidentally, a sexual predator with no
proof whatsoever. What the hell were you thinking?”

“I suppose he went whining around about me
harassing him?”

“No, Helene, he didn’t. Someone saw him go
into your office and mentioned it to someone else who mentioned it
to someone else who told me about it. I couldn’t figure why you’d
be seeing a student with whom you have no reason to have any
contact whatsoever and that’s why I called you in. I knew you had
strongly negative feelings toward him. What was his reaction to
your lecture anyway?”

“He was an arrogant little smart ass. He
pretty much told me he was going to continue doing as he always did
and he didn’t think there was anything I could do to stop him.”

“He’s right, you know, Helene. You’re a
professor, not a fucking hall monitor.”

“He’s completely amoral, Gil.”

“Maybe so, Helene, but that’s not our
business so long as he doesn’t commit any violations of law or
policy and so far as I can see, he hasn’t.”

She was somewhat concerned now, after the
fact. “Do you think his father will try to get me in trouble?”

“No, that’s one thing you have going for you.
If any kid knows how to keep his mouth shut, it’s Rafe Vincennes. I
doubt he’ll ever tell his father. In fact, he’s probably forgotten
all about this by now. I suggest you do the same.”

* *

In that last part, Gil was completely wrong.
Rafe had barely cleared Helene’s door after their meeting until he
was plotting his plan of attack.

He did a little quiet research toward that
end. It turned out that Helene was, in fact, a lesbian. She lived
with her partner, Kaddie Lamb, a trainer at the fitness center in
town. That was good, it would be easier to pull off if she wasn’t
part of the college. Part of Plan A depended on just how motivated
Kaddie was in her own sexual orientation. Rafe believed, from
having an openly gay brother, that some people were born to be what
they were. If they were single-mindedly dedicated to their own sex,
then that was that. But, of course, some people could go either
way. If Kaddie, was one of those, if she had even a spark of
interest in men, then he was probably home free. He’d be able to
tell soon after meeting her if that was the case.

So he hied himself down to the fitness
center. It wasn’t a funky old gym, his preferred kind of place to
work out, if he had to work out, which he’d really rather not do at
all if he had his druthers. Exercise simply for its own sake always
seemed like a waste of time to him when you could actually be doing
something instead. Rather than horses or cars or boats that took
you somewhere real, fitness centers contained stairs that went
nowhere and stationary bikes (an oxymoron to his way of
thinking).

This place was called Shapes. It was all
light, airy rooms and modern equipment and inspirational posters
and even hanging plants, for Christ’s sake. Fortunately, the woman
behind the registration desk wore a nametag that said “Kaddie”, so
he didn’t have to waste time tracking her down. She was a pretty
round girl. Not fat or soft, just round with strong firm legs and
round melon breasts and a round face framed by bouncy blonde curls
and big round blue eyes. She wore shocking pink silk shorts and a
lighter pink shirt with a Shapes logo on the chest. He bet she was
always on a diet, wanting to be thinner (didn’t all women want to
be thinner?) but it would never happen. Her body shape was what it
was.

As, luckily for him, was his - lean and
brown, with long muscular legs, narrow hips, flat belly and broad
shoulders in red shorts and loose red tanktop. It required no
effort on his part to maintain - no diets, no particular exercize.
She gave him a frank appraisal, taking in as well, the high
cheekbones and dark eyes and black hair.

He told her he wanted to join Shapes. He told
her he was more sedentary since he was in college. He told her it
hadn’t started to happen yet but he wanted to be pro-active and not
let himself get out of shape. He told her his name was Rafe
Vincennes.

At that her head went up sharply. “I know who
you are. Helene Barnes is my partner. She really, really doesn’t
like you.”

Rafe smiled, his full-bore smile. “She has a
wrong impression of me. I’m not as bad as she thinks. Are you still
willing to help me get started here, in spite of her prejudice
against me?”

“I’d have to anyway. You’re a customer and
we’re expected to be pleasant and helpful to all the customers.”
She crinkled her blue eyes at him as if to tell him she wasn’t
going to find being pleasant to him that much of a hardship.

“I’m in,” he thought.

She did the tests that were required before
approving a new client for membership. She checked his blood
pressure and his heart rate (which were perfect) and his muscle to
body fat ratio (which was perfect) and measured him (6’) and
weighed him (170). He professed ignorance about the dials and
read-outs on the various machines, (although he’d spent hundreds of
hours on machines just like them under the eagle eyes of one coach
or another). She helped him devise a workout plan to help keep him
fit and toned. After she left to attend to others, he quick-stepped
through the stair routine and rode the bike the obligatory distance
(!) and lifted the weights set out on his program. Lord, he hoped
he didn’t have to spend a lot of time on this horseshit.

And so his patient campaign began.

He faithfully followed his workout regimen.
They got friendlier as time went by.

“I appreciate your help, Kaddie. It seems to
be working.” He ran his brown hand across his cut abs. She had the
urge to do the same.

Eventually, she said, “so, tell me about
Rafe’s Riders? That’s what seems to infuriate Helene the most.”

“It’s not the big deal she thinks it is,
Kaddie, and it doesn’t happen as often either. Sometimes, when I’m
really burnt out on school, I take out my Corvette and just drive
and then I stay at a hotel to get away from the dorm for a night.
On occasion, I take a girl with me.” The smiled gleamed. “I don’t
just snatch them off the street and force them into the car. I
always ask politely first if they want to go.” He shrugged.
“Sometimes they say yes.”

“I love Corvettes.”

“You do?”

“Yes, I do. I’d go for a ride with you if you
asked, Rafe.”

“I’m asking then, Kaddie. You name the time
and place and I’ll be there.”

Helene is going to spend tomorrow night with
her parents. I get off at 7:00. Pick me up then.”

*

“That was just yummy, Rafe.”

“Why are you with Helene when you seem to
like men so well, Kaddie?”

“I don’t like men so well. They’re usually
too fast and too hard and too self-centered. Women are slow and
soft and generous. But you’re as good as a woman, Rafe.”

He laughed. “I guess, considering the source,
I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Oh, yes, I meant it as a compliment.”

“And I have a cock too,” he added
meaningfully.

She giggled. “Yes, and that’s an added bonus
if a man knows how to use it.”

“I know how to use it, Kaddie,” he said,
showing her.

“Yes, Rafe,” she breathed, “you certainly
do.”

*

“Where were you last night, Kaddie? I tried
to call until late but you never answered.”

“Oh, there was a going away party for one of
the trainers who is leaving Shapes, Helene. I guess I got carried
away and had a little too much to drink. I didn’t think I was safe
to drive so I stayed over with one of the other girls.”

That wasn’t like Kaddie. It made Helene
nervous. Kaddie was lots younger than her. She had never loved
anyone else so much. It worried Helene that she might be attracted
to one of the pretty little girls who came into Shapes. Maybe she’d
better think twice about leaving her alone again all night.

*

Kaddie was a sweet girl. He felt a little bad
that she was going to end up being, what term did the military use?
Oh, yes, collateral damage, that was it. But sometimes that
happened in times of war.

*

“Kaddie,” he crooned into her ear. “Let’s go
to your place.”

“Oh, no, I can’t do that, Rafe. It would be
such a betrayal of Helene.”

“Yes,” he thought, “and that’s exactly what
we’re going for here, a betrayal of Helene.”

“She’ll never know,” he said, “aren’t you
familiar with her schedule?” (He himself knew her fucking schedule
backwards and forwards).

“Yes, but….”

“Come on, Kaddie. I’ll be gone long before
she gets out of class.”

“Well, okay, but we’ll have to watch the time
really carefully.”

“We will.”

*

And they did watch the time very carefully on
that occasion and the next and the next.

*

“Kaddie, I don’t want to leave you yet. Let
me stay just a few minutes more?” His hand was between her legs,
his lips were nuzzling her neck.

“Just a couple more minutes, Rafe, then
you’ve really got to go.” The couple turned into a few.

She didn’t hear the door knob turn but he did
because he was listening for it. And she didn’t hear the steps
coming down the hall but he did. When Helene came through the door,
his mouth was on Kaddie’s breast.

“Oh, my God!” The cry was anguished. She
doubled over as if she’d been kicked in the stomach. Kaddie sat up
quickly, pulling the sheet over her nakedness. Rafe got up and
started slipping his clothes on. (He always wore what he thought of
as a “quick get-away” outfit in situations that could turn
dangerous, such as liaisons with married women….or the possibility
of outraged lesbian lovers - running pants with elastic waistbands
and no pull-over shirts, which gave you that moment of blindness
when you slipped them over your head.)

When Helene straightened up, tears were
flowing down her face. The same with Kaddie.

“Kaddie, how could you, how could you? Not
with him….”

“Oh, I’m so sorry, Helene, I never meant for
this to happen!”

Helene looked toward Rafe. She got the
message his black eyes were sending her - “I did, though, Helene.
It’s exactly what I meant to happen.”

He didn’t seem to be hurrying but he was
almost to the doorway now.

“It’s my Times Ten rule, Professor,” he told
her, as he headed down the hall.

* *

Helene forgave Kaddie. Not only forgave her
but exonerated her. But in order to give Kaddie a free pass, she
had to impute to Rafe more power than he actually possessed. She
had to make him virtually invincible to explain away how he’d been
able perpetrate this monstrous invasion of her very being, coming
right into her home and plundering the possession she prized most.
She sold her grandmother’s antique bedstead. She didn’t think she
could ever stand to lie on it, or even look at it, again, without
thinking of him being there. She replaced it with a brand new bed
with a headboard that looked like it was made of metal pipes, not
at all like what usually appealed to her.

Unwittingly, Kaddie made it worse.

“I bet he even could have got to you, Helene,
if he’d put his mind to it.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Kaddie.”

“I bet he could have,” the other woman
insisted.

(Helene had made a conscious decision to
become a lesbian in college in rejection of a male-dominated
society but she wasn’t completely inexperienced with men, as Kaddie
knew).

Could he have, she asked herself? There was a
time she would have said absolutely not with complete confidence in
her own strength of will and in the values she held. Now her
self-esteem was in tatters and the charge carried a tiny pin prick
of doubt.

Everyone noticed how subdued she was. She was
no longer the confident, out-spoken, even argumentative woman, she
used to be. They wondered why.

“Do you think it’s a health problem?” they
asked one another.

“I heard it had something to do with Rafe
Vincennes,” said another, “but I don’t know the whole story.”

No one ever did find out the whole story, not
even Gil, who usually had a sensitive finger on the pulse of the
Princeton grapevine. All anyone knew was that Rafe Vincennes had
somehow got Helene Barnes, got her bad judging by the consequences.
Helene never told anyone what happened, and Kaddie never told, and
of course, it would never have occurred to Rafe to tell.

*

He heard about the changes in Professor
Barnes but he didn’t feel sorry for her. He thought if people
wanted to go swimming, they ought to find out how deep the water
was first.

* *

Christmas came and went again. Everyone made
it home except Wyatt. He was in Iraq, but Belen came with their
baby, Wesley. All three cribs in the nursery were filled this year.
In addition to Wesley, there was Mariel’s blond little Victoria
Grace and Jocey’s, Kianna Marie. Magdelene thought they were
single-handedly starting their own little family version of ethnic
unification as she fondly considered her three newest
grandchildren, Wesley with his dark Hispanic hair and eyes and
Gracie, their little blond British princess, and mocha-toned
Kianna, strikingly beautiful as the combination of black and white
so often is. Magdelene could look fondly at these babies because
all she had to do was look and maybe hold them now and then…. as
long as they were being good.

*

Renny and Magdelene didn’t take a trip this
year. Lane was bitterly disappointed that she and Rafe wouldn’t
have free run of the house and she couldn’t spend the whole night
with him but she tried to make the most of the time she had.

*

“Hi, Ren.”

“Hey, Gil, how’s it going?”

“Doing good. One reason I called. I’m taking
two week’s vacation in February, spending it at our Mobile place.
Cindy and I thought maybe you and Maggie could join us there. It
would be fun, Ren. Like old times, just adults. I love these kids,
Renny, but sometimes I just need a break from them.”

“I can relate to that, Gil. Just let me know
when you’re going. I’m all but retired now so my schedule is
flexible.”

“I’ll let you know for sure soon. In the
meantime, a progress report on Rafe. I take it you decided against
talking to him about graduating in three years as I suggested?”

“Yeah, you know, I thought about it but
mostly life comes pretty easy for Rafe. He doesn’t have to struggle
for grades or to do well in sports or, it sounds like, to get more
than his share of women. And I spoil him myself in some ways,
buying him the Corvette, for instance. So, I figured it would do
him good to face a less than ideal situation and have to work his
way through it.”

“You don’t think he’d ever quit before he
finishes, do you?”

Renny laughed. “There isn’t the remotest
possibility in the world of that happening. Rafe is my most
independent one but not even he would dare to take me on, Gil. Why
do you ask? Do you think he’s struggling more than I realize?”

“No, nothing like that, Ren. I was just
curious. In fact, he seems more accepting this year than last. He’s
still carrying an A in all his classes. He did really well in
baseball again. Most home runs, most RBIs. Now it’s football, of
course. Coach loves him. Says he’s the most unique player he’s ever
had. Says he just gives Rafe a play and then sits back and watches
it happen. Says if he praises him for it, Rafe just looks at him
like, “what are you all excited about, it’s what you told me to do,
isn’t it?”

We did have one little incident. I’m still
not clear on what took place.” He laid out what he knew had
happened between Helene and Rafe. “That’s all I know. The rumor
mill says he got back at her somehow but no one knows what
happened. She’s not telling and neither is he. She’s a different
person though, from an opinionated feminist to a whipped pup, so
whatever it was, it must have been devastating to her.”

“Do you want me to try to find out when I see
him next?”

“No, it’s their business and they obviously
want to keep it that way. I’m just telling you for
information.”

Renny stored it in the file drawer in his
brain labeled “Rafe”.

“Well, hey, I’d better get busy. I’ll let you
know for sure about Alabama.”

“I’ll look forward to it. And thanks again,
Gil.”

“No problem. Talk to you later.”

* *

Rafe - I just had some bad news. Cal’s dad is
being transferred to California. He’s going ahead and the rest of
the family will be leaving as soon as school’s out. I don’t love
Cal, not like…well, you know, but still, he’s so sweet and we’ve
had lots of good times together and I’ll miss him a lot. Guess
what? Denis and Jeff are going to be Daddies! It’s a sad story,
really. The parents were recently killed in a car wreck. Denis and
Jeff were the god-fathers of their two kids. They had it in their
will and everything that they wanted the guys to get the children
if anything ever happened to them. The little girl, Raquelle, is 4
and the little boy, Donovan, is 2. They’re broken up about their
friends but I think they’re really happy about having the kids.
Going to be a lifestyle change for them, huh? So anyway, the
Vincennes family just got bigger by two. Nothing else new here. How
is it going there? All my love, Lane.

*

Hey Lane - I think Denis and Jeff will make
terrific parents and hell, what’s a couple more members to our
family? I can barely remember all their names now - haha! If Gabe
marries an Oriental and Annecy marries a Muslim, we’ll have all our
bases covered - the United Nations of Vincennes. Everything is okay
here. I’ve been working on a project so it has filled my time. I
completed it though so now I have to find something else to keep me
occupied. I’m really sorry to hear about Cal. I like Cal, thought
he was the ideal boyfriend for you. Now I have to worry about a new
one and whether he’ll be good to you. God help him if there’s ever
one who isn’t. R

*

Rafe - what about us? Who are we going to
marry? Love, Lane

*

Lane - I don’t know about you but I seriously
doubt I’ll ever marry anyone. Don’t think I could ever settle down
to just one. R

*

Rafe - I wish I could settle down with just
one. I love you, Lane

*

Dear Rafe,

We just wanted to let you know what’s going
on with the fan club. You have a website now -
www.rafevincennes.com. It’s just getting up and running but
eventually it will have your schedule, a FAQ section, pictures and
links to any articles written about you and other race sites, a
comment section, etc. We’ll add more as time goes on. You’re okay
with that, aren’t you? We’ve also started a newsletter that we’ll
be sending out to members and anyone else who asks to be put on the
mailing list. We’re all getting really excited about you coming
back for the summer although that’s still too far away.

We miss you,

Jeri

PS - do you have Chet’s e-mail address so I
can send this information on to him?

*

Hi Jeri - I’m amazed. You all are something
else. I checked out the website and it looks terrific. No, I don’t
care if you do it as long as you don’t put anything too personal on
it! Trust me, you’re not looking forward to this summer half as
much as I am. Thanks for all you do. I don’t know Chester’s e-mail
address. We don’t keep in that close of touch during the school
year. You’ll have to call him - Chester Hughes Racing in Benedict -
don’t know the phone number off hand either. Love you girls, R

* *

He picked her up at the airport.

“Do you want to go get something to eat,
Lane?”

“No.”

“Do you want to take a ride around the
campus?”

“No.”

“Do you want to go to the beach?”

“No.”

“To a movie?”

“No.”

He put his hand on her upper thigh.

“What do you want to do, Honey?”

“You know what I want to do, Rafe.”

“Yes, Lane, but I want to hear you tell me.
While we’re driving to the motel, tell me exactly what you
want.”

“First, I want you to take my clothes off,
kissing me as you go. Then I want to take yours off. I want to
touch you and lick your nipples and see you hard. I want you to
kiss me all over and suck my breasts and down my stomach. I want
you to kiss and lick me between my legs until I come.” Her voice
was getting husky, “I want to feel your cock inside me every place
it can go. I want to go to sleep with you next to me, then, I want
to wake up in the morning and start all over again. I just want to
love you, Rafe, for two days I don’t want to do anything but love
you.”

He looked over at her and grinned. “Thy will
be done, Sweetheart.”

*

“So are you going to be okay with Cal gone,
Lane?”

“Oh, you know, it’s going to be hard but I
guess I’ll get through it. I like him a lot but it’s not that kind
of

love, Rafe, although I think it might be for
him. In a way, I’m almost relieved. He’s such a good person. He
deserves someone who cares for him wholeheartedly like I care for
you. Sometimes I feel really guilty for being so dishonest.”

“I wish you could be more of a
compartmentalizer, Lane, like me.”

“I know, but I can’t. My heart is just one
whole thing and you fill up every bit of it.”

“It’s not good to be so dependent on one
person, Sweetie,” he said gently, “especially when that person is
me. I’m not always that dependable. I’ll only ever be able to give
you a small part of what you want.”

She sighed. “I know, Rafe, but I guess that’s
just the way it is.”

* *

Raven died in April. God, she hated to tell
him.

*

Rafe, I’m so, so sorry but Raven died. We
didn’t think you’d want an autopsy done but Doc said it sounded
like his heart just stopped. He was asleep in his bed. I know how
much you loved him, Rafe. Are you going to be okay? We buried him
under the dogwood tree on that little hill closest to the stables
where all those Lilacs are against the fence. I tried to call your
cell but it was shut off. Call me if you need to. I don’t know what
else to say. I love you, Lane.

*

Lane - no, I wouldn’t want an autopsy. What
does it matter why he died? Fuck, Lane. Next to you, he was my best
friend. Sounds like you guys picked a nice spot although to tell
you the truth, it doesn’t make me feel all that much better, lilacs
or no fucking lilacs. I wish I’d been there with him. Yes, I’ll be
okay. No, I probably won’t call. I don’t think I want to talk about
it but thanks for the support. Love, R

*

Well, Lane, tell Dad I bickered (Christ, just
saying those words makes me cringe!) and I’m an Ivian now, for what
that’s worth. I guess its worth something to Dad since he made such
a point of ordering me to do it. The eating clubs offer food and
social interaction, neither of which are especially high on my list
of priorities but anyway…..R

*

“Dad?”

“What, Laney?”

“I got an e-mail from Rafe. He said to tell
you he bickered and he’s an Ivy member now. He said he thought that
would please you.”

“And did your brother seemed pleased about
that too, Lane?”

She hesitated.

“It’s okay. I can guess his reaction. I was
just curious to know how he expressed it.”

“He said saying the words, ‘I bickered’, made
him cringe.”

Renny grinned. “Yes, I can see him thinking
that. I’m a father though so every now and then I get to throw my
weight around just to prove I can. Even your brother needs to feel
the bit in his mouth on occasion.”

Laney just looked at him in puzzlement. She
totally did not understand the relationship between Rafe and their
father.

 


~ ~ ~


CHAPTER 8

Two down, two to go - yes! The Corvette flew
down the highway with the speedometer registering in triple digits
and the cd player as loud as it would go - some classic George
Bad-to-the-Bone Thorogood. He couldn’t believe he’d never gotten a
ticket, fast as he always drove. The Highway Goddess must love him.
“Home, sweet fucking home, here I come!”

*

He ordered a stone for Raven. Nothing
sentimental. Just a smallish polished black oval stone with his
name and a paw print engraved into it. Then, he went to the kennel
and bought himself a black and silver German Shepherd puppy. (Not
another black one, he wasn’t trying to replace Raven). He knew it
probably wasn’t the best time with him gone so much at school, but
Laney would take care of it for him when he wasn’t home, and he
couldn’t stand not having a dog with him when he was outside at
Heron Point. He named it Hawk. It followed at his heels adoringly,
just like Raven always had.

*

Rafe was glad Renny and Magdelene would be
leaving for Florida soon. They were thinking of buying a house
there. Magdelene had wanted to do it for years but Renny always
resisted. Heron Point was home and he said that was the only house
they needed. Rafe figured his father was probably the only one on
Forbes list of richest Americans who didn’t own more than one home
but he liked being footloose and just traveling wherever they
wanted to go. Renny always said when you walked away from a hotel,
you turned over the key and you were done. But Maggie was hot to
check out Florida real estate and Rafe guessed his dad was humoring
her.

Rafe needed to spend some quality time Laney
and that was easier to do with the folks gone. She seemed to be
rather at loose ends since Cal had left.

“Have you got your eye on anyone else you
might want to date, Lane?”

“Justin Delaney asked me to go with him to
Dawn’s party. I told him I’d go with him but I didn’t want to
consider it a date. I hope I’m more loyal than to start going out
with other guys practically before Cal has had time to get to
California. Anyway, Rafe, I think I just won’t date this summer
while you’re here.”

“I’m going to race again,” he warned, “and
I’ll be traveling a lot.”

“I know but, well, I’ll start thinking about
dating next year when school starts.”

* *

“Goddam, I’m glad to see you, Kid. You know,
I’ve had sponsors calling me about you? That’s unheard of at the
level you’re at as a driver. Usually, it’s the other way around. I
think the fan club is part of it. That story made the rounds in
racing circles. Jeri is turning out to be one hell of a publicist.
When you’re a rich professional driver, you need to put her on your
payroll.”

“Slow down, Chet. I’ve got two more years of
school. I just want to spend this summer and next doing what I’ve
been doing. Maybe after that, we’ll start talking about what comes
after I graduate.”

“No, Rafe, we’re going to start moving you
on. We’ll keep you driving sprint cars this summer but next year,
I’m going to try to get you a ride in at least a few Busch series
races. We’ll see how that goes and then if you want to shoot for
the big time when you’re out of school, you’ll be ready.”

“You worry about all that, Chester. In the
meantime, you just point me to a race car and I’ll drive it.”

“Good enough, Kid.”

*

The girls were, of course, thrilled to see
him. He had Jeri pass the word through e-mail that he was reserving
a room at one of the most elegant restaurants in Baltimore and any
of the members who wanted to come were invited. By the time, they
all RSVPed, there were 112 of them. He chose prime rib and baked
potatoes and salad for the menu. It cost him a pretty penny but he
thought they deserved it. Besides, that year he took off, between
racing and playing music and handling Laney’s funds, he’d piled up
money instead of spending it the way he thought he would. And he
always saved a big part of his allowance because there weren’t that
many things he really wanted, so his bank account had grown
significantly.

Jeri sent out a press release about the
Appreciation Dinner and it must have been a slow news cycle because
in addition to a couple of print reporters, Channel 5 News sent out
a crew to film them going in. They interviewed several of the
women, not dressed in Fan Club tee-shirts now, but in their
dress-up best. They, of course, expressed nothing but adoration for
Rafe. Mostly the media people wanted to talk to Rafe himself to get
a feel for what this was all about and he didn’t disappoint them.
Everyone who works in film knows that there are certain people with
whom the cameras simply fall in love and they could tell right away
that Rafe was one of them. The lenses seemed as if they wanted to
wrap themselves around him, enhancing his lean, chiseled
handsomeness, capturing the quick gleaming smile and the enigmatic
dark eyes, dwelling on the lock of black hair that fell so
appealingly across his forehead.

“How do you account for the fan club
phenomenon, Mr. Vincennes? I mean, let’s face it, your stature
hasn’t really reached the point where this would be expected?” the
beautiful blonde reporter, asked, all professional on camera, but
thinking, “hell, I know exactly how to account for it, I’m ready to
sign up myself. Can anyone say sex appeal?”

Rafe’s quick smile acknowledged that he
probably knew that was the answer as well but of course, he didn’t
say it.

“I don’t know, exactly. There’s just kind of
a connection among us. I can’t tell you how much their support
means to me……”

When the recorders and cameras were off, he
told her. “I can’t really explain to you in words but I could
probably show you.”

“What time do you expect your party to be
over, Mr. Vincennes?”

“I’d guess before midnight.”

She gave him a business card with her home
address and phone number written on the back. “Call and let me know
when you’re on your way.”

* *

Linda Dee gave a little moan when she saw him
on the news. Her daughter, Chelsea, who was home from college
herself, began to cry.

“Oh, my, God, Mom, he’s even better looking
than he was in school.”

“Chelsea, I’m warning you. If you even think
about joining his fan club, I will disown you!”

*

Lane spent her summer in a low-grade
depression. She did all the usual things, parties and water-skiing
and barbeques with her friends, but she just couldn’t seem to get
into the swing of the season. Everyone treated her gently and let
her get away with it for the most part because they attributed it
to Cal leaving. And that was a part of the reason. She missed him.
If he wasn’t quite the man of her dreams, as everyone believed, he
was a wonderful friend, one she’d relied on a lot. A bigger reason
for her emotional slump included Cal in another way, because he was
involved in the deceit she had to engage in when she allowed
everyone to make their assumptions. If her eyes suddenly filled
with tears and Missy patted her on the back with sympathy for her
broken heart, she had no choice but to go along with the
misconception.

It was the first time she’d really faced what
her feelings for Rafe implied for her future. She flat-out loved
him and she didn’t think she could change that even if she wanted
to but if she didn’t, she realized she would live her entire life
protecting a secret. She had already spent ten years with the
dominating fact of her existence being locked away inside herself.
She could never, ever confide in anyone except Rafe himself, never
be honest with her friends. Like now, when they were being
supportive and compassionate, but for the wrong reason, and she had
to let it happen that way. She wanted and needed their concern but
it made her feel guilty that it flowed from a lie.

Laney had to put constant effort into being
deceitful because at her core, she was naturally drawn toward
openness and honesty. She knew Rafe wasn’t at all like her. He
constructed his public persona in the way he wanted people to
perceive it although it didn’t even come close to the reality of
who he really was. He simply told people what he wanted them to
believe and rightness or wrongness didn’t even enter into it. She’d
asked him about it once, how he could lie so easily and make his
lies sound so sincere.

“What great cosmic law convinces you that you
owe people “the truth”, Lane? I don’t even really think in those
terms. My truth is whatever I say it is.”

She knew too that they were direct opposites
in terms of how they felt about one another. For her, love was an
all-encompassing thing. It filled her world. She still remembered
asking him once if they couldn’t run away together and take new
identities so they could be together all the time. He’d laughed at
her then but she still knew she’d give up everything else if it
meant she could spend her life with him. When he wasn’t around, it
was almost like a part of her went into suspended animation,
waiting for him to return, even though she went through all the
motions of her daily routine. Her mental calendar was always
focused on when they’d be together - Christmas, for instance, and
then when that was over, she concentrated on her trip to see him in
February. The rest of the dates were like time-fillers in
between.

But the harsh reality, she admitted to
herself, was that he didn’t feel the same way about her. She didn’t
doubt he loved her in his own way but she was allotted only one
small section of his brain. She had once tried to calculate what
percentage that section took up, and even though it was impossible
to measure in real terms, she estimated it was maybe 20 percent, if
that much. And she thought out of sight was pretty well out of mind
with Rafe.

The hard part of all this was that she knew
it would never be any different. Let’s say for the sake of
argument, they had run away together or that they were husband and
wife instead of brother and sister, he’d still be who he was, off
doing his own thing the majority of the time. That 20 percent of
himself was all he was willing, maybe even capable, of giving her
no matter what the circumstances. She thought faithfulness to Rafe
was about as elastic as his definition of truth.

So where did all that leave her and the rest
of her life? She sighed to herself. She couldn’t go much farther
with this line of thought until he left again because when he was
home, reason went out the window.

Last night, for instance. Renny and Magdelene
were at Cape Cod. She heard him come home late, felt every move he
made. Heard the shower come on and off as she lay there in her bed,
tense with anticipation. When she saw his shadow in her doorway and
heard him whisper, “Laney, are you asleep? Why don’t you come on
over here with me,” her heart leaped and she couldn’t get to him
quick enough. In bed, he’d kissed her and murmured, “in the
morning, Honey, I’m really tired tonight. I just wanted to feel you
close to me,” then put his arms around her and fell asleep. Just
feeling that beloved body beside her was enough to fill her with
happiness. And in the morning when he made love to her, she just
decided she wouldn’t think about the rest of it right now.

* *

Tom “Cowboy” Goslin hated Rafe. His loathing
was bone-deep and visceral. Partly, it was based on the natural
resentment of the old bull toward the young challenger. Cowboy had
been the cock of the walk around the MidCoast racing circuit for
several years and he still was, but he felt Rafe breathing down the
back of his neck. In his late 30’s, he was an attractive man in a
rough-hewn kind of way with his lanky frame and a weathered face
that featured a square jaw and ice blue eyes and a shock of
sun-streaked hair (invariably topped by a cowboy hat, hence, the
nickname). In real life, he owned a masonry business. He could
still lay brick or stone with the best of them and had upper arms
as thick as small logs to prove it. He had at one time hoped to
become a full-time driver, making the leap into the fame and
fortune of NASCAR stardom but at some point, he admitted that was
never going to happen and settled into enjoying the limited
notoriety and the women that came along with being the best of the
minor league.

He was realistic enough to know that
eventually some kid would come along and threaten his title and he
didn’t think he would have minded that so much if it had been a
youth much like he had been, a kid who’d had to bust his ass for
every little bit of success life let him have. He might even have
been willing to serve as a mentor for such a youngster.

But then this fucking little aristocrat comes
along who has obviously never had to work a day in his life but had
everything handed to him on a silver platter, not a silver platter,
a gold platter. Cowboy had seen his full name on the registry
records. Rafael Alain Vincennes, for Christ’s sake, what kind of
pussy name was that for a red-blooded American race car driver? And
he’d made a point to learn as much as he could about Rafel Alain
Vincennes, Esquire. Such as that he graduated valedictorian of his
class in high school and currently attended Princeton University,
one of the elite Ivy League colleges. He was familiar with the blue
Corvette, of course, and once he’d even driven down to Benedict and
asked around to find out where Heron Point was located. You
couldn’t see all that much from the road, just a lane of trees with
a gold stone mansion at the end of it and a long stretch of
Chesapeake Bay frontage beyond, the kind of place no one of his
means could ever hope to aspire to, except maybe as an employee
hired to build a wall or something.

And then, there was this situation with his
goddam fan club and the women coming to the track in their “we
‘heart’ Rafe” shirts. When he saw the coverage of the party on
Channel 5, Rafe surrounded by his bevy of worshipful females, it
almost made him want to hurl, both because of the women themselves
and because Rafe could make that kind of extravagant gesture.
Rewarding his faithful followers with a dinner at Brittain’s
Grille, a place Cowboy could barely afford to take even one woman
much less a hundred of’em!

And what frosted his balls absolutely worst
of all was Rafe’s attitude, the way he just accepted it all as if
it was his due. He swaggered around the track like he was the lord
and master and everybody else was his peasant. Well, Cowboy was
here to tell that little cocksucker, he wasn’t anybody’s fucking
peasant!

Most of his buds thought he was making too
much of it. They almost seemed to admire Rafe for his wins and his
women and that rankled too.

*

Rafe knew how Cowboy felt about him. How
could he not when Cowboy’s intense dislike practically radiated off
of him in waves? But he’d have known even if the man had made an
effort to keep it under wraps because paying attention to people
was a large part of how he got along in the world. Rafe tried to
simply avoid Cowboy as much as he could because he didn’t want any
trouble but he figured that trouble would eventually come his way
whether he wanted it or not. Cowboy would be forced by his own rage
to act. Rafe wondered what form it would take.

*

Rafe still didn’t drink but he liked bars,
especially the funky, country bars that race drivers and their fans
frequented. (Besides that, he just didn’t like being told by
society that he wasn’t allowed to do something). Sometimes, he and
some of the fan club girls went out dancing after the races. So, in
addition to the dinner, Rafe had spent another substantial chunk of
his savings on a primo set of alternate identification papers. The
driver’s license and the birth certificate and the passport were
exact duplicates of his real ones only with his birthdate changed
to reflect his age as 22.

*

On this particular night, he and Chester had
gone into the Overlook (due to its location overlooking the track)
after the races. As soon as they walked in the door, they saw
Cowboy with a few of his pals clustered around the pool table.

“Could be a bad situation, Rafe,” Chet
muttered.

“Yep, we’ll see, I guess.”

Chet ordered his usual Johnnie Walker Black
and water. Rafe ordered a Scotch too with water on the side, then
passed the Scotch to Chet and drank the water.

They’d been there maybe 15 minutes when
Cowboy ambled over and asked Rafe if he wanted to put his name down
to play the winner of the next game of pool. Chances were very good
that would be Cowboy because he was a killer pool player.

“Sure, put me down and let me know when I’m
up.”

“I don’t know if that was very smart,”
Chester told him.

“What else could I do? It would piss him off
if I refused.”

“You any good at playing pool, Kid?”

A smile flashed across Rafe’s face. “I’m
unbeatable at pool, Chet.”

“Maybe you ought to let him win?”

“Nah, I wouldn’t do that. It’d be against my
principles. Besides, we may as well get this over with.”

“Okay, Hotshot, you’re up,” Cowboy called
over.

Cowboy had his own pool cue, with his name on
it, carried it in a black leather carrying case, also with his name
on it. He chalked the tip, broke the table, got the five ball in
the pocket, then missed his next shot, leaving the rest of the
balls scattered across the green felt. He stood back satisfied that
he’d left Rafe in an untenable position.

Rafe balanced a couple of the house cues,
selected the second one he tried and ran the table. No muss, no
fuss. Not spending a lot of time pondering his shots, just doing
it, one ball right after another. One of the men watching
whistled.

The next guy listed next on the board came
forward, ready to play Rafe.

“No!” Cowboy motioned him off, teeth
clenched. “Get back! This is between us.”

He racked the balls. “Winner’s choice.”

Rafe broke and ran the table in the same no
nonsense style as before.

Cowboy’s always weather-reddened face was the
shade of Georgia clay by then. His eyes were narrowed, his mouth
twisted.

“Again.”

They were standing close together as Cowboy
prepared to remove the rack from the balls while Rafe stood
waiting.

“I’ll warn you,” Rafe told him. “You can play
me all night long and you’ll never win, so you decide how much time
you want to waste.”

He sensed the punch coming but decided to eat
it. He wanted everyone watching to know exactly who had started
this fight and how, not by calling him out fair and square, but
with a blindside attack. Could be a mistake to play it that way.
Cowboy had some powerful arms and fists. If he hit Rafe hard enough
to incapacitate him, it was game over. But Rafe had instantly
calculated the odds and figured from the position Cowboy was in, he
couldn’t put that much force behind his punch. Rafe moved his head
so the glancing blow struck him at the side of his eye. Not even
hard enough to knock him down but he pretended to drop anyway. On
his way down, he gathered himself and lunged, driving his head
straight into Cowboy’s balls. He wasn’t in a stable enough position
to make the most of it anymore than Cowboy had been, but it did the
trick. The bigger man fell, clutching his testicles.

His friends came over to help him up.

“Jesus, Cowboy, what the hell was that all
about? All he did was beat you fair and square. You had no call to
hit him.”

“You.” He pointed at Rafe. “This isn’t over.
Let’s go outside.”

“No, come on, Cowboy, let it go. Leave the
kid alone.”

“Yeah, Man, you’re so much older and bigger,
it won’t even be a fair fight.”

He shook them off and motioned again to Rafe,
who shrugged and headed for the door. Chester came up behind him,
“how do you want to play this, Rafe?”

“I think it will be all right, Chet.”

As soon as they were out the door, Cowboy
went for him, wading in with his fists pumping. Rafe figured that
would be his style because he was furious and fury made men stupid.
He had little difficulty avoiding the other man’s attack. Rafe
wasn’t the hardest puncher in the world. His advantage was
blistering speed that allowed him to hit the other man and move
away so fast, Cowboy couldn’t keep up with his position. By the
time, he realized where Rafe was and targeted him, he was gone.
Meanwhile, Rafe kept up his own series of relentless strikes - in
the kidneys, on the jaw, in the nose. Rafe didn’t believe in
fighting fair. You fought to win - period. Within a few minutes, it
was over. For the second, time Cowboy was on the ground. Instantly,
as he fell, Rafe pulled the switchblade from his boot. They all
heard it snick open.

He pressed the point into Cowboy’s
crotch.

“Just listen for a minute, Cowboy,” he said
in an even voice. “I’ve tried the best I could to stay out of your
way because I didn’t want a hassle with you.” He pressed the knife
point a little harder. “But I’m not going to do that anymore. Now I
think you need to stay out of my way because, if you don’t, so help
me God, you’ll spend the rest of your life sitting down to
piss.”

The blade disappeared.

*

Chet and Rafe returned to the bar. Cowboy and
his crew didn’t come back in.

“I gotta’ say, Kid, you are always just a
bundle of surprises. Where’d you learn to play pool like that?”

“We have a pool table at home. I watched my
brothers when I was young and then I practiced until I got so I
could figure the angles and and where one ball had to hit another
to make it go where I wanted it and the speed it needed to be
going. I got so I could run the table almost every time.”

“And what about fighting, Rafe?”

“Fighting is just commonsense, Chet.”

“Commonsense, huh?”

“Yep, minimizing your opponent’s strength and
maximizing your own. Like brute force is Cowboy’s strong point and
speed is mine so I had to make that work for me.”

“He never even laid a hand on you and you
must have hit him at least ten times.”

A smile flickered across Rafe’s face.
“Exactly ten times, Chet.”

“Rafe?”

“What?”

“Would you have cut him if he’d come at
you.”

Chet thought the dark eyes turned to him were
the coldest he’d ever seen.

“In a heartbeat, Chet.”

* *

“Well, you’re halfway through, Rafe, what do
you think by now?”

“I hate it, Dad. It feels like prison but you
know I’ll do it, for you, if for no other reason.”

Rafe’s feelings for Renny resembled love and
it was love in a way, although not love in the traditional sense.
It was more like he acknowledged Renny as the alpha male. He
admired, respected and even feared his father’s power. He sought
Renny’s approval as any subordinate wants the approval of its
superior and because of that, he willingly submitted to his
father’s domination. It would remain that way as long as Renny was
strong enough to assert his leadership.

*

“I can make it a little easier for you these
next two years. If you think it would help, I’m willing to pay for
you to rent an apartment in or near Princeton so you can get out of
the dorm. I assume that’s the part you dislike the most?”

“Yes! If I could just have more privacy, it
would make all the difference, Dad. I feel so exposed in the
dorm.”

“Well, you might want to reconnoiter the area
before school starts and see what you can find. I think housing is
at a premium around Princeton. If you wait too long, you might have
a hard time finding anything close. Why don’t you take your sister
with you? Getting away for a couple days would probably do her
good. She’s been down in the dumps since her boyfriend moved.”

He handed Renny a check. “I’m going to give
you $5,000. That ought to be enough to pay a month’s rent and a
damage deposit as well as your travel expenses. I’ve done a little
research (actually he’d talked to Gil). You ought to be able to
find something livable for less than $2,000 a month if you don’t
mind a bit of a commute.”

Renny took the check. “I really appreciate
this, Dad.”

*

They set off the next Monday. Laney was
joyful at the thought of two or three days of freedom with Rafe. He
was pretty happy himself, mostly about the prospect of never having
to return to a dorm although, of course, he was glad to have Laney
with him too.

The first night, they just stayed at the
motel after going out to dinner and buying a paper. Lane read the
want ads for rentals while Rafe did research on his laptop. They
made a list of places they wanted to check out the next day.

Then Rafe ran his hands in her hair. “Take
your clothes off and get into the bed, Woman,” he ordered
teasingly.

Are your intentions honorable, Sir?”

“I’ve never had an honorable intention in my
life.”

“Oh, good!”

*

They’d looked at apartment complexes until
they could hardly remember which apartment offered which
amenities.

“I can settle for any of them if I have to,”
Rafe told her, “anything is better than the dorm.”

Now they were parked in front of a
three-story, turn-of-the-century Victorian in a residential
neighborhood, palely pink, with lilac and peach and light turquoise
trim. No one answered the doorbell so they went through the gate in
the privacy fence into a landscaped yard filled with flowers and
blooming shrubs and trees and meandering brick pathways. They
followed the voices they heard coming from the pool area. Seated at
a table by the pool were two men in swimming trunks.

“Are you the ones with the apartment for
rent?” Rafe asked.

“Depends,” said the first man. He was 50-ish,
stocky and bald with friendly hazel eyes and a wide, humorous
smile, framed by a neat brown goatee and mustache.

Rafe cocked one dark eyebrow, “on what?”

“Are you gay?” The second man was probably in
his early 60’s, with perfectly barbered silver hair and eyes that
matched. He managed to look distinguished even in swimming
trunks.

“Do I have to be?”

“We prefer it,” said the younger man. “And by
the way, my name is Vic and that’s Chas.”

“Well, Vic, I’m not gay so if that’s a
deal-killer, I guess there’s no sense wasting your time. I do have
a brother who is gay though and I could probably get him to give me
a reference, if that would help.”

Vic looked at Chas with a gleam in his eye.
“He isn’t gay, but he is beautiful, so having him around as eye
candy would be a pleasant diversion.”

“That’s true,” said Chas, “and no messy
aftermath if one of our friends got involved with him and ended up
with a broken heart,” speaking as if Rafe wasn’t there.

They both waited expectantly to see what
Rafe’s reaction to their comments would be.

“I’m good at gentle rejection,” he assured
them, his mouth quirking in amusement.

“What’s your name?”

“Rafe Vincennes and this is my sister,
Lane.”

“So, Rafe Vincennes, tell us why you’d make a
good tenant?”

“I don’t drink, I don’t smoke and I don’t
party. I do have women in occasionally, actually maybe a little
oftener than occasionally, but almost always only one at a time.”
Both men were a little startled by the electric smile that went
flashing across his face.

“Whoa,” thought Vic, “that’s high voltage
stuff.”

“Anything else?”

“If you’d allow it, I’d like to bring my
German Shepherd. I’d promise not to let him damage anything.”

“We were thinking of getting a watchdog
anyway, weren’t we, Chas?”

“We were?” asked Chas.

“One thing. We have parties back here by the
pool sometimes. It’s very private so we don’t worry much about
offending the neighbors. You’re not easily shockable, are you,
Rafe?” Vic asked anxiously.

Laney giggled, “I can’t think what it would
take to shock Rafe.”

Vic went on, “and I feel I need to warn you.
You’re welcome to use the hot tub but it’s at your own risk. We
couldn’t guarantee what might happen, what some of our friends
might do if you, if you…”

Rafe nodded seriously, “I’ll probably avoid
the hot tub altogether.”

“Good, good. Well, I think that’s all the
concerns I have. Why don’t we show you the place and see if you
like it.”

Rafe and Lane followed them down a
flower-lined path to the carriage house. It was a small brick
building, trimmed in green, with a tile roof. There were flower
boxes full of fuschia petunias at the windows that went across the
front of the structure. They entered by means of a green door with
a brass knocker in the shape of an erect penis.

“We can replace it, if it will bother you,”
Vic told him.

Rafe chuckled, “Nah, I don’t care as long as
it opens the door.”

The inside was all high ceilings, golden oak
floors and sunny windows. There were three rooms flowing into one
another through wide archways - a modern kitchen with a bar
separating it from the living room, which featured off-white
Italian leather furniture and a white brick fireplace and from
there, a spacious bedroom with a king-sized bed and a mirrored
wall. The bathroom off the bedroom contained a sunken tub and a
double sink with a long marble countertop. The whole place was
creatively decorated in subdued hues splashed with colorful spread
rugs and paintings and pillows. Large braided Ficus trees and pots
of Schefflera filled the corners, a tall elegant vase of ceramic
Calla Lillies adorned the mantel of the fireplace. Chas opened the
entertainment center opposite the sofa.

“The television and stereo are in here.” Vic
showed him.

“You get the use one of the spots in the
garage off the alley,” said Chas.

“What do you think?” they both said at the
same time.

“I think it’s great.” Rafe told them,
“perfect. I’ve only got one worry.”

“What’s that?”

“I’ve never been into plants much. You’d have
to give me instructions about taking care of them.”

“Oh, we can do that or come in and do it for
you. The plants are no problem,” Chas assured him.

“Well, maybe you’d better tell me how much
then to see if I can even afford it.”

“We usually charge $1,800 with $100 a month
extra for a pet, but we can drop the extra hundred, can’t we,
Chas?”

“Why don’t I start out paying the $100 until
you see for yourself that Hawk isn’t going to harm anything, then
we can drop it later if you feel comfortable.”

“Yes, that’s a good way to do it.” Chas
smiled warmly “When do you want to move in?”

“Not ‘til closer to the end of the month but
I’ll go ahead and start my rent now. That way you won’t lose
anything waiting on me.” He wrote them a check.

*

They both watched the narrow hips saunter
gracefully down the sidewalk to the gate.

“What a fucking waste,” said Chas.

“It’s going to be different having a straight
guy as a tenant but I think this one’s going to be fun, don’t you,
Chas?”

“Interesting, to say the least,” Chas
replied.

*

“I just googled our new tenant, Chas.”

“Aren’t you supposed to do that before we
rent to him, Vic? If he’s a felon, it’s already too late.”

“He isn’t a felon. He’s a race car driver. He
has his own website and his own fan club. He’s a big super-athelete
at Princeton. They call him Rafe the Wraith because he’s so fast.
He won the Chesapeake Regatta two years ago. The family is hugely
rich. They live on an estate on the Eastern Shore called Heron
Point. I researched some of his brothers and sisters. The gay
brother, Denis, is an artist. His partner is an actor. He has the
lead role in “It’s in the Cards”, you know, it’s playing at the
Broadhurst. Maybe after he gets settled in, we ought to ask him to
invite his brother and his friend to one of our parties.”

“Let’s not jump too far ahead of ourselves,
Vic. Let’s just wait and see what he turns out to be like
first.”

 


~ ~ ~


CHAPTER 9

What he turned out to be was the most
favorite tenant they’d ever had. They and all their friends adopted
him, almost like a pet, and they adored the pet of their pet too,
the playful puppy, Hawk.

“It’s like having a sensuously silky black
Persian kitten show up on your doorstep. He doesn’t really provide
any useful function except that he just makes you want to smile
when you see him stalking across the yard or sunning himself at the
pool,” said Vic.

“Yes, and you can hardly resist the urge to
reach out and stroke him.” Chas agreed.

It was almost a relief that he was straight
because there were no jealousies or hurt feelings to contend with
as there most likely would have been had there been competition for
his attention among their guests. Not that everyone didn’t seek his
attention. They vied for that devastating smile to shine their way
but without the sexual element, there was nothing hurtful in
it.

So they babied him and pampered him and
spoiled him, sharing their food with him (they were both wonderful
cooks, he’d never eaten so well), showing him off at their parties
(which he usually joined for a while but left before things started
getting more, well, seriously gay), taking Hawk for walks during
the day while he was gone. He told them to come in the house to get
Hawk or water the plants or whatever whenever they wanted. Private
as he was, for some reason, it didn’t seem invasive when they
entered his space. They had thought they’d clean the house for him
but discovered, it never needed cleaning. He was a perfect
housekeeper himself. No dish was ever undone, no bed ever unmade,
no pillow ever out of place.

He came over and watched the ballgames with
them in the high ceilinged Victorian living room with its plush
rugs and carved wood fireplace and tall windows with velvet
draperies and the round tower room at one end. Mostly stretched out
on the floor with his head resting against a big pillow, Hawk’s
head on one brown leg.

*

They were definitely curious about his
personal life and peered through the bay window in the French
county kitchen to see who he was bringing home with him tonight.
Sometimes he paused in the light of the floodlight in the yard and
gave them an ironic salute before he escorted his company into the
carriage house door.

Chas watched the parade of blondes, redheads
and brunettes and said, “and they accuse us of being
promiscuous.”

They were open about their nibbiness but he
didn’t seem to resent it.

“Rafe, Darling, do you ever sleep with the
same one twice?”

“Hardly ever. Life is less complicated that
way. Go out with them twice and the next thing you know, they have
expectations I don’t want to have to deal with.”

“We couldn’t help but notice that you had two
girls with you the other evening, Rafe.”

“Best friends,” he explained, “they like
doing things together.”

“That was a beautiful African-American girl
you were with last night, Rafe.”

“Do you guys have a bell that rings when I
come through the garage door so you know to race over to your
windows?” he asked, grinning.

“No, we just keep one eye out for your return
when you’re not here. Do you mind?”

“No,” he smiled in amusement. “I don’t care.
It’s almost like having Mom and Dad waiting up until I get home,
which incidentally, my own parents never did.”

One thing about the carriage house - “You
guys have taught me something.”

“What’s that, Rafe?”

“I never knew how much women love mirrors.
Sometimes, when they’re going down on me, they glance over at the
mirrors in the bedroom and get so caught up in admiring themselves
with my cock in their mouth, they lose their train of thought and I
have to remind them to keep going. If I ever buy my own house, I’ll
probably have a mirrored wall.”

“We’re so glad we can be of assistance, Rafe
Darling,” Vic said dryly.

*

Sometimes, their friends developed mad
crushes on him. They watched to see if he needed their help in
extricating himself but he never took offense and wielded his
rejections with kind courtesy, using them as his shield.

“I’m wildly attracted to you, Rafe. Just let
me give you a blow job. I know I could make you so happy.”

“I can’t do that, Blake. I promised Vic and
Chas I wouldn’t get involved with any of their guests. They have
sort of a non-fraternization policy and I respect them too to let
them down but if I was going to do that, Blake, you’d probably be
the one.”

“I would, Rafe?”

“Yes, but it’s not going to happen so…..”

*

“Have you ever been tempted, Rafe, even a
little bit, by a man?”

“You know, Vic, I guess I’ve never given it
any thought. It’s not that I’d have any moral compunction against
it. If, say, I was in prison and there were no women, I wouldn’t go
without sex. I’d probably be the first one to tag myself a partner.
I imagine one mouth on your dick feels pretty much like another.
It’s just the girls have always been so available, I never had to
think any farther than that.”

“Yes,” said Chas in his wry manner, “I
suppose when you’ve taken it upon yourself to single-handedly fuck
one entire half of the sexual universe, you don’t really need any
more options.”

*

They faithfully read the Princeton Weekly
Bulletin on-line for news about him. Then they started going to his
games, jumping up and screaming, “run, Rafe, run” when he got a
hit. When he drove one home, he always looked up and gave them a
victorious thumbs up as he jogged back to the dugout.

*

“We read in the newspaper that grades have
been handed out. You’re doing okay with your grades, aren’t you,
Rafe Darling?”

“You’re asking me about my grades, Vic?” he
asked incredulously. “Am I going to have to start bringing you my
report card next?”

“Well, no, of course not….not unless you just
want to.”

“I don’t want to, Vic, but if you’re really
that curious, you can look them up on the internet. My user name is
rvincennes; my password is raven103.”

*

“Straight A’s!” he told Chas proudly that
night. “A’s as far as the eye can see!”

“Do you think we’re starting to know what it
feels like to have a son, Vic?”

* *

“Hi, Ren.”

“Hey, Gil, how’s it going in lovely New
Jersey?”

“One more year after this one, Renny, and
we’ll be lazing on the sunny beaches of coastal Alabama.”

“I’m don’t blame you for being impatient to
go. You’ve got a wonderful place there.”

“And what about you and Maggie? Did you find
anything in Florida?”

“No, Maggie fell in love with a place in Fort
Lauderdale but, you know, Gil, it’s me that has to deal with
property managers and being concerned with whether it’s going to be
blown away in a hurricane. I’m trying to pare down my
responsibilities, not take on more. She was sort of disappointed
but I told her, I’d buy it for her and put it in her name, give her
a checkbook and an allowance to take care of it and turn all the
decisions over to her and if she wanted it under those conditions,
fine.” He chuckled. “She decided against it.”

“Whew, more power to you, Ren. I don’t think
I could get away with handling Cindy that way. But anyway, to the
main reason for my call, I think you made the right move letting
Rafe live off campus. He actually seems happy this year.”

“Good, I thought getting him out of the dorm
would help.”

“Yeah, it seems like Rafe’s Riders has ended.
Don’t hear anymore about it. I think that was more about relieving
stress than the women themselves. I suppose he just takes them home
now. It’s too late for Helene Barnes though. She came to me and
said she was leaving Women’s Studies, that she’d just lost the
heart for it. I’d love to know what happened between her and Rafe
but I don’t suppose I ever will.”

“I’m still willing to sound him out about it
if you want me to, Gil.”

“Yeah, why don’t you? I know I said not to at
first but I’m just damned curious to know the story. Don’t browbeat
him though, just see if you can find a way to bring it up and feel
him out. Everything else with Rafe is the same. Grades -A’s,
baseball stats - great. Far as I can tell, he drops into Ivy and
eats now and then when he’s on campus all day but mostly, he’s a
commuter. Does what he has to do here and leaves.”

“Okay, I appreciate the call, Gil, and I’ll
see if I can do a little interrogation for you.

“All right, talk to you later, Ren.”

* *

Dear Rafe - Haven’t heard from you. Is
everything okay at your end? How are you getting along with your
landlords? Do you like it there? I’m dating again but I decided to
play the field a little this year and not get hooked up with just
one person. Well, I suppose I would if I really liked someone a lot
like I did Cal but I haven’t been with anyone else I felt that way
about. I think I’ve been doing some good stuff for the Scribe. I’d
like to be Editor next year. I talked Mom into letting me get a
puppy for IN THE HOUSE, can you believe it? She said she’d approve
it since I was the last kid left. She said she never would let
anyone else because she couldn’t let just one do it or she would
have had 6 or 7 dogs running around underfoot. Maybe she just feels
sorry for me because I’m alone so much. Anyway, I’m going to get a
Yorkshire Terrier. Misty’s little dog had a litter of pups and
they’ll be weaned next week so I’m going to go choose one. I love
you, Rafe.

*

Hi Lane - You’ll love having a dog with you
all the time. I hated always having to put Raven out in the kennel
but it’s great to have Hawk right in the house. I don’t let him
sleep on the bed though. I will NOT sleep with a dog! This is the
best place. I sure lucked into something good. Vic and Chas are
terrific. They poke their nose into every bit of my business but
for some reason, it doesn’t bother me like it would if it was
anyone else. I think they would adopt me if they could. They even
come to my games! School is so much more relaxing since I’m here.
That’s really good about your writing. Hey, Honey, are you sure
you’re all right with this dating stuff? I’m getting kind of a bad
vibe. Talk to me. I love you too.

*

Hi Rafe - Well, I got my little girl and she
is the most adorable thing in the world. I named her Shasta. I keep
her in her crate beside my bed, at least until she’s potty-trained.
Mom and Dad left for Spain so it helps a lot to have something else
alive in the house. I got named the Queen of the Harvest Ball.
That’s nice, I guess, only being the 4th Vincennes girl to get it,
it’s more like it’s expected than anything else. I’m going to the
dance with Brad Andrews. He was named King and since he doesn’t
have a steady girlfriend either, we figured we might as well hook
up. I can’t really explain how I feel over e-mail. It’s too
complicated. I’ll just wait to talk to you when you come home at
Xmas which seems like eons away but I guess it will eventually
come. I’m glad you’re happy at the new place. All my love,
Lane.

*

Lane - Things are kind of hectic right now.
Stacks and stacks of assignments but if you really need me to, I’ll
make a quick trip home, at least an overnight. Let me know. I’d
suggest you come here. You have your car now and it’s a fairly
quick trip (even quicker the way I drive - ha!) but I don’t suppose
you want to leave Shasta right now. You could bring her with you.
Let me know. I’ll come if you need me. I know how you feel about
being elected Queen, felt the same way about being King. Like they
just give it to every Vincennes out of force of habit. Well, you’ll
be the last. R

*

Rafe - No, that’s okay. Geez, if I was the
cause of you getting a bad grade (like an A- ?) I’d never forgive
myself! It’s nothing that can’t wait ‘til Christmas. I don’t know
what you’d do anyway. I have some family news. Wyatt saved some of
his men who were pinned down in Iraq and got awarded a Silver Star!
Pretty neat, huh? I don’t know all the details. I suppose we’ll
hear about it when he comes home. They are going to have another
baby and so are Jocey and Edgar. We just keep growing and growing
but I doubt if any of our generation are going to match Mom and
Dad! And, last but not least, Annecy is engaged to one of the other
veterinarians at her clinic. She’s getting married next October
here at St James, with an outdoor reception at the house. She wants
all her sisters to be bridesmaids - even me!

*

Lane - Hurray for Wyatt! Now that’s
impressive! Baby news is getting to be pretty old hat in our
family. Nice for Annecy. I’m glad she asked you too since the two
of us usually get left out. Not that I mind but I know you do.
How’s the housebreaking going? Hawk was a breeze but I’ve heard
small dogs are harder. Anyway, I’m lucky because Vic and Chas love
Hawk and take him for walks and let him out while I’m gone. An A
minus? Honor would impel me to commit hari kari! R

*

Lane didn’t know if she really was going to
confide in Rafe when he came home and that would feel really
strange because she’d always told him absolutely everything but she
wasn’t sure about this. The fact was she’d gotten a little
desperate and had sex with four boys since school started, trying,
hoping, to discover that there was someone out there besides Rafe
who could make her feel the way she wanted to feel. Because what if
no one could make that happen except her brother? Where was that
going to leave her? Would it mean if she ever wanted to get married
and have a family, she’d finally have to settle for a man who
didn’t excite her? Or would she end up hanging around at the edges
of Rafe’s life, waiting for his 20 percent? How pathetic was that?
And it hadn’t worked anyway and now she felt a little sick and
ashamed of what she’d done. None of the four had come remotely
close to bringing her satisfaction. In fact, she couldn’t wait for
it to be over.

She’d come home on top of the world after the
trip to New Jersey. She’d talked Rafe into staying three days
although the apartment business was already taken care of by then.
She thought he would have preferred to just head back but he’d let
her have her way. And he was sweet and wonderful and generous the
whole time and even after they got home. And then he left for
school again and her good mood just crashed and she was back to
trying to figure out where she was going with her life.

*

He came home to the gatehouse to find a
large, lighted wreath, featuring red ribbons and a smiling Santa,
on his front door. Inside, on the mantel, was a small tree covered
with white lights, gold bows with trailing streamers and gold and
silver bulbs. Lying beside it was a small package, also wrapped in
gold with a tiny gold bow on top. It was laying on top of a card
with his name on it. A second package was larger and had a tag that
said, “for Hawk”.

He grabbed up the packages and told the puppy
who was impatiently waiting to go out, “we’d better take these over
so they can see us open them, don’t you think?”

He didn’t even knock at the door anymore,
just opened it and called out, “you guys home?”

“In the living room, Rafe, come on in.”

He opened Hawk’s gift first - an intricately
handtooled leather collar with his name on a silver nameplate.”

“I’m glad you did this,” Rafe told them.
“I’ve just been using Raven’s old collar but I think he deserves
one of his own.”

Then his present, which turned out to be a
small gold bullion bar, smaller but a little thicker than a credit
card, rounded on the corners, with the words engraved in tiny
letters, “love and luck”.

“It’s a good luck piece, Rafe, to keep you
safe. We both held it and infused our love into it.” Vic
explained.

“And it’s a little thing so it’s convenient
to carry in your pocket. We know you don’t like ostentation.”

“It’s the coolest gift I’ve ever been given,”
he told them.” I’ll always keep it with me.”

They had roast pork and potatoes in the
bright yellow kitchen and he hugged them both before he left. “I
have something for you guys too but it’s not quite finished.
Everything got too frantic there at the last. I’ll probably send
it. I’m leaving early in the morning, probably before you’re up.
I’ll see you when I get back.”

His card said, “To Rafe with love from your
“godfathers”, Chas & Vic.” He propped it up on the mantel
beside the Christmas tree.

*

When he did get home, he ended up convincing
Laney to confide in him, pulling her onto his lap, saying, “come
on, Honey, you can talk to me.”

So she told him about the four boys and held
her breath to see if he was going to be upset with her but he
wasn’t, which she should have figured, really, because Rafe was the
most non-judgmental person she knew.

“It’s no big deal, Lane. You tried something.
It didn’t work. Don’t beat yourself up about it. Sex doesn’t change
you. You’re still exactly the same person you were before, no
better and no worse.” He stroked her hair, “but, Honey, I do think
you’re rushing things. Remember me telling you lots of girls need
to be in love before they can reach a climax?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I expect you’re like that and I don’t
think it’s something you can force, Sweetie. You’re only 17 and you
have no idea who or what the future is going to bring you. Why
don’t you just take it easy and not worry about it quite yet. If it
is going to happen, it will be when it’s meant to. If you try too
hard, you’ll just get more and more stressed and make it worse,
like those women who don’t get pregnant until they finally give
up.”

She put her head on his shoulder, “Oh, Rafe,
I feel so much better talking to you. I wasn’t going to tell you
but I’m glad I did.”

“Well, sure you were going to tell me, Lane.
You always do.”

He breathed his warm breath into her ear,
sliding his hand up under her shirt. “In the meantime, there’s one
thing I can fix for you, Lane, since it seems that no one else
can.”

She felt that familiar tingle shoot from her
groin up into her belly, the same one she’d been feeling since she
was seven years old.

*

Shasta attached herself to Rafe. It made
Laney a little jealous although she was used to that way he had
with animals that seemed to attract them to him. In a way, she
guessed it was good because she’d not been having much luck with
housebreaking but Rafe took Shasta in hand and within a few days,
she had it down pat and no more accidents. He’d convinced Magdelene
to let Hawk stay in the house when he was there too.

“Are you getting soft in your old age,
Maggie?” her husband asked. “Your rule about pets inside used to be
absolute and now you’ve allowed two of them.”

“Well, Rafe said he keeps Hawk in his
apartment so he’s not used to being in a kennel and you know, his
dogs are always so well behaved….”

He patted her hand affectionately, “I don’t
care, Darlin’, I’m only teasing you.”

The puppies loved having a playmate too. You
could hear them chasing one another down the hall. Hawk, in that
awkward gallop of a 9 month old German Shepherd, with paws still
too big for his body, and Shasta, pattering along behind, trying to
keep up, a gnat to his bumblebee. When he couldn’t stand the racket
anymore, Rafe snapped his fingers, telling them “cool it” and
they’d flop down on the floor beside him and go to sleep, the
Yorkie curled up beside Hawk’s belly.

*

Rafe was surprised to be summonsed to Renny’s
study. Usually Renny had a reason to call him in and there was no
reason he could think of that his father would want to talk to
him.

“So, Rafe, how’s it going at school so far
this year?”

“Good, Dad. Being in the apartment is like
being in heaven after the the dorm.”

“I’m glad it’s working out for you so well.
And school itself, that’s all right too? Your classes are
okay?”

“Yes, my classes are going fine.”

“And football?”

“Yes, fine too.” He was becoming cautious
now. Something must be up. Renny wasn’t usually one for wasting
time on small talk.

Renny sensed the guard coming down although
there was no perceptible change in his son’s posture.

“Well, Rafe, I’ve been given a homework
assignment too. I was asked to feel you out about something but I
guess I’d just as soon ask you directly and I expect an honest
answer.”

“What’s this about, Dad?”

“The business about you and Professor Barnes
and whatever happened between you.”

Jesus, how did Renny know about that? He was
silent, trying to decide how to respond.

“Don’t be figuring how to con me, Rafe,”
Renny said sharply, “just tell it to me straight.”

“I’m not trying to con you, I was just trying
to think where to start.”

“The beginning usually works the best,” Renny
responded dryly.

Rafe took a deep breath. “She called me to
her office at the start of last year. She had no reason to do that
because I wasn’t taking any of her classes. She didn’t even know me
except what some of her students had told her. She was especially
upset about some of the girls calling themselves Rafe’s Riders
because sometimes when I went out in the car, I took a woman with
me and we stayed at a hotel overnight. But, Dad, that wasn’t my
idea. I’ve never told anyone the name of any girl I’ve ever had sex
with, ever. If anyone talks about it, it’s them, and I can’t
control that. Anyway, she told me I was a sexual predator. It
pissed me off because it isn’t true. I don’t deny sleeping with
lots of girls but they are always free and willing and I don’t
pretend I’m going to marry them or anything. She fucked with me,
Dad, and I decided I was going to fuck back with her.”

“And how did you do that?”

“I found out she had a girlfriend who was bi.
I joined the gym where she worked in order to meet her. We started
having an affair. Ms Barnes caught us in bed together.”

“You set that up on purpose?”

Black eyes held black eyes.

“Yes.”

“That was pretty cold, Rafe.”

“I was just going along minding my own
business, not bothering her at all. She’s the one who decided to
jump into my life. If she’s paying a price for it now, it’s her own
fault.”

“I gather she’s paying a rather steep price.
I hear she’s leaving Women’s Studies altogether.”

The smile was there and then it was gone.
“She was a hypocrite. Lots of posters on her wall glorifying
choice, but treating her girls like innocent maidens taken
advantage of by an evil male. It was bullshit.” The tone of his
voice was unyielding. “She should have thought twice before she
tried to screw me over, Dad.”

“Yes, it sounds like she didn’t know what she
was dealing with, but then, I doubt very many people know what
they’re dealing with when it comes to you, Rafe.“

“But you do, Dad?”

“Yes, Rafe, I do.”

They stared each other down. Rafe’s eyes
dropped first.

“Dad, I…..”

“That’s all I wanted to know, Rafe. You can
go now.”

*

“So, Gil, that’s the story.”

“Wow, I hope Rafe never decides to turn to
criminal activities or we’re probably all in trouble. I can
understand him being angry and maybe striking out in some way but
such a calculated cruelty is sort of breathtaking. He homed right
in on Helene’s biggest vulnerability.”

“I don’t think Rafe is one for striking out
impulsively. Anything he does will always be carefully
planned.”

“Scary, Ren, because he’s so fucking
brilliant. Poor Helene. She really loves that girl. What she did
was stupid but I don’t think she deserved to be punished so
severely.”

“He’s always been the way he is, Gil, even
when he was a little boy. I doubt he’s going to change. So, I just
wanted to share the information with you, like I said I would.”

“Okay, Ren, thanks.”

*

The drawing was delivered while he was still
in Maryland. He’d done it mostly at the art building on campus
since he couldn’t hide it from them in the carriage house. It was
the size of a poster, a collage of them in various activities - Vic
standing over the stove tasting from a big spoon, Chas arranging a
vase of flowers, Vic opening the door of his Jaguar, Chas at the
piano, both of them kissing with their arms around one another. At
the very bottom, he’d written - “thank God for family, Rafe”.

Vic had tears in his eyes. “Oh, my God, Chas,
isn’t it marvelous? Did you have any idea he could do this?”

The individual illustrations were so
intricately detailed- each key of the piano, the pan on the stove,
the trim on the Jag, the petals of the flowers - and they
themselves were so unstudied, not in the least like they were
posing, but just them unselfconsciously being Chas and Vic.

“No, no clue, Vic. Our Rafe is a boy of many
talents.”

It was matted and framed in walnut. They gave
it the place of honor in the foyer.

Everyone who saw it wanted to hire him to do
one for them but drawing was only something he did for fun. He had
no desire to turn it into a job.

* *

“Rafe!” Chas’ voice was verging on
hysterical.

“What’s the matter, Chas?”

“It’s Vic. He’s in the hospital. He got
beaten up. They’re taking him into surgery. I’m so worried, Rafe,
I’m just wrecked. Can you come?”

“I’m heading for the garage now. Hang on,
Chas. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

He sped even more than usual getting to the
hospital. He found Chas in the small waiting room outside surgery,
holding a paper cup of coffee with shaking hands.

“God, I’m glad to see you, Rafe. I stayed
with him in E.R. until they brought him here. He looks like a
villain in a horror movie. His face is swollen like a black
balloon. His nose and, they think, his cheekbone is broken, some
teeth gone. The doc also suspects he has some broken ribs and his
hand is fractured. The cops said it looked like his attacker hit
him over and over in the face and then, after he fell, kicked him
in the side and stepped on his hand, grinding it into the
concrete.

“Was he conscious?” Rafe asked.

“Barely. The officers tried to take a
preliminary report but he wasn’t able to tell them much. They said
they’d come back later when he was more coherent.”

Rafe kept Chas company until Vic was taken to
the recovery room.

“I’m going to leave now, Chas. I don’t want
to be here when the cops come back because I don’t want them to
associate me with Vic. But Chas, I want to know every detail. If
they know who did it and who it was and any other information
they’ll give you about him. If you don’t think you can remember,
write it down so you can tell me later. Call me when you’re ready
to come home and I’ll come and get you. You’re not in any shape to
drive. Tell Vic when he wakes up, I’ll be back after the police
have gone.”

“Why don’t you want to be here, Rafe? You’d
be more likely to ask sensible questions than me right now.”

“I’ve got my reasons. Trust me, Chas. It’s
better this way.”

“You’re not in any trouble with the law
yourself are you?”

A smile flickered across Rafe’s face, “no,
and I don’t plan to be.”

*

Chas called him later and he went back to the
hospital. Vic was awake by then but groaning with pain.

“I talked to the officers, Rafe,” Chas told
him. “There was a witness and they arrested the guy. His name is
Bob Bolover. They charged him with Battery but they said he’s
probably bonded out by now. They would only say he’s from around
the neighborhood. They said he came out of Granger’s Bar. That a
few blocks down from Vic’s office.”

“He just kept saying he hated fucking
faggots, Rafe,” Vic mumbled through his broken mouth. “Every time
he hit me he said it was for being a faggot queer.”

Rafe’s eyes got colder and blacker as they
talked.

*

Rafe slipped into one of the back benches of
the courtroom when Bob Bolover was arraigned. He pleaded not
guilty, of course. His attorney was with him. Battery, if it caused
bodily injury, was a Class A misdemeanor, with the maximum penalty
being a year and/or a $5,000 fine but, realistically, a plea
bargain would probably result in the A being knocked down to a B
which carried 180 days in jail and up to a $1,000 but Bob Bolover
was a first offender so he likely wouldn’t even get any jail time,
just a pre-trial diversion or probation. They could have made it
harder on him if they’d charged him with a hate crime, since he’d
obviously beaten up Vic for no other reason than that he was
homosexual, but the prosecutor chose not to file those charges, too
much of a hassle to prove.

Didn’t matter anyway. Rafe was only there to
get a look at the guy. Bob had worn a suit for the occasion but it
didn’t fit him very well and he didn’t look very comfortable in it,
like wearing a suit was something he didn’t do often. It was a
little tight across his paunch. He was tall and while he’d
obviously been muscular once, he was starting to run to fat now.
His brown hair was worn in a buzzcut. Rafe was too far away to see
the color of his eyes but he’d remember the falsely humble smile
and remorseful voice Bolover had displayed for the judge’s
sake.

Afterwards, he tailed (Rafe grinned at the
word, it sounded so private eye official) Bob Bolover home to his
small two-story frame house on Maple Street. Once he knew where
Bolover lived, he rented an old white Chevy Cavalier from a
Rent-a-Wreck agency (an ice-blue Corvette not being the best for
unobtrusive surveillance) and followed him off and on until he got
a feel for Bob’s schedule. He bowled on Tuesday nights and
afterwards, he went to Granger’s. Once there, he could be relied
upon to stay until closing time.

*

“What clothes of mine do you guys think are
the gayest?”

“The gayest, Rafe?”

“Yeah, of anything I have, what would a gay
guy like best?”

“That black silk Ralph Lauren jogging suit.
I’ve only seen you wear it once.”

“Oh, yeah, I remember. My sister, Annecy, got
it for me for Christmas.”

“You should wear it more often. You look
gorgeous in it,” Chas told him.

“What’s this all about?” asked Vic, home now
but still looking considerably worse for wear.

“An eye for an eye,” said Rafe

*

That night, he put on the black jogging suit
along with black running shoes. He’d bought some make up at the
drugstore. He brushed the merest drift of blush across his
cheekbones, not enough to tell he had it on, just enough to add a
faint rosy hue to his cheeks. He applied some barely pink lip gloss
to his lips to give them the least suggestion of color. He
thickened his long black curly lashes with enough mascara to make
them appear even longer and curlier and blacker. He tousled his
hair, which gave him a disarmingly boyish look. He put the
switchblade in his pocket.

Granger’s was a typical nondescript working
man’s bar. There wasn’t anything special about it except to the
customers who hung out there. You wouldn’t associate the word
ambiance with Granger’s but people who think of a particular tavern
as their second home develop a deep affection for the comfortable
camaraderie their place offers them. Granger’s was like that. It
had plank floors and a long back bar, featuring quarts of various
kinds of cheap bar alcohol. Most of them were rarely moved from
their locations on the shelf because Granger’s regulars tended to
drink beer, especially Budweiser because Bud was the beer on tap.
There was a jukebox in one corner. Most of its offerings were
country but with a little rock and roll thrown in as well, southern
rock like the Allman Brothers and Lynyrd Skynyrd and ZZ Top. There
was a television on one wall, almost always turned to ESPN. A
couple of pool tables took up space at the back and the rest of the
room had booths along both sides (cracks in the red pseudo-leather
patched with silver duck tape) and some black metal tables in the
middle. You’d sometimes find a few women at Granger’s on Friday and
Saturday nights but on week nights, it was usually only men,
including lots of bowlers or soft ball players, depending on the
season.

*

Rafe waited until he knew Bob Bolover had had
plenty of time to settle into Granger’s with his bowling buddies
and then he drove down to the neighborhood and parked the white
Cavalier a couple of blocks away. When he entered the front door
and walked up to the bar, he added just a hint of swish to his
stride, something he’d learned by watching some of Chas and Vic’s
friends.

Bob Bolover was sitting, arms resting
comfortably on the bar, with a mug of beer in front of him. Rafe
minced over to him and ducked under one arm, snuggling his upper
body against Bob’s neck and shoulder, in a loving and intimate
way.

“What are you doin’, Daddy?” he asked in a
sweet, rather breathless tone, “are we going to be together again
tonight?” He smiled adoringly at the older man.

Bob pulled his arm back and jerked away
violently. His face grew instantly flushed.

“What the hell is going on? Who are you? I’ve
never seen you before in my life!”

“But, but,” Rafe’s voice quavered, “last
night when I was sucking your cock, you said to call you Daddy. You
called me your beautiful boy.” Tears began to trickle out of his
big, dark eyes.

The regulars could imagine how you might call
this young fella’ a beautiful boy if you were, well, inclined that
way.

Bob Bolover had jumped off his stool. He was
standing now, tensely, staring at Rafe with eyes dazed by anger and
confusion. His normal reaction would have been to strike out with
his fists but he was numbed into inaction by sheer disbelief about
what was happening.

“You’re insane!” He looked around at the
others in the room. “He’s fucking insane! I don’t even know
him!”

The attention of the bar patrons was captured
by the fascinating scene being played out before them. Their old
pal, Republican-voting, NASCAR watching, high score-bowling, beer
swilling, jeans wearing Good Old Boy, Bob, versus the sweet young
piece of pansy ass. Hell, there wasn’t anything on the t.v. that
could match this for sheer entertainment value.

“How can you hurt me this way, Daddy, when
you told me you loved me?” Rafe was pleading now, “It’s because
you’re ashamed of me in front of your friends, isn’t it?” With
that, he laid his head down on the bar and began to sob.

If Bob had wanted to resort to violence, it
was too late now. It would look like he was beating up on
Bambi.

“Jesus, Bob, why don’t you take the poor kid
out and love him up a little and make him feel better?” a man
called out from down the bar.

“Shut up, just shut the fuck up!” Bob yelled.
“You guys know me! You know I’m no fucking queer! You can’t believe
this bullshit story!”

Slowly, Rafe lifted his head, tears still
flowing down his cheeks. “I guess you just used me,” he said
softly. He walked slowly toward the door, head hanging in
dejection. Silently they all watched him go.

“You guys have to know it’s a lie, don’t
you?” Bob begged.

“He seemed awful believable to me, Bob,” one
of his teammates opined. “Appeared genuinely heartbroken. Kid
deserves an Academy Award if he was acting.”

“He was acting!” Bob insisted.

“But why?” another bowler asked. “That’s the
question? What’s his motive, Bob? Seems crazy to think he’d just
waltz in off the street and accuse a perfect stranger of such a
thing for the hell of it.”

“I don’t know what his motive is!”

“You always have been apeshit about gays,
Bob. You even got arrested for beating that one up. Maybe now we
know it’s to cover up how you really are.”

“Fuck you guys! You’re as nuts as he is. I’m
getting the hell out of here.”

“Yeah, maybe you ought to go on down to the
Crystal Cave (a well-known gay bar). That’s probably where your
pretty boy is right now. Maybe you can sweet talk your way back
into his good graces.”

They all laughed as he went storming out the
door.

*

Just as Bob had his hand on his car’s door
handle. Rafe appeared silently from around the back.

“I’m going to kill you!” Bob promised, making
a frantic grab but Rafe was quicker and the next thing Bob knew,
one arm was around his neck and a knife point was at his throat,
right at the bottom of his ear. Two men huddled outside Granger’s
front door smoking a cigarette. All they saw was the two bodies
pressed tightly together, Rafe’s arm around Bob’s neck in what
appeared to be a loving embrace.

“Kiss me,” Rafe told him.

“No!” Bob roared.

“Either you give me a big kiss or I’ll slit
your fucking throat.” The knife’s point pressed a little harder.
The voice was icy and lethal. Bob knew he was a dead man if he
didn’t do as he was told.

He leaned down and pressed his lips against
Rafe’s. Now the tears, tears of shame and frustration, were running
down Bob’s face. The smokers pointed and snickered, then
disappeared inside to tell the others “the rest of the story”, how
Bob and the boy had met outside and exchanged a long romantic kiss.
Guess what the kid was saying must be true. Who’d a’ thunk it, old
Bob, the gay-hater?

The next thing Bob knew, he heard a chuckle
and Rafe was gone, just disappeared like mist, like he’d never been
there at all.

Bob drove home knowing no one would ever
believe him now and even if, by some chance, they did, they’d have
nothing but contempt for him for letting some teenage faggot so
thoroughly play him. He’d never be able to face his bowling team
again and it was for sure he’d never step foot inside Granger’s
again either. And, he’d kissed another male! No matter if he was in
fear of his life or not, he’d actually kissed another man! Sweet
Jesus, it made him sick to even think about it and he knew he never
would quit thinking about it. He even dreamed about it that night
and woke up nauseated and sweating, with the feel of Rafe’s lips
against his.

*

“Oh, my God!” They were all sitting around
the breakfast table. Chas and Vic had invited him over for
breakfast burritos. Chas was glancing through the morning
paper.

“What, Chas?”

“That guy that beat you up, Vic? He committed
suicide! Hung himself!”

They both looked at Rafe and shivered a
little looking into his ice water eyes.

“Did you have something to do with this
Rafe?” Vic asked him in a hushed tone.

Rafe shrugged. “I might have told him the
first part of the story but he figured out the ending on his
own.”

* *

Rafe - I got your e-mail address from Jeri,
your fan club president. I’d like to do a follow-up story to the
one we did last year. Get in contact with me when you get back to
Maryland so we can set something up. My phone number is
410-001-2987, in case, you lost my card.

Carole.Blair@Channel5news

*

Delete.

*

From: Professor Mowbray, Mathematics Chair,
Princeton University

To: Rafe Vincennes

Dear Mr Vincennes:

I am writing to inform you that you have been
named Student of the Year in Mathematics. I’m sure you are aware
this is the highest honor our department can bestow. This is the
third year in a row you’ve been so honored, an unprecedented
achievement. The award is given at our annual Math Banquet. This
year the banquet will be held on April 27 at 6:00. Although you
have not attended in the past, we would very much appreciate it if
you would plan to be present this year. Please RSVP by April
12.

*

Delete.

*

Rafe - Got your e-mail addy from Jeri. Get
ready, Boy, you’re moving up this summer. I’ve got your schedule
all planned out. Chet

*

Chet - Whatever you say, Boss. Rafe

*

Rafe, isn’t it strange to think we’ll both be
seniors next year? I need to be deciding what I’m going to do after
high school since the Vincennes females, unlike you guys, can go
wherever they want. I’m seriously thinking about just going to the
U of M and sticking around close here. I still don’t know what I
want to be when I grow up! I’m dating Todd Mackey now. It’s no
great love affair but I like knowing there is one person that I can
count on doing things with. Shasta is fine, growing. Well, she’s
not actually growing very much. I think she weighs about 5 lbs now.
Only 2 weeks until you get home. I can’t wait to see you! Love,
Laney

*

Rafe, Only two weeks ‘til you get home. We
can’t wait to see you! Jeri & All

*

Christ, Lane, be a little adventuresome! Go
south or west or somewhere into a completely different environment!
You’re lucky you can consider all the possibilities and decide what
sounds exciting. When I come and see you at college, I want to go
somewhere interesting, like Albuquerque Fucking New Mexico or
someplace! Took Hawk to the vet for a check up and he weighs 73
pounds. I think he’s going to be bigger than Raven. Love R

*

“Renny?”

“Yeah, Gil, what’s up?”

“I need a favor but before I get to that, I
need to vent. You inflicted that son of yours on me so you owe it
to me to listen.”

“Fire away, Gil, I’ll I’ll sit here until
you’ve had your say. What’s Rafe been getting into now.”

Renny could hear Gil release a long
breath.

“I swear I’m glad he came to Princeton in my
last four years because after dealing with him, I really need to
retire. I couldn’t face another one like Rafe, Renny. He’s the most
frustrating and exasperating student I’ve ever had to deal
with.”

“Spill it, Gil.”

“Well, first, I can’t talk about him without
using a whole string of superlatives, both positive and negative.
Academically, he may be the most gifted student we’ve ever had and
he seems to do it with one hand behind his back, Ren, like he only
puts in the minimal amount of effort it takes to accomplish what he
needs to accomplish. He won’t do anything to capitalize on his
achievements to benefit either himself or Princeton. For instance,
do you think he’s ever given an interview to any sports reporter
despite his athletic record?”

“I have a feeling you’re going to tell me the
answer’s no.”

“The answer is no, although oddly enough,
that’s ultimately worked in his favor, not that I think he cares.
The coaches actually love it because it seems like the more he
avoids the press, the more intrigued with him they become. It’s
almost like the usual story of the triumphant sports hero is old
hat and the new story is the mysterious anti-hero. It’s all become
part of his mystique.

Now he’s become the darling of the gay
community. You probably know his landlords are Chas Chatham and
Victor Bollan? Chas is a prominent architect and Victor is some
kind of computer software wizard. They’re gay.”

“Yeah, Laney, told me about them.”

“Well, Victor got the shit kicked out of him
by some gay-bashing bigot sometime in January, I think it was. He
went to court and bonded out right away. Everybody figured he’d get
a slap on the wrist but the next thing you know, the guy hangs
himself and talk on the street is Rafe had something to do with it.
I don’t know if it’s true, Ren, and I don’t want to know. Rafe cost
me my Professor of Womens Studies, someone who was renowned in her
field, so if his penchant for exacting extreme justice has reared
its ugly head again, I’d just as soon be kept in the dark this
time. But, anyway, the gays all believe it and he’s become their
Knight in Shining Armor. Now a whole group of them come to his
games and more than that, they donate money to the Princeton
athletic program and they are a bunch who are above-average
affluent so it isn’t just small change. We’ve received checks
totaling thousands of dollars with the notation “on behalf of Rafe
Vincennes”. It’s just unheard of.

“Are we getting anywhere close to the favor,
Gil?” Renny asked in amusement.

“Yes, I’m getting to that right now. Rafe was
just named Mathematics Student of the Year for the third time, an
unbelievable honor. And, believe me, Renny, it wasn’t because they
wanted to do it. They’d have much preferred to give it to one of
their more cooperative kids, one who belongs to the Math Club, and
gets involved in their projects and actually seems to like
Math.

“So why didn’t they?”

“Because it would look like a farce if they
didn’t give it to Rafe when no one deserves it as much. Here’s
another example of what I was talking about earlier. Rafe wrote
some kind of analysis paper for an assignment. I’m not that great
at Math myself so I don’t understand what it was about but it was
so good, his professor sent it on the Journal of Mathematics, the
most prestigious publication in the field. And they printed it and
then requested something else from him. Most students would kill to
be published in the JM and it brings huge kudos to the Department
for one of their kids to be singled out in that way, but, you know,
Rafe said he only did the first one for a grade and he wasn’t
interested in writing anything else. Here’s the nut of my call.
Rafe didn’t go to the awards banquet the last two years. The Head
sent him an e-mail about it this year and asked for an RSVP by
April 12, which he never got. He came to me and asked me to order
Rafe to come to the dinner. I mean, Christ, Ren, three times they
name him Student of the Year and he doesn’t even bother to pay lip
service to that kind of tribute! I told Mowbray I flatly cannot
order a student to attend an award ceremony but maybe I could
somehow persuade him to go.”

“And that’s where I come in?”

“That’s where you come in, Pops.”

“Okay, tell your guy he’ll be there.”

“Thanks, I really appreciate it, Ren.”

“Seems like the least I can do after what
Rafe’s put you through.”

*

Rafe - Put the Mathematics Award Banquet on
your calendar. You will be attending. And you need to RSVP with an
apology for being so late in responding. Then reply to me and
confirm. Dad

*

Goddamn it! He didn’t want to spend an
evening at a fucking boring Math Awards banquet! And where in the
hell does Dad get his information? He’s got to have a spy on
campus, but who? Still, the man on the other end of the e-mail
owned his car and was paying his rent so…...

*

Dad - Message received. RSVP sent w/apology.
R

*

To: Professor Mowbray

From: Rafe Vincennes

Dear Professor Mowbray: I’d like to apologize
for inadvertently deleting your e-mail re: the Awards Banquet. I
am, of course, thrilled by the honor the Department has given me
and I’ll be pleased to attend the ceremony. Rafe Vincennes

*

He sent a copy to Renny.

Renny forwarded a copy to Gil.

*

Rafe - I got your e-mail address from your
sister. I’ve got a proposition for you. Steve, our lead guitarist,
is going to be gone in August. He teaches at Georgetown and has the
opportunity to spend the month in England. Would you be interested
in sitting in with us? I can’t think of anyone else who could do it
and sound good on such short notice. I’d owe you big time if you
say yes. Please let me know asap. Duke

*

Duke - Sounds like fun. Call me at the house
around the first of June. I’ll come to some practices and get back
in sync with you guys before August. Rafe

 


~ ~ ~


CHAPTER 10

The summer roared past with the speed of the
cars he drove. He had a great year. Chester tried to keep him
abreast of where he was in points but but Rafe waved him off.

“Don’t bother me with the details, Chet. I
just want to drive. I’ll handle the cars. You take care of
everything else.”

The fan club continued to grow. He didn’t
know how many members it had now but there was always a different
woman available when he wanted one after the races and usually he
did want one.

*

He struck up a small dalliance with Carole,
the Channel 5 anchor, although he never did give her another
interview. He figured the dalliance was what she was angling for
anyway and the interview was just the excuse.

*

His parents spent two weeks in Aspen,
Colorado and rented a villa on the coast of Italy for two more so
he was able to keep Laney relatively contented.

August added rock and roll to his agenda.
Regretfully, Duke watched him on the stage and wished it wasn’t for
just a month. He’d never seen a musician who could exercize such
dominance over his audience. As far as the women were concerned,
the rest of the band might as well not even be there. Their eyes
stayed locked on the black hair and the flashing smile and the
rolling hips. When he turned his back to the stage, a murmur of
appreciation always went up from the females. A woman had told Duke
once, with a longing tone in her voice, that Rafe had the hottest
little ass she’d ever seen, whatever that meant. Frequently, they
ended up with bras and panties on the stage and that never happened
when Rafe wasn’t there! They mobbed him on breaks, asking him to
autograph shirts and menus and napkins and sometimes themselves,
meanwhile touching his hand and arm and back and butt. Duke swore
Rafe could ask one of them to drop to her knees and blow him right
there in front of God and everyone and she’d do it without even
hesitating. Duke was a good looking guy himself and he’d benefitted
plenty from being a gi-tar man but Rafe took it to a whole new
level.

*

Chas and Vic came to one of the races and he
had to grin at how elegantly out of place they looked in the dirt
track crowd. They took him out to dinner afterwards. He was
genuinely happy to see them.

He pulled the small gold good luck piece out
of his pocket and showed them.

“I always have it with me.” His smile
gleamed. “Maybe it’s why I’ve been winning.”

“We hope it helps you win, Rafe,” Chas told
him, “but even more, we want it to bring you back safe to us in the
fall.”

*

And it did. He headed off for New Jersey,
Hawk in the seat beside him, thinking - “down to the last year and
then I can put Princeton behind me.”

*

That nine months passed quickly too, if
uneventfully, at least uneventfully to Rafe, although it might not
have been to anyone else. It was pretty clear he’d graduate as
valedictorian, the first Vincennes to do so although all his
brothers had all been in the top five percent of their class. He
was Mathematics Student of the Year again. It was almost like they
decided, “what the hell, just give it to him and be rid of him”.
(This time, he RSVPed promptly, before Renny had a chance to order
him to do it). He was going to complete his college athletic career
with some records it would probably take a while for anyone else to
match - most homeruns ever hit in a single season, an unbelievable
100 percent free throw record in basketball (reporters started
calling him “CMV for Can’t Miss Vincennes”), most yards per carry
(by a mile) in football. Scouts from all three sports approached
him urging him to consider going pro but he blew them all off. He
was followed constantly by the sports media paparazzi, all
determined to be the one to get the coup of convincing him to give
them an interview before it was too late and he was gone for good.
But he eluded them (none of them had a vehicle that could keep up
with the Corvette) and once he made it home, he was protected by
the gay mafia that seemed to take it as their mission to be his
first line of defense. And if they somehow got past that obstacle,
they faced a huge, growling German Shepherd.

“Hold up, Hawk,” Rafe would tell him, smiling
at the offending reporter. “You’ve got two minutes to get off this
property. He’s trained to go for the groin.” A few of them might
have been dedicated enough to take a chance with an arm but a
threat to their privates was a pretty effective deterrent.

*

One memorable event that year was Annecy’s
wedding, not especially memorable for Rafe himself, of course, but
to the Vincennes as a collective body. The family held nothing back
when it came to celebrating itself and everyone was expected to
cooperate fully in paying tribute.

Annecy and Mark were married at Saint James
in front of the high altar in the original gothic church surrounded
by vaulted ceilings and soaring stained glass windows and elaborate
stations of the cross as well as what seemed to be at least a
million candles and equally as many banked pots of autumn-hued
Chrysanthemums - gold and yellow and rust and burgundy and plum.
Branches of copper leaves and flame-colored berries decorated
pillars and arched over the aisle where litters of colorful leaves
covered the floor.

The wedding party consisted of Annecy’s five
brothers and and Mark’s one brother and two best friends wearing
deep brown tuxedos. Eight Vincennes sisters and sisters-in-law
glowed in long satin dresses in the same jewel-tones as the
Chrysanthemums. Raquelle Vincennes the flower girl, adorable in her
long yellow dress, threw blossoms from her basket while Mark’s
pudgy four-year-old nephew, Christopher, served as the ring-bearer.
Annecy was radiant in her white Empire gown with a beaded bodice
and 12 foot train. Rafe was happy for Lane. All his sisters were
brightly beautiful but he thought she was the loveliest of them,
thrilled as she was to have been included in the wedding party.

Like most Catholic weddings, the ceremony
seemed to drag on forever until the priest finally declared Annecy
and Mark husband and wife. Rafe swore to himself that if he ever
got married, which he doubted he would ever do, he’d run off to a
justice of the peace and have it over and done in five minutes.

After the wedding itself, the family and
guests repaired to Heron Point where the seasonal theme had been
maintained. Huge autumn wreaths hung on the outside double doors.
Arrangements of corn shocks, pumpkins, squash, Indian corn and pots
of fall flowers were massed around wide verandah and bittersweet
vines wound through the railings of the balustrade. Inside, the
copper branches and flame berries decorated the banister of the
golden oak open stairway. The living room was like walking into a
fall woods with the flowers and leaves of autumn all around.
Branches of bittersweet covered the fireplace mantel while banks of
flowers filled the hearth.

One end of the room contained a silver
champagne fountain with elegant crystal champagne flutes engraved
with the names of the wedding couple and the date which guests
could keep as a memento.

More flowers covered the center of the dining
room table and surrounding them, a celebration of harvest,
containing every possible ingredient for making a salad including
heaping bowls of greens, hard-boiled egg slices, cherry tomatoes,
rings of pepper, a dozen kinds of grated cheese, broccoli florets,
cauliflower buds, carrot curls, sesame seeds, sunflower seeds,
raisins, onion slices, cucumber rounds, thin strips of filet
mignon, chunks of seasoned chicken, crumbled bacon, bite-sized
pieces of ham, fresh shrimp, slices of salmon, as well as fresh,
crusty loaves of French and Italian bread, various types of
crackers, chunked cheese, caviar and more. On the carved buffet was
the towering cake, decorated in fall blooms.

“I think my parents are absolutely stunned,”
Mark whispered to Jocelyn’s husband, Edgar, an African-American.
“I’d warned them that the Vincennes were rich but the reality is so
much more than they expected.”

Edgar laughed his deep, rich laugh. “Imagine
what it was like when Jocey and I got married. At least, you grew
up middle class. I was raised in Boston in the ghetto. Both my
folks worked hard and we never went hungry but they struggled to
pay the bills. Then suddenly, they go from their little house in
the ‘hood and old clunker car to here at Heron Point. You want to
talk about some culture shock. Bless their hearts, they were
intimidated as hell. Scared they’d embarrass me by speaking bad
English or using the wrong fork. Then Renny and Magdelene swept
them up and the next thing I knew, they were all laughing together
like they’d been friends forever. The Vincennes are filthy rich but
they aren’t snobs and they know how to make anyone feel at
home.”

* *

A month before graduation, he got another
summons for his presence. This time the e-mail told him to come to
the office of the President, Mr Murray. He couldn’t think of
anything he’d done wrong so he wasn’t too worried about it.

When he got there, the Pres spent about three
minutes just looking at him so Rafe just looked back. The office
was large and impressive but Mr Murray was, well, average looking
compared to what Rafe thought a college president would look like.
His suit was obviously expensive but it didn’t have that custom
tailored sharpness that his Dad’s suits had. His hair was sandy but
thinning on top. Nothing distinguishable about the rest of his
face, just a regular nose, blue eyes with pale blonde lashes. His
slight smile when Rafe came through the door seemed somewhat
distracted. (Rafe didn’t try to play his little game with Mr Murray
because he didn’t sense any threat from this meeting. He just let
the older man point him to the seat he was to take.)

Finally, Mr Murray said, “I’m retiring this
year so we’ll both be leaving Princeton for good.”

“And why do I care?” Rafe thought but didn’t
say.

“You probably don’t know this but your father
and I roomed together here when we were students. We’ve remained
close over the years and I’ve taken it as an obligation of our
friendship to look out for his sons.”

(Aha, the mystery of the mole was
solved).

“Your brothers were all perfect students.
Smart, athletic, sociable but, you know, keeping it all within the
parameters of normal student behavior. Do you remember the opening
sentence of A Tale of Two Cities, Rafe?”

“It was the best of times; it was the worst
of times”, Rafe quoted.

“Yes. That line reminds me of you. You have
been the best of students and you’ve been the worst of students. At
times, I’ve been awed by your genius and your outstanding
achievements but running counterpoint to that, you’ve caused me one
fucking headache after another.”

“I hope you know I didn’t set out to do that,
Mr Murray?”

“Oh, I know, Rafe, it just all flowed from
who are are, but it doesn’t change the fact that I’ve had to deal
with the mob of complaining professors and coaches you’ve left in
your wake - because you wouldn’t attend their banquets or you were
screwing all their students or you wouldn’t give the media an
interview to pump up their program or you wouldn’t join Honor
Society although you were at the top of your class or you
embarrassed your English professor by refusing to read your
prize-winning poem in front of the Poet’s Convention. You’re
becoming the stuff of legend, Rafe, with your dog and your Corvette
and your gay support group and your reputation for sexual prowess
that matches your record in other areas. Of course, everyone knows
the broad outlines of why Helene Barnes quit Women’s Studies and
they know it had something to do with you although they don’t know
exactly what, and the stories have gone around about the suicide of
the man who beat up one of your landlords and that is attributed to
you as well. To the students, you’ve become a kind of cult figure
although a distant one and maybe that aura of untouchability adds
to it. You’ve been here almost four years, Rafe, and no one knows
who you are.”

Gil sighed heavily. “I guess I just wanted to
meet you after all these years of your being such a thorn in my
side. Bureaucracies don’t appreciate legends, Rafe. They prefer
predictability and they believe they are the ones who deserve
hero-worship, not you.

Rafe didn’t say anything because what could
he say? Anyway, Mr Murray wasn’t really asking him any
questions.

“I’ll be curious to see what your future
holds, Rafe.” He smiled an unexpectedly humorous smile. “Somehow I
suspect I’d end up knowing whatever you do next even if I wasn’t
friends with your dad.”

He stood up and held out his hand. “At any
rate, good luck, Rafe. Having you here has been has been a
fascinating, if often unsettling experience. Tell Renny I said
hello when you go home.

They shook. “I will, Mr Murray.”

*

It was over and the only thing he’d miss was
the carriage house and Vic and Chas. They’d had a party for him the
night before he was to leave with the crowd in attendance for
barbeque. They all hated it that he was leaving. Who would have
thought in the beginning they’d all end up loving this straight boy
so much?

The next morning, Chas and Vic hugged him so
long, he didn’t think they were going to let go but he hugged them
back and didn’t try to rush them.

“Do you promise, Rafe, that you’ll come and
see us?” Chas asked.

“I promise, but you have to come and see me
too.”

“Oh, we will, we surely will.”

“And will you e-mail me and let us know how
you’re doing?”

“Well, Vic, I’m not the most reliable
e-mailer so I’m not saying how often it will be, but I’ll e-mail
you sometimes. And you have my cell phone number so you can always
call me.”

“You hardly ever have your cell phone on,
Rafe.”

“Yes, but it goes to voicemail and I’ll call
you back. So have you put an ad in the paper for the carriage house
yet?”

“No, not yet, and maybe not this year. We
can’t stand to think of anyone living there but you.”

They both gave Hawk a hug too and then he was
gone.

“It feels like the sun just went behind a
cloud, Chas, and I have a feeling it’s going to be that way a
while.”

“Do you think we have Empty Nest Syndrome,
Vic?”

*

They packed a picnic lunch and rode up to the
Cabin. He’d teased her all along the way while they were still
riding along, reaching over to run his hand between her legs or
under her blouse. Before they ever got there, he had her top
unbuttoned, her bra unfastened and her jeans unsnapped so that she
could hardly wait to dismount, tie up Des and Lisbon and get
through the door to throw her arms around him.

He pulled her away though and went to sit on
the corduroy sofa.

“Undress for me, Lane. Don’t rush. I want to
watch.”

“Rafe…,” she was panting a little but he
shook his head.

“No, we’re going to do it my way.”

So she slowly took off her blouse and slipped
her bra over her arms, then removed her boots and socks, before
pulling down her jeans and sliding out of her underwear.

“God, Lane, do you know how beautiful you’ve
become?”

From his sitting position, he ran his
fingertips across her breasts and down her belly and lightly across
her mound and thighs as she stood trembling before him.

He stood. “Now undress me. Don’t hurry with
that either.”

Her hands were clumsy with desire as she
undid the buttons of his shirt, kissing his nipples as she slid it
off his shoulders. Then she unbuttoned and unzipped his jeans and
tugged them around around his ankles before doing the same with his
shorts. He sat again so she could pull off his boots and socks and
get his pants off. Kneeling, she kissed the tip of his hard cock
and ran her tongue around the head.

“Lie down on the rug on your belly.”

She could sense him coming over her, then
felt kisses so teasingly light she had to concentrate to actually
know they were there, on her neck and down her back and onto her
butt. It had the effect up making her want to lift herself higher,
to bring herself closer to his mouth. He slid his finger inside her
but only once. Just enough to bring her to the very cusp of a
climax, then postponing its completion.

“Roll over, Sweetie.”

“Please, Rafe, please, I can’t wait any
longer.”

“Yes, you can, Lane, you can wait.”

Now his tongue tickled her ears and her mouth
and down her neck, darting across her nipples, making its way down
her belly and her inner thighs. He held her open as it went dancing
across her clit and around her labia.

“Do you want me to make you come, Laney?”

“Yes, yes!”

“Tell me how much you love me first.”

“Whatever the highest number in the world is,
Rafe, I love you way more that that!”

And then his mouth homed in on her sweet
spott and her legs curled around his neck and her back arched and
she flew to heaven and as she was floating downward, he put his
cock inside her and started his slow stroking, and she went right
back again.

*

He sat up and gave her a light smack on the
ass. “Get up and get the lunch stuff out, Lane. Don’t get dressed
though. I want to be able to reach out and touch you.” He put one
hand on her breast, circling his fingertip around her nipple. “Like
this.” His hand moved down to massage her butt cheek. “Or
this.”

“Don’t start, Rafe, if you really want me to
get up.”

He laughed. “I do. I’m hungry. Go on
now.”

They sat naked around the oak pedestal table,
chowing down on croissants filed with lobster salad and deviled
eggs and big pieces of cheesecake, all of which they’d found in the
cooler when they raided it.

“So, Rafe, do you think I made a good
decision to go to Skidmore?”

“Sure, Honey. It’s probably not as far away
as I’d have gone if I’d been able to choose but at least it’s the
mountains, completely different scenery than here, and far enough
away, you won’t still feel like you’re at home. I’m going to get my
pilot’s license so I’ll be able to fly up to see you.”

“It’s going to seem strange to flip positions
with me gone and you here at home alone.”

“Except it doesn’t bother me to be alone and
I probably won’t be home that much anyway.”

“Is all you’re going to do is race, Rafe?
Full-time, I mean?”

“I guess. I can’t think of anything else. Can
you picture me as a banker or a chemist or a teacher?” (He’d
graduated with a double major in Math and Science and a minor in
English Lit - haha.)

She giggled. “No, I can’t see you as any of
those things, Rafe, although you’d probably be a good teacher. All
the girls would be in love with you and all the boys would want to
be like you.”

“Well, I don’t think instructing the kiddies
is my cup of tea so I guess I’ll race unless something else comes
along I think I’d like better.”

He looked around the room. He didn’t know how
old the cabin was. Certainly it had been here ever since he could
remember but he thought it dated back at least to their
Grandfather, who’d had sort of an obsession with Vincennes history.
Maybe this cabin was supposed to represent the first Vincennes
settlers who had to rough it to make it in America. Except Rafe
didn’t think any Vincennes had had to rough it since oh, maybe, the
Dark Ages. So far as he could tell, the American branch of the
family had been rich from day one.

Of course, Renny had maintained it, replacing
the roof and the old chinking with some new modern miracle material
that looked like the old but was longer lasting and more
weatherproof. He was the one who wired it for electricity and added
the bathroom with the whirlpool tub and the oak linen closet and
the long sink and mirror. Magdelene had renovated the rest of the
inside, although keeping the rustic look, so the kitchen featured
granite countertops and bricked floors, and all the modern
conveniences. The centerpiece of the living room was still the
enormous stone fireplace that took up one end of the cabin and the
inner walls of the whole place still gave the appearance of logs
and open beams but Rafe knew it had been insulated, so the outside
logs and the inside logs weren’t the same. Because, of course, you
had to be able to keep the place warm, both to protect the modern
plumbing, and also so you could lay comfortably naked on the rug as
he and Laney had just done (not that it was a problem this time of
year) and sometimes you wanted to get right to it without taking
the time to build a fire. After all, that’s why the place existed,
at least in modern times, not as a monument to the Vincennes
pioneer spirit, but as a monument to Vincennes lust - in the case
of Renny and Magdelene, a place where they could indulge themselves
away from their kids and in the case of the kids, so they could
gratify their needs away from their parents.

Rafe thought maybe that was always the excuse
for the cabin because the bedroom was the biggest room in the place
and he didn’t think that was usually the case with the typical
humble abode of preceding generations. It was plenty big enough for
the four-poster bed that dominated the room and some tables and
chairs and lamps besides.

“Between Mom and Dad and all of us, I wonder
how many sex acts this cabin has seen? I bet it would put some
whorehouses to shame,” he remarked.

“How many girls did you ever bring here,
Rafe?”

“Oh, hell, I’ve never tried to keep track.
Lots, and lots more other places. You know, though, Lane, I’ve
actually only slept with two women - you and everyone else. The
rest of them are sort of lumped together into one generic
female.”

“God, we’re so different, aren’t we,
Rafe?”

“We’re exact opposites of one another, Lane -
light and dark, good and evil,” he agreed, pulling her to him. “You
know, in any contest between good and evil, evil almost always
wins. Let’s see if it does this time?”

*

Chester was puffed with pride. His discovery
was making waves in the racing world. Chet had already worked a
deal with the Corydon Racing Team, owned by Ron Corydon, who’d been
a friend of his for many years. He’d sold Ron on the idea that Rafe
was the best young driver he’d ever trained. Rafe would be driving
for them in three Busch series races early in the Nascar season. If
he did well, maybe they’d eventually consider giving him a
full-time ride. If he kept winning the way he was, Chet could
imagine Rafe at the top of the heap in a few years. Chet didn’t
know what that meant for himself. He’d have to release Rafe because
Chet had no illusions about where he fit into the scheme of things.
He was strictly small-time. There was no way he could compete in
the big leagues. Still, Rafe was so disinterested in anything
except actually being behind the wheel of a car that he thought he
could convince Rafe to hire him as a full-time manager. Well,
they’d see how that worked out when the time came. He was getting a
little ahead of himself.

The fan club was thrilled too. They thought
they owned Rafe and when he won, it reflected on them. It was like
they’d had the foresight to get in on the beginning of something
that was going to turn out to be huge, like buying a stock no one
has ever heard of and then later, it becomes Microsoft. They’d
started collecting dues to put in a travel fund. Jeri said when he
hit the NASCAR circuit, they’d use their tried and true
drawing-names-out-of-a-hat method to see who got to go. Their
membership had grown so large there was no longer any possibility
that all of them would eventually get to spend the night with Rafe,
as had been the case when they were just a handful. Now it was more
like the odds of winning a lottery. Still, someone won the lottery
so…. Jeri herself was back in contention because after you’d had
your turn, two years later, your name went back in the hat
again.

*

“Mr York? Rafe Vincennes here. You left a
message on my voice mail to call you?”

“Oh, yes, Mr Vincennes, I’ve been eager to
talk to you. Do you think we could make an appointment to get
together next week?”

“What is it you want to talk to me
about?”

“We’re convinced you’re perfect for a role in
a film we’re getting ready to start production on.”

“A film?” Rafe asked blankly.

“Yes, but I’d rather tell you the details in
person. I could fly in whenever you say.”

“Fly in from where?”

“Los Angeles.”

“Are you sure you called the right person, Mr
York?”

“Oh, yes, Mr Vincennes, quite sure.”

“Well, my weekdays are fairly free, except
for Thursday when I have flying lessons. Why don’t you just come on
into Baltimore. I’d recommend the Renaissance, the Marriott or the
Radisson. Just give me a call when you get there and I’ll meet
you.”

“That sounds great. I’m anxious to talk to
you so why don’t we tentatively shoot for dinner on Monday night.
If my secretary advises me that’s not good, I’ll call and let you
know you, but I’d really like to do it then.”

“I’m always around. Let me know.”

Rafe shook his head in amusement. “What the
hell?”

*

Gribben York was exactly what you expected
from a, well, Rafe wasn’t sure what his title was, but a
representative of a film studio anyway, Benchmark Productions.
Perfectly barbered golden blonde hair, sky blue eyes (colored
contacts?), tanning bed brown skin, muscular build that Rafe
assumed was helped along by the professional expertise of a
personal trainer, designer jeans with a pale blue silk shirt and
and fawn leather jacket, along with a thin gold Rolex watch, a
large diamond ring and a smile that held all the sincerity of a
cobra right before it sinks its fangs into you.

Still, as far as Rafe was concerned, that
didn’t necessarily mean their interests might not converge
somewhere along the line.

“My friends call me Grib,” he told Rafe,
showing his orthodontist-enhanced perfect white teeth.

“My friends call me Rafe,” showing an even
whiter, but perfectly natural smile.

Gribben York had delusions of grandeur if he
thought he could out-insincere Rafe.

“So, Grib, lay it on me.”

“We’ve got a project everyone is fired up
about. It’s been kicking around for a while until we got all the
different elements put together - financing, casting, locations,
writers. The two stars have already signed on. Preston Buckley will
be the male lead and Rhiannon, the female lead.”

Rafe whistled. Preston Buckley had won an
Oscar last year for his portrayal of Franklin Roosevelt. Everyone
knew Rhiannon, of course. She was one of those people so famous,
she only used her first name. She’d been Hollywood’s darling for a
while now. Just her presence automatically guaranteed any movie
would be a hit. She had a reputation for being tempestuous and
demanding as well as delectably gorgeous with her heart-shaped face
framed by dark chocolate curls, smoky gray eyes and a sensuously
full mouth, punctuated by a charming beauty spot, that made every
straight man who saw it dream of kissing her.

“Exactly,” Grib agreed. “You’ll be playing
with the heavyweights if you do this, Rafe. We’ve been trying to
cast the part we have you in mind for all along but nothing has
come together. We offered it to a couple of people. One had a
scheduling conflict and the other wouldn’t take anything but a
starring role. No one else struck us as being right for the
part.”

“So whatever made you think of me?”

“One of our girls saw your video on YouTube,
the one that went viral.”

“I have a video on YouTube?”

“You don’t know about it?” Grib asked in
disbelief.

“No, probably my fan club president, Jeri,
did it.”

“Well, you might want to take a look, Rafe.
Over a million other people have.”

“No shit?”

“No, shit, Rafe. Anyway, Ashley sent me an
e-mail message with the link and a note that said, ‘I think I’ve
found your perfect Kelan McCrea.’ After I saw it, I agreed and I
forwarded it on to a bunch of other people and all of them were
excited about the possibility of getting you to do it. You have
just the look we need for this character. The story is set in
Ireland during the worst of the Irish conflict. Press is a British
Captain, Rhiannon is his wife and your guy is the I.R.A. terrorist.
You end up kidnapping and raping her to get back at him. It’s going
to be a great film, Rafe. It has adventure and intrigue and sex and
magnificent Irish landscapes.”

“What makes you think I can do it?”

“You weren’t even in any school plays or
Drama Club or anything?”

“Nope.”

“Well, you don’t have to be perfect at
acting. We can coach you enough to get you through.” Grib assured
him. “It’s, like I said, that particular look is what we’re
seeking. In your video, you come across as sort of a dashing outlaw
type.”

He gave Rafe’s darkly handsome face some
professional scrutiny. They were seated in an out-of-the way table
in the hotel’s luxuriously appointed dining room. A beautiful view
of Baltimore’s harbor, acres of white linen tablecloths. Usually
Grib liked to hold forth from the most visible table in any public
room, demanded on the strength of his Hollywood credentials, but
he’d asked for a private location for this particular discussion.
Still, he noticed that Rafe was one of those people who drew
others, especially women, to look at him even if they had to go out
of their way to do it. It didn’t escape his notice either that Rafe
was aware of the attention he received and to acknowledging it with
a flashing smile and that he didn’t reserve it just for the
beautiful ones. The pudgy little woman over in the corner had
turned beet red when that quick grin came her way. To Grib, that
democratic quality was a very good sign in a would-be movie star
because after all, it didn’t matter what people looked like when
they lined up at the queue at the box office to buy their
ticket.

“So, are you’re saying you’ll settle for
mediocrity?”

Grib was reluctant to accept that
characterization. “I wouldn’t say mediocrity, maybe more like
willing to work around inexperience.”

“I don’t think that would satisfy me though,
Grib. I’m used to doing whatever I do very well. I don’t think I’d
be happy with so-so.”

“That’s why we want you to come to Los
Angeles for a screen test. We’ll do a run-through. We can look at
the results and so can you. Everyone can make their decision after
that. So, Rafe, can you make a trip to sunny California later this
week? Like tomorrow? I went ahead and got you a ticket on my flight
in case you said yes. It leaves Baltimore at 2:00.”

“You are hot for this, aren’t you?”

Everything about making a movie is dicey. So
many things can go wrong. You have to move quickly when all systems
are go or it can all fall apart. You’re all this film is waiting
for.”

“Okay, I’ll have my sister bring me in and
take us to the airport.”

*

He called Denis that night. He could hear the
kids laughing in the background.

“So how goes it with being parents,
Denis?”

“It’s great, Rafe. I think they’re adjusting
pretty well considering what they went through.” He laughed a
little. “And I think we’re adjusting too despite how drastically
our lives have changed. I never thought I’d be worrying about
researching pre-schools or choosing the perfect pediatrician or
trying to get cough medicine down a three-year-old or braiding a
little girl’s hair but it’s fine, really fine.”

“That’s good, Denis. Hey, can I talk to Jeff
a minute if he’s there?”

“Sure, hang on.”

When Jeff picked up the phone, he explained
about the movie and asked for a short tutorial on actors’
contracts, assuming they offered him one. He thought being in a
movie sounded interesting but it wouldn’t be huge disappointment if
it didn’t pan out. Still, he didn’t want to wander in like a babe
in the woods and get totally shafted out of ignorance. Rafe
believed in always being prepared.

“Lord, Rafe, sounds like a strong part,
supporting two stars the caliber of Press Buckley and Rhiannon.
Hope it happens. We’ll be able to say we knew you when.”

“Yeah, well, thanks for your help, Jeff. I’ll
let you know.”

“Do that, Rafe.”

“You know what’ll happen, don’t you, Jeff?”
Denis said when Jeff told him about the conversation.

“What?”

“He’ll make the movie and become a huge star
without even trying because that’s the way it always is with
him.”

“Well, cracking Hollywood may not be so easy,
even for Rafe.”

“You don’t know him like I do, Jeff.
Hollywood will be child’s play for Rafe. They’ll love him precisely
because he won’t care.”

*

On the plane, Grib gave Rafe a bound
manuscript. He flipped to a highlighted section.

“This is the whole script but all you really
need to read right now is this part. That’s what we’ll use for the
screen test. You won’t remember it all it but this way, you’ll be
familiar with what to expect.” Of course, Baltimore to Los Angeles
is a long flight. Before they landed, Rafe had read the entire
script and memorized the highlighted area.

He liked the character, Kelan McCrea, and
thought they had enough in common that he’d feel comfortable being
him. He sort of had the same code of vengeance Rafe himself had
although he didn’t put it in the same words. Rafe figured he’d
probably turn out to be a pretty good actor because, after all,
he’d been acting all his life.

*

The test was over. They’d just watched it on
the screen.

“Wow,” said Sylvia, the assistant director.
“Just, wow.”

She’d been a dubious at first, not quite
convinced that pulling some kid, good looking as he might be, off
the street was going to work. After all, she had to deal closely
with these people to try to get them to come through on the screen
and she preferred working with professionals who knew the ins and
outs of acting, not some newbie who had to learn the ropes from
scratch. But it hadn’t been her decision to make. She was only the
assistant director.

Sylvia was 38 and hoping to be the executive
director the next time out and maybe this film would do it. She had
her fingers crossed. Sylvia was sleek, from top to bottom. Sleek
slender shape in black silk slacks and a red knit sweater. Sleek
cap of black hair, washed with raspberry highlights, sleek
porcelain-perfect face with jade green eyes and narrow, determined
mouth. She’d worked hard to get where she was and she wanted
everything perfect.

The scene was between the British Captain,
Andrew Stewart, and Kel McCrea. A stand-in was playing Press
Buckley’s part. He’d just finished telling Kel that the British
would crush the Irish rebellion because they had unlimited money
and material and manpower and could go on forever. Kel was supposed
to shout back that the Captain might be right but the British would
pay a huge price for their victory.

“I don’t really see this guy as a shouter and
I’m not a shouter myself. Will you humor me and let me try it my
way first? Then if you still want me to read it as it’s written, I
will.”

“Go ahead,” Syvia had told him impatiently, a
little irritated that this novice thought he knew more than the
professionals.

Instead of loud and threatening, Rafe played
him softly menacing, with a dead on Irish brogue. (One of his team
mates on the Princeton football team had been from Ireland and he
could recall the guy’s phrasing and lilting speech from
memory.)

*

“Aye, Captain Stewart, I have no doubt ‘tis
true that before it’s over, ye’ll get me. ‘Tis an end I’m prepared
for. But I promise you, Captain, by all I hold holy, yer victory
drink will be harsh and bitter in yer mouth and ye’ll get no bit of
satisfaction from it.”

Hugely magnified on the screen, Rafe’s
twisted smile, the lock of black hair fallen to his forehead and
the chilling midnight eyes were riveting.

Sylvia gave him his head after that,
acknowledging that Rafe’s interpretation of Kel was hugely more
attractive than their own view of who the character was.

Everyone who saw it agreed - this kid was
born to play the part.

*

He flew back to Maryland with a contract in
his pocket. He’d got them to agree to fly him back and forth so he
wouldn’t miss any races. The first scenes to be shot would be the
ones they could do in California. Then they’d be leaving to go on
location in Ireland for the scenery scenes. They were doing some
things first with Press and Rhiannon. He didn’t have to return to
Los Angeles for a couple of weeks.

*

Grib had told Rafe that Rhiannon was
originally from Ireland and that’s one reason she was so looking
forward to going there for the shoot.

 


~ ~ ~


CHAPTER 11

When he got back, Sylvia told him they were
going to just jump right into the rape scene, one of the most
powerful in the movie.

“We think it might set up a more compelling
sexual tension if you and Rhiannon actually are strangers when you
come together,” Sylvia told him, “she’s on her way to the set
now.”

*

She entered the space like a queen, wearing a
long shimmering silver robe, lowcut and slit to the thigh. As Rafe
was taking note of the swell of her creamy breasts, sable hair like
a crown piled on top of her head, storm gray eyes and full,
sensuous mouth, she saw a lean, brown body, black hair with a
unruly swatch almost falling into one eye, pitch dark eyes and a
gleaming smile that crossed his face and disappeared, leaving you
waiting for its return.

*

When he took her hand to shake it, both of
them were instantly cast into foreign territory, a place neither
had even been aware existed, where love and lust and recognition
competed for attention. It was like finding like. They were tigers,
having been raised with housecats, thinking there was was not
another like them, and suddenly being stunningly confronted with
another of their own species.

“Bloody hell,” thought Rafe, “I think I just
met my match.”

“Holy shit,” thought Rhiannon, “I think I
just found my mate.”

*

“Hello, Ree,” he said.

“I don’t allow anyone to call me Ree,” she
informed him haughtily.

“Well, is that right now…Ree?” He
grinned.

She smiled back, that gloriously inviting
smile that had been the target of so many camera lenses. “Except
you, that is.”

“Yes, I thought that’s what you meant to
say.”

*

“Okay, you two, do ya’ think you can quit
holding hands now so we can get on with it?”

*

The way the scene was set up, Kel had already
plotted her capture and sent his men to bring her back. She’d been
confined in this small, bare room, stone walls, dirt floor (not
really dirt, of course, because dirt would be too, well, dirty.
This was movie studio stuff, meant to look like dirt but clean).
The room contained nothing but a single cot. The silver gown was
what she’d been wearing when they kidnapped her from a party. The
plan was for him to throw her on the bed and rip it open before
proceeding onto the rape itself.

“I think we ought to do it naked,” Rafe told
them.

Reynard Fusco, the head director, said, “no
way, can’t be done.”

“Why not? You’re allowed to show tits and
ass, aren’t you? My ass, her tits. It would make it more real.”

“Besides, Rhiannon would never agree to
that!” sputtered Sylvia.

“But I do agree,” Rhiannon backed Rafe
up.

“But you’ve never allowed…..”

“That was then and this is now.”

“Hmmm,” said Reynard, “if word gets out, and
it will, that Rhiannon’s bare breasts will be seen in this film,
that’s probably good for another million tickets. The publicity
would be immense.”

He told the camera people what they needed to
do, how they needed to film it so neither Rhiannon’s mound or
Rafe’s cock were ever revealed. They could edge right up to it with
the swell of her hip or the sweep of his flank, barely kissing the
line between an R or X rating.

*

So they showed him from behind as he tore off
her robe and then pushed her onto the cot, just his strong
shoulders and back, his taut butt and long legs, and from behind
him, her ravishingly beautiful but furious face and one luscious
golden breast. He quickly climbed on top of her, holding her in
place with muscular thighs.

“Tis pleased to meet ye, I am, Missus Captain
Stewart,” he said mockingly.

“Crack!” they heard as her hand slapped his
cheek with all her strength.

“That’s not in the script!” said Reynard.

“Crack!” He slapped her back equally as
hard.

“Neither is that!” exclaimed Sylvia.

Reynard tossed his marked copy on the floor.
“I think a script is going to be beside the point with these
two.”

He quickly captured her hands with one of his
own strong ones and pinned them above her head. He ran his other
hand through sable hair, sending pins flying, so that it cascaded
down to the pillow and framed her face.

The camera showed his gleaming smile and the
audio heard his low voice.

“Bitch,” he said before lowering his head to
kiss her.

They played it for real. She fought as hard
as she could. Her body writhed under him, seeking escape. She spit
in his face, her saliva running down his chin. When she bit him on
the shoulder, he yelped in pain. When she freed one hand and clawed
his back, bright red streaks of actual blood appeared. But nothing
she did stopped the deed from happening. The cameras showed his
hips thrusting and his panting breath and the way he slumped
against her in the end. And they filmed her look of defeat and the
tears welling out of the smoky eyes and running down her face.

“This first time was for Ireland, Mrs
Stewart,” he told her tauntingly, “the next time will be for
meself.”

*

“Cut, cut, cut!” called out Reynard. “It’s a
wrap!”

*

“Did what I think just happened, really
happen?” Sylvia asked in hushed tones. “Did he really fuck her
right there on the set?”

“All I know, Sylvia, is that we’re going to
have to send this film out with a warning to fireproof the theater
screens to keep them from igniting.”

*

They were still on the cot.

“Hey, we’re done. You can get up and get
dressed now.”

“Turn the lights off when you leave,” Rafe
answered back.

*

The rest of the Hollywood filming proceeded
smoothly. Of course, he moved his things out of his hotel and into
her hilltop mansion the first night. Neither even considered for
one moment that they wouldn’t be together. It was good that Press
Buckley had the kind of sweet, generous personality that he had. He
put in his usual sterling performance without resentment although
he already realized he was going to be over-shadowed by his new
young co-star. He’d known many famous actors in his career but none
who oozed pure sex appeal from his very pores the way Rafe did. He
was at least Rhiannon’s equal in that department. Some people had
it in person but it somehow faded on film. Rafe and Rhiannon
weren’t like that. If anything, they were so photogenic, the
cameras emphasized their magnetism and the chemistry between them
magnified it even more.

*

They were lying naked on a double lounger
beside her turquoise pool. Each was the only person the other had
ever felt they could reveal themselves to. Both had an obsession
with maintaining an armor coat of invulnerability yet now they
freely removed their self-protective shields, leaving themselves
open to the other.

He’d told her about Laney.

She shrugged. “If I was your sister, I’d want
to fuck you too, Rafe.”

*

She told him the real story of her life.

“Instead of Rhiannon, try Pearl Ann Mosier.
Instead of Ireland, try West fucking Virginia. Try a broken down
shack in the back woods shared with six other kids, a father who
drank and a pathetic excuse for a mother who was glad when he took
his violence out on us instead of her. Try brothers and uncles and
cousins and neighbors who all considered you fair game when they
wanted sex. They had such tender ways of describing it. They’d
order you to lay down because they wanted a piece of ass or a shot
of leg or they wanted to rip one off or they’d laugh when they
wanted a blow job and say, “time for your dinner, Pearlie”. I don’t
know when the first time was, Rafe. I can’t even remember back to
when it didn’t happen.”

“Jesus, Ree, that’s awful. I know what I did
to Laney probably wasn’t fair but I always loved her and took care
of her along with it.”

“Yeah, it’s a whole different thing,
Rafe.”

“So how’d you get out of that life,
Honey?”

Her smile was sad. It made him want to kiss
her but he didn’t because he knew she needed to finish her story.
“My dad made us all quit school when we were ten to go to work and
bring him in his drinking money. He sent me off to clean house and
baby-sit for one of the few semi-affluent families in our area.
From my point of view now, they’d still be relatively poor but, you
know, they were well off for that place. The woman was nice, really
nice. She’d talk to me sometimes about my life when I was polishing
her furniture or mopping her floor. They paid me a dollar an hour.
Eventually, she told me she was going to give me a raise, up to a
dollar and a quarter, but she wasn’t going to tell my Pap. That way
I’d have a little money of my own. I saved almost every single
penny, Rafe. I couldn’t have spent it anyway because how would I
have been able to explain how I had any money that I didn’t turn
over to Pap? Most weeks that was two or three dollars. I lived in
fear that someone would find out because any of them would have
stolen it. I decided I’d leave when I was 14. Even staying that
long was a risk that I’d get pregnant. I had almost $700 by
then.“

“My family has always been rich. I can’t even
imagine saving that much a quarter at a time.”

“Well, yeah, Rafe, you told me your ultimate
goal was a Corvette but mine was survival. Anyway, I hitchhiked
into the nearest town that had a bus stop and I bought a ticket for
Hollywood. If I’d known then, how unlikely it was that I’d make a
go of it, I’d never have had nerve enough to do it. When I got to
California, I joined the street kids but I never let myself get
caught up in taking drugs and even though, I traded sex for food
more times than you can count, no matter how scared or desperate I
was, I never weakened and let myself get hooked on drugs or become
part of the stable of any pimp just for the so-called security of
being taken care of. I listened and worked on getting West Virginia
out of my speech. I hid what was left of my money in the park. It
wasn’t safe but was safer there than on my body which was subject
to inspection and violation by whoever took a notion at any
time.”

He was stroking the length of her golden
back, massaging tense muscles, wanting to show her his sympathy, if
not his understanding, because, of course, he couldn’t begin to
understand what it must have been like. Not to him who’d never had
to submit to anyone’s will except Renny’s and he was mostly pretty
reasonable in his demands.

“Here’s optimism for you. I went to one of
the re-sale shops in Beverly Hills and spent a big chunk of my
money on an outfit, not the red leather mini-skirt and see-through
blouse and stiletto heels the other baby whores wore, but a white
silk dress and sandals, not even very low cut. The kind of
understated but elegant dresses I saw the rich men’s wives wearing
when they lunched on Rodeo Drive. And I tried to hang out places
where people would see me who weren’t just cheap johns looking for
a quick, young lay. I knew one thing in those years, Rafe, and that
was the only possession I had of any value in this world was being
beautiful and I meant to sell it for as high a price as I could
negotiate from life. I wanted to be a movie star and I never, ever
let myself lose my focus, even when I was so hungry, my stomach was
cramping, or some slimy piece of shit smacked me around just
because he enjoyed doing it, or I had to force myself not to puke
when my head was being pushed down on some dirty old man’s smelly
dick. The only thing I really worried about was somebody beating me
up bad enough to threaten my looks.”

She took a deep breath. “My plan worked too,
Rafe, because one day when I was at the drug store drinking coffee,
I met Ted Frazier, and he ended up being my lifesaver. The crazy
thing was, I was prepared to offer sex for salvation but Ted didn’t
even want that. All he ever asked me to do was get naked and lay
across his lap and let him spank me while he called me a bad, bad
girl. He did it pretty hard. It hurt, but it wasn’t nearly as bad
as going down on someone or letting them fuck me. Except for that,
he was good to me. He moved me into his cottage in Hollywood, and
he bought me some more nice clothes besides just that one outfit.
He had some low-level connections in the movie industry and he
finally wangled me an interview with a minor producer. Ted showed
me how to dress and wear my make up.

“’You have to vamp him, Rhiannon’, which is
what I was calling myself by then. Don’t just hand it to him on a
silver platter. Make him give up something in return’. It was
obvious the producer wanted me. He promised me a part in a movie
and asked me to move in with him until the right role came along.
When I told Ted I was moving out, he said, of course, like it was a
foregone conclusion. He told me to remember that this guy wasn’t
shit but he was only the second card in my deck, he himself being
the first. He said the secret was to keep moving up until I got to
the King. I met the next guy at one of the producer’s parties. He
was a mega-cokehead and pretty mean when he was stoned, but also
slightly higher in the Hollywood pecking order so the places he
took me were more prestigious and filled with more important
people. My King turned out to be a director who said he thought I’d
be perfect in a film they were just then casting and it turned out,
he really meant it. Of course, he wanted sex too but that went
without saying. He actually did put me in his movie, which turned
out to be, Magic Creek, and the rest, as they say, is history. I
always promised myself that once I made it, I would never fuck
another man unless it was my idea.”

She wound her arms around his neck, putting
her lips on his ear, “it’s my idea to fuck you, Rafe.”

*

“Did you ever kill anyone, Rafe?”

“Nope. I’ve hurt a few people, was probably
responsible for someone commiting suicide but I never actually
killed anyone myself.”

“Would you if you had to?”

“Sure. I’d rather think of another way ‘cause
I wouldn’t want to take a chance on going to jail, but if I was
backed into a corner, I would. Are you trying to tell me you killed
someone, Ree?”

“The day I was leaving West Virginia. I
thought I was alone, getting my stash out from behind a loose
foundation stone in the shed where I kept it. Pap snuck up behind
me. He was going to take my money and beat me for hiding it from
him in the first place. I couldn’t let that happen or I knew I’d
never get away. He was coming toward me, calling me a fucking
little cunt. He was drunk and slow and stumbling. I was desperate.
I grabbed up the rock I’d taken from the foundation and ran around
behind him. As he was starting to turn, I bashed it into his temple
as hard as I could. He fell. I felt for his pulse and he was still
alive. So I tried to hit him again in exactly the same spot. I
waited for while to see what was going to happen and by the next
time I checked, he’d quit breathing. I rolled him over onto the
stone, hoping it would look like he’d fallen down and hit his head
against it and then I ran. Seemed like it would have been
suspicious that Pap died the same day I disappeared but as far as I
know, no one ever tried to come after me. Probably everyone in
Blister Springs was glad the miserable piece of shit was dead. I
know I was. Do you think I was wrong, Rafe?”

“No, not wrong, Ree. I probably wouldn’t have
let happen by accident though. I’d have made a plan in advance so I
could control the way it went down.”

*

He told her about his times ten rule. “God,”
she said, stretching sinuously, before pressing hard against him,
“being with you is like being let out of a cage. It’s so wonderful
to be able to tell you everything. I think we’re kindred spirits,
Rafe.”

*

“Did you ever go back, Ree, out of
curiosity?”

“Never! I don’t want to ever see that place
or any of those people again! They must not know who I am, Rafe,
‘cause they’d come around threatening and begging if they did. That
would be the only fun part, watching their faces when I told them I
wouldn’t piss on them if they were on fire. I don’t care about
anyone from around here. None of them knew where I was from. If I
had to make up some story about why I ended up on the street after
coming from Ireland, I could make that glamorous if I needed to.
The only thing I worry about is someone from West Virginia
recognizing me.”

*

“Have you ever loved anyone, Rafe?”

“Just Laney and now you, Honey.”

“You’re it for me, Rafe. I never loved anyone
‘til you.”

“What does that mean, Ree? What constitutes
love for people like us?” His midnight eyes met her smoky ones.

“Are you going to ask me to marry you,
Rafe?”

“No.”

“Are you going to ask to live with me?”

“No.”

“Are you going to ask me to be faithful to
you?”

“No.”

“Are you going to promise to be faithful to
me?”

“No.”

She smiled her open-hearted smile. “Then I
guess it just means loving, Rafe.”

*

They weren’t exactly alike. She was more
spontaneous; he was more calculating. She was more likely to mount
a frontal assault; he was more likely to set a clever trap. When
she got angry, she shouted; when he got angry, he went quiet. She
was more like fire and he was more like ice.

*

When they fought, it was like the clash of
the titans. Sometimes, he won and sometimes she did. For instance,
he was adamant that she give up cocaine.

“It’s not that I’m self-righteous about the
drugs themselves,” he told her, “only that they make their users go
weak and stupid and I don’t get off on weakness or stupidity.”

“But, I don’t do it that often. It’s not like
I’m addicted. And, Rafe,” she told him, “sex goes better with
coke.”

“If I’m not enough to satisfy you without
chemical assistance, Ree, I guarantee you, I’ll walk away. I’d see
that as a personal failure.”

“It’s not like that, Rafe,” she
protested.

He was straddling her, hard, just ready to
slide inside.

“Then I guess you’ve got a decision to make,
don’t you, Sweetheart? Why don’t you tell me what it is right
now?”

“Fuck you, Rafe! Nobody tells me what I can
and can’t do. That’s another vow I made to myself a long time
ago.”

“Good enough.” He crawled off of her and
pulled his shorts on.

“You wouldn’t! You wouldn’t really leave
me!”

He turned back and smiled his flashing smile
but she saw his eyes had gone hard and black, a sign she’d learned
to recognize as meaning there was no possibility of compromise.

“If you wait until I’m out the door, Ree, it
will be too late.”

His hand was on the knob before she broke.
“No, Rafe, come back!”

“Are you making me a promise, Honey?”

“Yes, I promise, just don’t leave, Rafe,
please.”

He watched her flush the last of the white
powder down the toilet.

*

She wanted him to let her tie him up just to
prove he trusted her. He thought he did trust her but it went so
against his grain to let himself be put in a helpless position,
even by her, that so far, he’d resisted. The more he balked, the
more insistent she became.

“You say you love me and have faith me in,
Rafe, but it must not be true or you’d give yourself over to me,
like falling backwards, believing in someone enough to know they’ll
catch you.”

“I trust you, Sweetheart, honest, but it’s
just not something I think I can do.”

“Fine, then, Rafe.” Her eyes were storm cloud
gray, her version of his cold black ones. “You thought sex with
cocaine was a personal rejection of you. I think sex without faith
is a rejection of me. If you can’t prove to me you trust me, then
just leave me alone.”

It went three days of her shunning every
overture he made. If he put his arms around her, she slipped away.
If he tried to kiss her, she turned her head. In bed, she curled up
on her own side as far away from him as she could get so they
didn’t touch.

“Okay,” he finally said, sounding reluctant
and miserable. “I give up, Ree. Just do it.”

She made him lie spread-eagled on the bed,
tying his wrists and ankles with scarves, before knotting them to
the bedposts. They weren’t tied loosely either to give the illusion
of play but snugly, so he knew he couldn’t break free.

“Jesus, Rafe,” she laughed the pealing laugh
her fans loved so much, “you’ve broken into a sweat and you’re
stiff as a board. Are you starting to hyperventilate?”

“Maybe I am,” he panted. “Push my hair out of
my eye, Ree.”

“Just relax, Baby. I don’t want to hurt you,
I only want to love you.”

“It’s not that. I’m not afraid you’ll hurt
me. You’d have to kill me if you did. It’s giving over control to
someone else, even you.”

“I know, and that’s why I want to do it,
because you never let anyone else.”

She had pulled a colorful, fluffy peacock
feather from one of the flower arrangements and began to dance it
lightly down his body, from his forehead to his cheeks, across his
lips and down his neck. She tickled it around his nipples and back
and forth across his belly. From there, it went to his groin,
teasing his cock and balls, before moving on to his inner thighs
and down his legs and to the bottoms of his feet.

Lust won over anxiety. He was still conscious
of the scarves binding him but he’d become hard in spite of
them.

When she’d completed her circuit with the
feather, she revisited the same route with her lips and tongue,
kissing his face, breathing into his ear, gently kissing his lips,
probing the inside of his mouth with her tongue. She nuzzled his
neck and licked his shoulders and sucked his nipples. Her tongue
traced wet circles on his belly and then her mouth left butterfly
kisses on his inner thighs and all around his groin. Finally she
massaged his testicles with her tongue, then licked the base of his
cock, before lighting on the tip, taunting him.

By now his submission to her was complete.
Lying there, completely immobile, forced to allow her to work her
will on him as she chose had him on fire. His cock seemed like a
huge and pulsing thing, craving release.

“ Jesus, Ree, do it now, please, Baby!”

“Do you trust me, Rafe?”

“Yes, yes!”

“Completely?”

“Completely, Ree, I swear it!”

She straddled him and lowered herself onto
him although still she didn’t hurry. If his hands had been free,
he’d have been grasping her butt, forcing her to move more quickly
and bring him fulfillment. But, of course, his hands weren’t free
so all he could do was wait until she decided it was time to give
him what he craved so desperately.

Finally, she did, rode him until he stiffened
and bucked against her. It felt like his ejaculation was coming
from the very depths of his being. He moaned and collapsed limply
against the sheets, not even caring that he was still tied and at
her mercy.

She had to cut the scarves to release him,
he’d pulled them so tight in the throes of his climax. When he was
loose, she laid down beside him.

“I love you, Rafe. I only wanted to make a
point. From the minute I met you I knew I’d found the only person I
could depend on to have my back no matter what. I just wanted you
to know you could count on the same from me.”

*

Her mansion was on the very top of a hill in
the Hollywood Hills. She had forty acres of prime real estate.
She’d paid a fortune for it but it was worth an even bigger fortune
now. The house was three meandering levels of French doors and
patios, towering cathedral ceilings and open beams, potted trees
and great bowls of blooming flowers. The outside wall of the master
bedroom was solid glass so that it seemed like sleeping outdoors
with the pool just steps away and the lights of L.A. gleaming
below.

*

Sometimes they heard the thumping blades of
helicopters flying above them.

“It’s the fucking paparazzi,” she said,
“you’ll get used to that. Come on, let’s go inside until they give
up.”

“Fuck, no. They’re not going to dictate what
we do. What do you care anyway, Ree? Let’em take their pictures,”
burying his head between her legs.

*

They went on location to Ireland, a country
they both fell in love with, maybe partly because they were so
enthralled with each other. When they didn’t have to be on the set,
they took long rides past green hills that swept to the base of
mountains and along craggy-cliffed coasts and long golden beaches,
through wooded glens and beside crystal lakes, through villages
with colorful pubs and thatch-roofed cottages and castles and
churches. She said she didn’t really know why she chose Rhiannon to
be her name or why she picked Ireland to be the country of,
basically, her rebirth. She guessed it was just that both were just
as foreign to West Virginia and Pearl Ann Mosier as anything she
could think of. He told her that he was part Irish in that it was
where his mother’s family was from. The studio’s publicity
department sent out elaborately detailed press releases about the
movie star, Rhiannon’s, triumphant return to the country of her
birth.

*

Rafe didn’t actually like moviemaking much -
the long hours, many of which were filled with waiting and boredom.
Repeating scenes because someone got their lines wrong, something
that never happened with Rafe and his photographic memory. He
thought this would be the last time he’d ever want to do this.
Better to be in a car watching the scenery fly by at a two hundred
miles an hour. He would miss Ree when it was over but it wasn’t
like he had to spend every minute of his life with her. She had her
world and he had his. They’d have plenty of time to be
together.

*

About halfway through filming, they changed
the ending.

Rhiannon’s character, Fiona, had been
supposed to finally be rescued by the British and joyfully reunited
with Captain Stewart. Press was the star, after all. But, they
could see that wouldn’t be realistic. Fiona and Kel were so
electric together, audiences would never buy her happily parting
from him to rejoin her huband. No woman, especially, would believe
she’d willingly leave Kel. So, while he still died in the end, now
the movie’s final scenes showed a grieving Fiona, back with a
husband who knew he’d killed the man his wife loved and mourning
his own loss as a consequence.

“It’s actually better this way, more
dramatic,” Reynard told the rest of the production group.

*

The advance reviews were overwhelmingly
positive. The critics were inspired to new heights of over-the-top
description, which usually included some variation of heat, based
on the strength of Rhiannon and Rafe’s passionate performances.

“These two are positively incendiary
together,” declared one.

“They’re like nuclear fusion,” exclaimed
another.

“I expected to see smoke rising from the
screen,” enthused yet a third.

“The love scene of the century,” it was
labelled.

“Of the century?” asked Rafe, cocking one
dark eyebrow, “have movies even been in existence for a
century?”

*

Chas and Vic flew out for the premiere and
Rafe sent Laney a ticket too. She’d bought a dress especially for
the occasion. She thought she looked good in sea blue silk that
matched her eyes. She’d pulled one side of her long blonde hair
back and fastened it with a blue beaded comb. Chas and Vic told her
she looked beautiful although when your competition was Rhiannon,
it took more than that to inspire confidence.

They were already seated in the theater when
Rhiannon and Rafe arrived in their limo to trod the red carpet,
swarmed by reporters and cameras, so they had to watch that part
later on t.v. Rhiannon wore a long low-cut black silk gown with the
bodice trimmed in jet beads, her hair a tangle of sable curls.
(She’d originally planned to wear her hair on top of her head, but
he’d run his hands through it saying, “no, I love it like this,
Ree, wear it down for me.”) Rafe was dressed in black slacks, black
shirt and casually formal black jacket.

“Kiss her,” the people watching began to
chant. “Kiss her, Rafe. We want to see you kiss her!”

“They won’t be satisfied unless we do it,”
she murmured to him.

So, he turned and put his arms around her
waist while hers wound around his neck and he lowered his lips to
hers.

“I love you, Rafe,” they heard her say when
it was over and a small sigh of appreciation went up from the
audience.

Later, he sat watching, seated between Laney
and Rhiannon, both of whom he assumed would want him to spend the
night with them. Could be a bit of an awkward moment unless he
handled it very, very diplomatically. He hadn’t quite decided yet
exactly how he would do that until Rhiannon whispered in his ear,
“remember, Rafe, how I said you could trust me to have your back no
matter what?”

“Yes,” he whispered back.

“It’s been a while. I expect she’s anxious to
see you, so it’s okay, Baby.”

He squeezed her hand and breathed a small
sigh of gratitude.

*

Benchmark popped for dinner at Arletti’s
after the premiere, currently the hippest, most prestigious (and
most expensive) restaurant among the film industry in-crowd.
Everyone involved with No Winners was ecstatic. They’d been around
the movie business long enough to smell a hit when they saw one and
they’d been around long enough to recognize a star when they saw
one and Rafe Vincennes was going to be a star of the top rank,
every bit as big as Rhiannon herself. They were a match made in
heaven as far as the studio was concerned.

It was all pretty old hat for Rhiannon, and
Rafe was more amused by all the hubbub than anything else, but Chas
and Vic and Laney were awed - being chauffeured around in
limousines to up scale restaurants , cameras going off in all
directions, reporters crying out for Rhiannon and Rafe’s attention,
sitting with movie stars like Rhiannon and Press Buckley, other
diners coming up wanting autographs. It was a heady experience.
Most of all, for them, it had been exciting seeing their own Rafe,
larger than life, up there on the screen. Every one of them
wondered if he’d be different now that he’d gotten all this
attention but they were relieved to find he was still the same old
Rafe, no more impressed by movie stardom than he had been about
getting A’s or making touchdowns or winning races.

*

Sitting at the table in her suite later, Lane
asked him, “you love her, don’t you, Rafe?”

“Come over here, Honey, and sit on my lap.”
It was his favorite way to have a serious discussion because he
could make his points with touching as well as talking.

He put his arm around her waist and smoothed
her hair off her face. “I do love her, Lane. But that doesn’t have
anything to do with you, Sweetie. No matter what else happens,
nothing will ever change between us. We’ve been part of one
another’s lives since the beginning.”

“Will you move to California now and just
make movies?”

“I don’t have any intention of ever making
another movie. I’ll be home when all the publicity shit is done,
probably in the next few weeks. I’ll be there when you get your
Christmas break. Now, you know what’s been going on with me, so
tell me what’s happening in your life? Do you like Skidmore?”

“Yes, I really do and I love Saratoga
Springs. All the professors are nice and I’ve made some friends.
I’m getting good grades. You know the best thing, Rafe?”

“What’s that, Lane?”

“Unlike you, I love having people all around
me and everywhere I go. After all the years at Heron Point, just
rattling around by myself and being lonesome, having a roommate and
hearing people in the halls and sharing a bathroom and eating in
the cafeteria seems cozy and friendly, sort of what I imagine the
house was like when all the older kids were there. I used to dream
about how fun it must have been when everyone lived at home.”

He shook his head, “well, different strokes,
I guess, Honey. What about your roommate? What’s she like?”

“She’s really sweet and smart but heavy and
not very attractive, thank God.”

“Thank God?”

“Yes, Rafe,” she sighed, “because I showed
her your website and now she has a huge crush on you. She asks
about you all the time and when this movie comes out, it’s going to
be worse. I don’t want you coming to school to visit me and
seducing my roommate and then leaving me to deal with her broken
heart. “

He grinned. “Do you think I would do that to
you, Laney?”

“Are you saying you wouldn’t?”

“When would I have time?” he asked, pulling
her head down to kiss her.

*

When it was released to the general public,
“No Winners” became the highest grossing movie ever. The rape scene
was the talk of the media, even including those that didn’t
normally pay much attention to the film industry. The video of it
zoomed to the top of YouTube’s all-time most viewed list. Rafe’s
butt and Rhiannon’s boob were surely the most shaded out pieces of
film ever on family channels and mainstream media. But not in the
magazines and on cable, where they were shown clearly and lingerly,
as they were in other print sources not quite so prudish. Press
Buckley was the forgotten man as Rafe and Rhiannon became
Hollywood’s new power couple. She was voted “Most Beautiful
Actress” and he was voted “Handsomest Actor”. Collectively, they
were named “Hottest Duo”.

*

The studio called Rafe and Rhiannon to a
meeting.

“We need to start thinking about your next
film.”

“There’s not going to be a next film for me,”
Rafe told.

They were stunned, aghast.

“What do you mean that there’s not going to
be another film? You have to make another film! You’re a star now!
The public wants to see you!”

“I don’t owe the public anything and I don’t
owe you anything either. I fulfilled my obligation under my
contract.” His smile went sliding across his face. “I only promised
to fuck you, I never promised to marry you.”

“You can’t do this!”

“Yes,” he said, gently, “I very definitely
think I can.”

“Rhiannon, you’ve got to make him see
reason!”

She shrugged. “Man says he doesn’t want to
make a movie, I guess that’s his business.”

“But what about the money, Rafe? We’ll make
you a multi-millionaire!”

“My trust fund just kicked in. I’m already a
multi-millionaire.”

*

Back at her house, she told him, “God, Rafe,
that was great! I loved seeing the looks on their faces when you
told them no. They couldn’t believe anyone existed on this earth
who’d reject them. At first, they thought you were just holding out
for a better deal. The mercenary bastards can understand that. When
they finally realized you really meant it, they went into shock. I
envy you, Rafe. It must have been nice never to have had to kiss
anyone’s ass to get what you wanted. What would you have done if
you’d been in my position, I wonder?”

“I’d have done just what you did, Ree. I’d
have been tough enough to play the game however I had to play it
until I got myself into a winning position.”

She moved up to him and unbuttoned his jeans.
“I know a winning position, I’d like to put you in right now.”

*

They were watching Rafe’s face on the t.v.
screen for what seemed like about the millionth time.

“What did I tell you, Jeff? He went, he saw,
he conquered.”

“You were right. You know, he probably got
the part based on his looks but he deserved it too. He’s actually a
good actor, Denis.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt that. That’s what used to
make the rest of us so upset with him when we were kids.”

*

“Have you seen the new Time magazine?” Linda
Dee asked Rhonda Fisher at their weekly dinner (which was Mexican
tonight).

“No, why?”

“Guess who is on the front cover?”

“I have no idea. Who?”

“Rafe Vincennes, that’s who!” she slammed her
hand down onto the table, causing the other diners to stare in
their direction.

“Are you serious, Linda? Rafe on the cover of
Time?”

“Yes, because of that movie he made, and the
caption above his treacherous, smiling face says, Headed for
Super-Stardom. I’m not sure I can bear it, Rhonda. Whatever
happened to ‘what goes around, comes around’? A less deserving
person I can’t imagine and yet, he just keeps going around and
catching the brass ring every time. It just isn’t fair,” she said
bitterly. “And here’s the very worst part. Chelsea confessed to me
that she went to see that movie and she told me as soon as it comes
out on dvd she’s buying it and she said she was probably going to
watch it about a million times.” (Chelsea was a nurse in St
Vincent’s Hospital in Baltimore now).

“Try not to be too upset, Linda. I mean, I
think most of the people in or from Benedict have seen it. It’s
natural when Rafe comes from here. And that’s probably even more so
if you were ever, if you were ever…. (she was trying to think of a
delicate way to say it) involved with Rafe.”

Linda closed her eyes in pain at the
thought.

“And even you have to admit that Rafe was
rather larger than life. Even as a student, the normal rules never
seemed to apply to him.”

“Oh, I’ll grant you that. Will he get away
with it his whole life, do you think, or will justice finally catch
up with him someday?”

*

Rafe was having somewhat the same thoughts,
not the justice part, just about the brass ring and how people came
to get it. He’d ridden up to the cabin to get away from the phone.
Now he was sitting on a chair on the porch with his legs propped up
on the railing, Hawk at his feet. It was an overcast day, making
the world look metallic - the sky was iron, the grass in the fields
was pewter, the bay beyond was steel. He’d left his cell back at
the house. There’d be no new messages because his voice mail box
was full. Luckily, Renny and Magdelene were in Mobile visiting
again with Gil and Cindy (Gil was retired now from Princeton)
because the land line just kept ringing and ringing and ringing,
taking messages until the answering machine ran out of tape. Rafe
had deleted them a couple of times but this last time, he’d just
let it fill up and left it that way. The post office had notified
him that they were holding his mail too because the Heron Point
mailbox, while large, wasn’t big enough to stuff all his fan mail
into. He guessed he’d have to run into Benedict and pick it up
eventually. He’d told them to just pitch it but they said they
couldn’t do that. A person’s mail was sacred whether he wanted it
or not. Jeri told him his movie fans had discovered the race
website and it got so many hits, it crashed the server. He’d sent
her a check for a new and bigger one. He also sent her an extra
$5,000 for herself just for all the work she did. When she e-mailed
him back, she said she did what she did for him and not for money
but she was keeping the $5,000 just the same ?! Vic e-mailed him
that he was getting mail at the carriage house too because he’d
never turned in a change of address since he’d hardly received any
mail there and he knew he could trust them to forward on anything
that looked important. Vic asked what Rafe wanted them to do with
it and Rafe told him to throw it away. Then Vic asked if he cared
if they read it. Amused, he told them to go ahead and to tell him
about anything especially interesting. So, now Vic kept up a
running commentary in his e-mails, mostly about exotic and explicit
sexual offers, (from both men and women), marriage proposals (from
both men and women) and of course, passionate promises of undying
love (from both women and men). Rafe had decided there were even
more crazies in the world than he had previously thought.

So he was here at the cabin because it was
about the only refuge he had left (no phone, thank God), here or
driving in his car. Reporters had even tracked him down and tried
to snag an interview when he was on the boat, for Christ’s sake,
not that anyone could catch him in the cigarette boat but
still.

Rafe didn’t really think much about God one
way or the other. If there was a Supreme Being, it sure seemed like
he (or she, or it) had a capricious sense of humor. Even a brain as
smart as his couldn’t make rhyme or reason of what human beings
were supposed to accomplish, if they were even meant to accomplish
anything. If an Intelligence had planned it all, it was as if it
had set them all down in an impenetrable forest with no map and
then just said, “have at it.” So they all staggered around this way
and that, bumping into trees and stumbling over rocks and falling
into holes. People were terrified to admit there might be
absolutely nothing rational about any of it and that’s why they had
to invent institutions like the church and idiotic ideas like the
infallibility of a Pope to comfort themselves that they had some
freakin’ kind of guidance.

If there was one thing he knew, and anyone
who paid any attention at all had to know, it was that life was not
fair. That was so patently obvious, it appeared to be deliberate.
There seemed to be some perverse law of physics operating that
dictated that objects and people, were attracted to other objects
and people, in direct proportion to how much those other objects
and people repelled them, in other words, anything or anyone that
was hard to get was automatically deemed more desirable.

Rafe had benefited from this principle
throughout his life, not because he was trying, but just because of
the way things were. Take women, for instance. How many times had
he ever beckoned a woman, offering her nothing more than a quick
lay, and had her come flying to him even as she cast aside the man
who loved her and wanted to give her the world? The answer was many
times. He’d even asked a girl about it once. He knew she had an
adoring boyfriend. Why would she hurt that boyfriend to be with
him? She said it was because he was exciting and her boyfriend
wasn’t. He told her, “yeah, but I’m only going to be exciting for a
few hours and then I’ll be gone.” She’d just shrugged and said
she’d worry about that later. He guessed at least a third of the
fan club gals were married but they threw their names in the hat
just like the single ones, taking the risk of the consequences if
their husbands ever found out what was going on.

He’d played sports with other athletes who
ached to be stars and craved the spotlight of media attention.
They’d have crawled on their hands and knees to be interviewed by
reporters but the media chased after him, who did everything he
could to avoid them. Things flowed to him that he didn’t give a
fuck about like winning poetry prizes or being published in the JM
while there were others who would have been ecstatic to have those
things and never got them.

And now, he was being called a movie star,
although it wasn’t anything he’d ever wanted or needed, not like
Ree had needed it. She was one who had broken that barrier, forcing
life to hand over something she was determined to have, and she’d
done it through sheer guts and will. He admired her for that, being
able to get herself out of a terrible situation and into one where
she had enough power to control her own life. She saw all the media
bullshit as a debt she owed the people who put her where she was,
her fans. She loved them and was immensely grateful to them. He
didn’t feel that way. He didn’t give a damn whether he had a fan or
not because he wasn’t dependent on them for anything he cared
about.

Fortunately, there was a large gate at the
head of the Heron Point driveway. It had almost never been closed
before but he had it closed now and he was letting Hawk run loose
so if some enterprising reporter or camera person did make it over
the fence or up to the house via the dock, they were taking a
chance on suffering some rather significant injury.

 


~ ~ ~


CHAPTER 12

Rhiannon came to Heron Point and spent a
couple of weeks with him at Christmas. She fell crazily in love
with the house and the family. She hung on Renny’s every word about
Vincennes history, studying every item in his study, wanting to
know the stories behind the heirloom furniture and the model train
and the dueling pistols and the civil war letters. She pored over
the family tree and asked him to explain as much as he knew about
each name listed. Renny enjoyed talking to someone who was so
interested since his own kids had always pretty well taken their
heritage for granted.

She spent hours with Magdelene, wanting to
know about her and Renny’s love affair and what it was like to
spend your whole life loving someone and knowing they loved you
back and to be brought here to this wonderful place as a young
bride and how it was for her when her kids were young and at home.
Magdelene told her that from the first day she met Renny, she
thought he was the perfect man and almost 40 years, nine kids and,
she’d have to stop to think to remember how many grandkids later,
she still thought so. Getting to know Rafe’s father, Ree could
definitely understand how Magdelene would feel that way. It seemed
to her that if you were under Renny’s protection, nothing bad would
ever be allowed to happen to you.

Rhiannon was fascinated by the open oak
stairway with all the family pictures lining the wall going up the
steps. She made Rafe tell who each of the brothers and sisters were
and who they were married to and how many children they had and
what they were doing with their lives now (although she did notice
the pictures kind of petered out when they got to Rafe and
Lane).

He took her out on the boats, the sailboat
and the speed boat and even the little pirogue in which they could
investigate the swampy side streams of the bay which he knew like
the back of his hand (fortunately, it was an especially warm
winter). He taught her to ride the horses, something she’d never
done, and he took her up to the cabin, explaining jokingly about
how it had been the Vincennes sexual rendezvous point, first for
their parents, and then for each of the kids in their turn. They
made love in the bedroom so she could say she’d done it there too.
She adored Hawk and Shasta. She’d never had a pet of her own. He
took her into Benedict, where he knew everyone and everyone knew
him, and they seemed suitably impressed although not surprised that
Rafe had ended up with a woman like Rhiannon.

She threw herself into helping Magdelene
decorate, excitedly showing Rafe how she’d learned to make the big,
plaid bows for the stairway swags, and to wrap gifts as beautifully
as Magdelene so each one looked like something you’d see in a
department store window. She helped set out pots and pots of
poinsettias and to decide where each elaborate flower arrangement
should go and to hang the socks on the mantel. She was awed when
Renny had the workmen bring the manger scene out of the garage and
she went nuts over the huge tree when it was delivered.

She was even more thrilled when all the
family vehicles started coming down the driveway to unload kids and
luggage and packages to put under the tree and when the long dining
room table was filled to overflowing with talking, laughing
Vincennes. All except Laney, who’d decided to go to London this
year with her best college chum, giving up even her $1,000
check.

“Is it because of me, Rafe?” she asked.

“Yes, Honey, I expect it probably is.”

He thought she was a completely different
person here, more Pearl Ann Mosier than Rhiannon. Her West Virginia
roots of extreme poverty and lovelessness showed in her naked
longing to be part of Heron Point and the Vincennes. He thought it
was sort of sweet but sad to watch. They all loved her because she
so obviously loved them. She hardly sat down until she had a baby
on her lap. He smiled to himself. If anything, most of them
probably thought he didn’t deserve anyone as special as
Rhiannon.

The family was a little taken aback by the
helicoptors that flew over the chateau and the satellite trucks
that lined the roadway and the reporters who crowded around any
time anyone entered or left, hoping for a picture or a few words
from Rafe or Rhiannon or even better, both of them together.

“I’ve got to go see them and talk to them a
little.”

“I guess you want me to go too.”

“I’d like for you to but I know you hate it,
so I’m not asking.”

“No, it’s all right.”

“If you’re going to do it, Rafe, put yourself
out to charm them.”

“Don’t worry, Ree. I will.”

So she took her hair down out of its pony
tail and used the curling iron to produce her trademark tangle of
sable curls. She expertly applied make up so her smoky eyes were
shadowed in dove gray and her full lips were sensuously mauve. She
changed out of her holey jeans and sweatshirt and into gray suede
pants, a silky silver blouse, knee-high, high-heeled gray leather
boots and a silver fox fur jacket. And the family was fascinated by
the metamorphosis from Rhiannon the regular person to Rhiannon the
self-assured movie star.

They walked to the end of the locust-lined
lane to give the media the attention they craved. Rafe was friendly
and funny and open. And she was was smiling and cooperative and
flirtatious.

“Do you love him, Rhiannon?” one of them
called out.

“I love him with all my heart,” she said,
taking his hand.

“And how about you, Rafe?”

“The same. I feel the same.”

“When do you start your next movie?”

“No more movies for me,” he told them, “I’m a
race car driver, not an actor.”

“Will you try to convince him to change his
mind, Rhiannon?”

“I might try if the perfect part comes
along.”

“Will you let her talk you into it,
Rafe?”

His smile went flashing across his face.
“Maybe…if she makes me an offer I can’t refuse.”

Thus leaving them with the hope that another
Rhiannon and Rafe film might be forthcoming in the future.

*

“I’d like to stay here always, Rafe. This
place seems so warm and secure and beautiful.You take it for
granted because it’s all you’ve ever known but if you’d grown up
like me, with nothing but ugliness, you’d know how lucky you were
to live here, always having good food to eat and nice clothes to
wear just like the other kids, and brothers and sisters who
actually seem to like one another. And your Mom and Dad have to be
the perfect parents. I can’t even imagine what it would be like to
have a father like Renny. He’s so kind and strong, like you’d
always have everything you needed. Is that really what it was
like?”

“Pretty much, Ree, that’s pretty much what it
was like.”

She snuggled against him. “Would you really
make another movie if I asked, Rafe?”

“Not just any movie, Honey, but if something
comes along that you really, really want badly, I’d probably do it
just for you.”

*

He wasn’t exactly sure where Laney was with
everything so he e-mailed her.

Lane - do you still want me to come up in
February? R

Rafe - Yes, yes, yes! I can’t wait to see
you! Love, Lane.

*

Of course, she was there first, an hour and a
half before he thought he’d arrive, just in case he got in early.
She was in the room she’d been assigned. She’d unlocked her side of
the joining door but he had to unlock his from his side before the
rooms were open to each other. This old hotel was very lovely and
elegant, not that she cared that much. She’d have stayed in a
fleabag if it meant Rafe was going to be there with her. She
impatiently read her book with one ear focused outside, waiting for
a sound that would alert her to his arrival. But she forgot how
quietly he always did everything. The connecting door opened before
she knew he was there. He stood, grinning.

“Aren’t you going to come and kiss me
hello?”

She flung down her book and jumped up. When
she reached him, she threw her arms around him and buried her head
in his shoulder, soaking up the feel of his strength and warmth and
loved familiarity.

“This is the longest time we’ve ever gone
without seeing one another. I almost didn’t think I could stand
it.”

He held her face with both his hands and
looked into her eyes.

“We need to talk about that before I leave.
Do you want to do it now and get it out of the way?”

“No, Rafe, not now. We’ll talk about it
later.”

“Okay, then, Honey, you tell me when you’re
ready. In the meantime…..”

*

She wasn’t ready until late into the next
day. She wasn’t even ready then, really. It was so good just to
have him there, making love to her, and then lying next to him when
she was totally content and drifting happily into sleep. But she
guessed it had to be dealt with sooner or later.

“I’m getting up and getting dressed,” she
said, “I can’t talk about serious stuff lying down and naked.”

He was caressing her breast, “no,” he agreed,
smiling “you’re easily distractible, Lane.”

She hadn’t brought a robe so she put on his
long-sleeved denim shirt. It smelled of his aftershave and even
that distracted her a little. He brought them each a bottle of
water out of the frig.

“So, who goes first, Lane? You or me?”

“You first, Rafe. Tell me about you and
Rhiannon and what that means to us.”

He shrugged. “I love her, I’ve told you that.
I think she’ll always be part of my life now, but I don’t know that
it will affect us much, one way or the other unless you let it. I
know you didn’t come home for Christmas because she was there and I
understand why, but she won’t be at Heron Point more than a few
weeks out of every year. She’ll still mostly be in California or on
location. I’ll be mostly at home or traveling the racing circuit.
Life will go on pretty much the same except we’ll probably spend a
lot of time on planes going back and forth.”

“I always have a hard time grasping your way
of thinking, Rafe.” She giggled. “I think it’s because I’m
normal.”

He nodded with a small smile of
acknowledgement of her normalcy.

She turned serious. “I’ve given this a lot of
thought. You know, I assigned a percentage once to the amount of
you I thought you gave to me. It came out to 20 percent.”

“You tried to put our relationship in
mathematical terms, Lane?” he cocked one black eyebrow. “And what
made you arrive at 20 percent anyway?”

“I was just trying to accept where I fit into
the scheme of things in your life, Rafe, and I suppose a fifth was
arbitrary but it seemed like roughly the right amount. Anyway,
let’s say for the sake of argument it is about right. What I
finally decided recently was that was all I’ve ever had of you
which meant that other people got the 80 percent that was left,
whoever they were. Now, Rhiannon has entered the picture and taken
over part of that 80 percent. I guess it shouldn’t make that much
difference to me since I never had it anyway. Does any of what I’m
saying make any sense, Rafe?”

“Well,” he said, “it sounds like your
normalcy trying to make sense of my abnormality but if it works for
you, Sweetie, it’s okay.”

“What about her, Rafe? Is she satisfied with
the way things are between you?”

“She knows what I am, Lane, and that I won’t
change. She says her love comes with no strings attached and I
think she really means it.”

“And you’re the same with her?”

“Yes. She’s free to do as she pleases when
I’m not around. I never wanted to own anyone, Lane, and I don’t
want anyone to own me.”

“I’m an owner, Rafe, or at least I’d like to
be.”

“I know, Honey. Makes it hard for you,
doesn’t it, dealing with someone like me? Are you going to be all
right with me and Ree the way it is then? You know we can call it
quits if you think it’s better for you. We’ll just revert to being
brother and sister and I’ll love you just the same.”

“No, Rafe! No, I couldn’t do that, not ever!
I think it probably would be better, but I can’t imagine never
being together with you like this. I bailed on Christmas just
because it seemed like it would hurt too bad, knowing she was right
beside my room in your bed where I’ve been so many times.” She took
a deep breath, “but for the rest of it, Rafe, I’ll share if I have
to. I’ll take my 20 percent and try to be happy with it because
it’s better than nothing at all.”

He took her hand. “I think it’s a little more
than 20 percent, Lane.” He grinned. “Maybe more like 25.”

“And the same for her?”

“Yep - a quarter for you, a quarter for her,
a quarter for everyone else and a quarter to keep for myself.”

“I’m done talking, Rafe,” she put her hand on
his lap. “I’m ready to collect on my 25 percent right now.”

*

She told him he had to come to the dorm
before he left. Her roommate, Sarah, would never forgive her if she
didn’t at least bring Rafe by to meet her. He caused quite a splash
on campus because just about everyone had seen No Winners and he
was even more handsome in real life than he was on the big screen.
They had lunch at the cafeteria just so Laney could show him off
but it was hard for him to eat in between signing autographs.

“Is it always like this for you now?”

“Just about. “

Sarah was so self-conscious, being at the
chosen table with Rafe and Lane, that she didn’t touch her food.
She was afraid she’d choke and embarrass herself in front of him.
Sarah was usually comfortable about herself. Generally, on campus,
she was okay with being a size 18 and wearing jeans that were a
little too big and a tee-shirt that was a little too small. She
hardly ever wore make up, making no effort to capitalize on her
best feature, her soft brown doe eyes. She let her naturally curly
dark blond hair go too long between trimmings so it it bushed
around her face with no discernible style. Right now though, she
was supremely conscious of her shortcomings. She wished she’d stuck
to that diet and hadn’t cancelled her appointment at the hair
salon.

Lane had asked him to bring Sarah one of the
“I ‘heart’ Rafe fan club shirts and he gave it to her after he
walked them back to their building, signed with that big, bold Rafe
above the heart. He gave her a quick hug and told her he was glad
his sister had a roommate she got along with so well, at which, she
turned a particularly vivid shade of scarlet and mumbled, “me,
too”.

Laney went with him out to his car.

“God, she’s going to be unbearable about you
now, Rafe. Thanks for being so sweet to her.”

“I’m usually sweet to vulnerable people,
Lane.”

“You see why I said I was glad she was heavy
and not pretty. She would have thrown herself at you and you might
have been tempted to take her up on it.”

“I should do it anyway, Lane and make her
day. You know, I’m not above giving out the occasional pity fuck.
It’s sort of my version of donating to charity. Not long ago, I
screwed a scrawny, freckle-faced, buck-toothed little
redhead…’course I was afraid to let her blow me because of the
teeth. Kept visualizing a beaver and a tree.”

“You’re lying, Rafe!”

His fleeting smile slid across his face. She
never did know whether he was teasing her or telling the truth.

*

After he was gone, she found a check for
$1,000 in her purse with a sticky note that said he didn’t want her
giving up something she wanted because of him.

*

He heard about the colt when he was waiting
at Grindle’s Garage while they serviced the Corvette. He’d gone to
school with Roger Corning, whose parents owned Legacy Ridge Arabs,
where Heron Point’s own horses had come from. Roger was waiting
too, for one of the farm trucks to be finished.

“Hey, Rog, how’s it going?”

“Good, Rafe, although not as good as it
sounds like you’re doing.”

“Yeah, well, I’ve had a streak of good luck
lately.

“Rafe, your whole life has been a streak of
good luck.”

Rafe shrugged, then changed the subject. “Old
Destiny is starting to slow down, Rog. I’ve thought off and on
about coming out and taking a look at your young stock. Don’t know
when I might have got around to it but since we’ve met up like
this, have you got anything you think I’d be interested in?”

“We got a black stud colt that would be right
up your alley, Rafe. Problem is the old man would never agree to
let you have him. In fact, I think he’s decided the only safe thing
to do is have him put down.”

“Why? What’s up with him?”

“He’s mean as a rattlesnake. Bites, kicks,
bucks. The stable hands all hate him. Too bad ‘cuz he’s gorgeous, a
true black, and you know, that isn’t so common. Perfect
confirmation. Bloodlines out the wazoo. We originally thought we’d
show him, then keep him for breeding but Dad said he’d never want
to pass on that kind of disposition. Thought about gelding him, but
he’s been a pure little bastard since he was born and seems
unlikely anything is going to change him. Anyway, Dad decided if he
hurt anybody, he’d feel responsible so I think he’s a goner….”

“You’ve still got him now though?”

“Yeah.”

“I’d like to at least come out and take a
look.”

“Well, it looks like we’re both about to get
done here. Why don’t you follow me back to the farm. I’ll show him
to you but I warn you, I don’t think you’ll get beyond that with
Dad.”

Roger grinned, brown eyes sparkling, knowing
he’d piqued Rafe’s interest. The two had started school together
clear back in kindergarten, although Rafe had jumped ahead of him
when he’d been skipped those two years. Roger knew if you told Rafe
he couldn’t do something, he wouldn’t be able to resist trying to
figure out a way to do it just to prove it could be done. Roger
remembered when they’d played football together in high school.
They’d all been sitting around taking a breather during a practice.
Someone had pointed out the tall announcer’s box and said wouldn’t
it be cool if they could sneak in and replace the school flag on
top with a banner that said, “fuck the Falcons”. If no one official
noticed it until the last minute, people would begin coming into
the stands and a lot of them would see it before the administration
could get a maintenance guy out to take it down. They tossed the
possibilities around for a while before sensible heads prevailed,
pointing out that a) it was almost impossible to get over the high
fence that enclosed the field (there had been a vandalism incident
once and the current fence was, if anything an over-reaction on the
school’s part) and b) it would be even more difficult to climb to
the top of the peaked roof of the announcer’s stand to reach the
flag pole (when the school needed to get up there, they used a
cherry picker, for God’s sake). Eventually, everyone gave up on the
idea, or at least, they thought everyone had given up.

But at the next game, the one with the Ferris
Falcons, Thad Curless had poked Roger in the ribs and whispered,
“look at the flagpole but don’t let anyone see you do it”. And
there, flying in the breeze, was a white banner that simply said,
“RAFE” in large black letters. Of course, it would be Rafe’s style
to bypass the smart-ass sentiment like, “fuck the Falcons”, just to
make a personal statement. Word about the banner passed from
student to student. Clumps of giggling kids wondered how long it
was going to take the adults to discover Rafe’s flag. They were
thrilled that he’d managed to pull off a coup against the
administration. By the time one of the teachers noticed and brought
it to the attention of Principal Jacobs, the game was getting ready
to start and since it didn’t say anything offensive, he made the
decision to leave it until afterwards. So, Rafe’s name floated
above the field during the entire game which was fitting at the end
when he made the winning touchdown for Benedict.

Naturally, although they’d let it pass
temporarily, the bureaucracy was not happy and Rafe got called into
the principal’s office first thing Monday morning. The school
grapevine went into overdrive. Soon every student knew.

“Hey, Rafe’s in Jacob’s office. Wonder what
will happen?”

“Probably wants to know how he did it. You
know, he’s wasting his time. Rafe’ll never tell.”

“Yeah, he wouldn’t even tell any of us and we
begged him.”

“But we don’t have the kind of leverage
Jacobs has. He can threaten to call Rafe’s old man or give him a
million years of in-school detention or something.”

“Won’t matter. I’ll bet you ten bucks he
won’t get Rafe to talk. If he has to, he’ll just take his
punishment.”

“Maybe he’ll throw Rafe off the team.”

“Ha-ha! Like Coach would ever let that
happen!”

He didn’t tell, and he did not get thrown off
the team, but he did get an entire month of in-school suspension
(no one had ever gotten as much). Jacobs thought it was a
punishment to sit in a small room each day, isolated from his
fellow students, but, of course, he didn’t understand that to Rafe,
this wasn’t the case at all. In fact, he could do his reading and
his homework better in this quiet place than in class. He was
almost sorry when it was over.

*

All this was why Roger was hoping that Rafe
might be the beautiful black colt’s salvation. He figured that if
anyone could handle the little hellion, it would be Rafe….if they
could talk Roger’s dad into letting him try.

“Hey, you know what else, Rafe?”

“What?”

“This guy’s grandfather? Desfino, Destiny’s
brother.”

*

Max Corning was an older version of his son
or maybe that was vice versa. Both were short and wiry with arms
and legs muscled from years of riding horses. Both had
sun-weathered complexions, although the father’s face was aged like
old leather. Both had brown eyes that could size up a colt in an
instant and both usually had ready smiles, although the elder Mr
Corning’s smile wasn’t in evidence just now.

“What are you up to, Roger? You know I’ve
already made my decision. There’s no sense trying to talk me out of
it. I’ve got Doc scheduled to come next week. I’m not going to let
a horse with his temperament waste food and stall space….or ruin
Legacy Ridge’s reputation.”

“I know, Dad, but I was telling Rafe about
him and he just wanted to see him.”

Rafe and Roger leaned against the paddock
fence, each with one booted foot propped up on the lower rail.

“We leave him out in good weather. It’s just
too hard on the guys fighting with him to get him back and forth to
the barn.”

“Jesus, Roger, you’re right about him. He’s
fucking awesome.”

The colt was running along the far end of his
fence line, muscles rippling under his ebony skin, long black tail
floating behind him. When he slowed down, he snorted and shook his
head at the men, black forelock bobbing. He obviously didn’t like
them being so near, watching him. He had the distinctive dish face
of the full-blooded Arab. Right now, his ears were pinned back in
anger. He screamed out a warning for Rafe and Roger to keep their
distance, stamping his front feet to accentuate the threat.

“It’s not really safe to leave the long lead
on him. He could step on it and trip himself when he’s running but
it’s the only way we can catch him without a big hassle,” Roger
told him.

Rafe watched the colt, thinking he probably
wanted the challenge of trying to seduce this horse as much as he’d
ever wanted to seduce any woman. He admired the young stud’s
unwillingness to submit. Of course, in order to survive, he’d have
to learn to keep the wildness hidden, fooling people into thinking
they’d tamed him. They would kill you off if you didn’t. He’d had
to learn that and the colt needed to learn it too.

“Please, Mr Corning, just let me try. One
week, give me one week. If I’m not riding him by then, I’ll admit
defeat and you can do what you want to do.”

“No, Rafe, absolutely not. I can just see me
informing Renny that one of my horses has hurt his son while I just
stood back and let it happen, knowing how unpredicatable he
was.”

Rafe grinned. “Okay, do it this way then.
Call my Dad and ask him. See what he says. If he gives his
approval, then you let me have my shot. What do you say, Mr
Corning? That’s fair, isn’t it?”

“Come on, Dad, please. I think he can do it,
I really do.”

With both Rafe and Roger pounding on him, Max
Corning gave up.

“I’ll call your father, Rafe, but I’m going
to be completely up-front with him about how dangerous I think this
horse is and that there’s a serious risk to you.”

Rafe nodded in agreement.

And when Max briefed Renny over the phone, he
was dead honest.

“I’m opposed, Renny, but I promised Rafe I’d
let you make the call.”

Renny was silent for a moment and then Max
heard a sigh coming through the phone.

“Let him do it, Max. Trying to keep Rafe safe
is a lost cause. Over time, I’ve learned to have faith in him. He
won’t take stupid chances. If he thinks he can win over your colt,
he probably can.”

Rafe and Roger stood listening to Max’s end
of the call. If Renny had faith in Rafe, Rafe had as much faith in
his father. He would have bet any amount of money that Renny would
say yes although that decision seemed to shock old Max.

He hung up the phone and turned around.

“One week, Rafe. You’ve got one week. If that
colt isn’t a perfect gentleman by then, Doctor Hammond still comes
on schedule.” He frowned at the boys. “I want you both to know I’m
not happy about this and I feel like you scammed me, especially
you, Roger, bringing Rafe out here after my decision had been
made.”

“Whew,” said Roger. “He is seriously pissed.
Don’t screw this up, Rafe, or it’s my ass.”

“Don’t worry, Rog. I won’t screw it up. Oh,
by the way, does this colt have a name.”

“Yep.” Roger smiled. “It’s Desperado -
fitting, huh?”

*

He went back to Heron Point long enough to
pack a small tote of clothes, a sleeping bag, a cooler of food and
water and some books. He changed into ragged jeans, a lined flannel
shirt and his beat-up cowboy boots, before returning to Legacy
Ridge. He went into the colt’s paddock and set up a miniature base
camp, close to the feed box and hay rack. If the young stud wanted
to eat anything but grass he’d have to come within a few yards of
Rafe. Then he simply sat in an unthreatening position with back
against the fence, reading out loud while ignoring the horse
completely. Meanwhile, Desperado maintained a position as far from
the man as he could get. If Rafe appeared uninterested in him, he
was certainly focused on Rafe, as if wondering what the hell was
going on. Nothing like this had ever happened before.

When dark came, Rafe curled up in his
sleeping bag and fell asleep. At dawn, he went behind a tree to
take a piss, ate some cheese and crackers and drank some water,
then resumed his reading.

During that day, both Rafe and the colt
maintained their positions. The stand off was a source of great
interest to everyone at Legacy Ridge at first. Periodically, they
would lounge against the fence and watch but it soon became boring
since neither of the main actors seemed to be making any
advances.

By the third day, the colt grazed his way
closer to Rafe, his ears pricked forward toward the sound of Rafe’e
voice. That evening, he ate from his feed box although he kept a
wary eye on the man seated on the ground near by.

For the first time, Rafe raised his head from
his book and addressed Desperado directly.

“Well, hey, there, Sweetheart,” he murmured
in a low voice, “you’ve decided it’s safe to come a little closer
now, have you? That’s good. I’m the only chance you’ve got,
Youngster, whether you know it or not.”

The colt snorted but didn’t move away.

That night, Rafe felt rather than saw the
black shape approaching him slowly. If horses could be said to
tiptoe, this one was, putting one hoof cautiously in front of the
other. Rafe kept perfectly still until he could almost feel the
colt’s breath in his face. Although his eyes were closed, he could
sense Desperado’s own curious eyes watching him. He didn’t want to
move enough even to smile but inwardly, he was grinning.

On the third day, Rafe took a walk around the
paddock. The colt followed him, keeping a short distance between
them. Rafe paid no attention to him.

“What do you think, Dad?” Roger asked his
father. Both of them had been monitoring the situation closely.

“It’s an unorthodox approach to say the least
but he seems to be making progress. I know you have a soft spot for
that colt, Roger, but don’t get your hopes up too much. He’s still
got a ways to go.”

In the beginning, the employees at Legacy
Ridge were going to take bets about whether Rafe could win the colt
over or not but they’d all had experience with him, so no one
wanted to take Rafe’s side of the bet. They scoffed when Rafe set
up his little camp right inside Desperado’s paddock. They scoffed
even more about the novel concept of reading a horse into
submission.

The consensus was that they’d probably come
out one morning and find the kid stomped to death.

On the fourth day, the colt allowed Rafe to
walk up to him. Rafe removed the halter and attached lead rope.
Desperado seemed startled. No human had ever removed a binding from
him before, only put them on.

The Legacy Ridge crew was startled too.

“Christ sakes, he took the goddam halter and
lead rope off. Now, we’re going to have to go through all that
bullshit to catch him again, like we did before.”

On the fifth day, they walked together,
Rafe’s arm flung across Desperado’s neck. That evening, he put the
halter and lead rope back on and led the colt around the inside of
the fence.

During the entire time, Rafe carried on long
conversations with the young stud, like they were best friends.
Rafe explained his philosophy of life to the horse, who shook his
head, as if in agreement. Sometimes, he explained mathematical
formulas and other times, he deconstructed the plots of books he’d
read. He quoted long streams of poetry (it was the first time, he’d
ever thought memorizing poetry had any practical value).

On the next to the last day, Rafe moved into
touch mode. He scratched the colt’s ears and under his mane. He ran
his hands across his back and down his legs. He leaned into him. He
laid his cheek against the Desperado’s own face, whispering into
his ear. He put his arms around the horse’s neck.

“Okay,” Rafe told him on the morning of the
seventh day. “Our time is up so this is the acid test. You’ve got
to let me ride you or you have a date with a needle later this
afternoon. Have you got that, Tee?” (He’d taken to calling the colt
Tee which stood for Des Two, or maybe Des Too).

“I’m coming up now, Tee,” he crooned into the
horse’s ear (in much the same tone, he used when he was getting
ready to enter a woman). “Just relax, Sweetheart, and trust me.
I’ll make it all right, I promise.”

Grabbing hold of a handful of mane, he leapt
onto Desperado’s back, still reassuring the horse of his good
intentions. After the first shock of feeling Rafe’s weight on him,
the young stallion seemed to accept the man on his back without
protest. Rafe patted his neck and nudged him a little with his
heels.

“Let’s pick up the pace a little, what do you
say?”

They went from a trot into an easy lope.

“Dad, look!” Roger pointed to the paddock.
Rafe was crouched over the colt’s neck, hands clutching its mane,
jean-clad legs tightly clasping its sides. The colt’s mane and tail
were flying and so was Rafe’s own black hair.

“Yes!” Roger pumped one arm into the air
triumphantly.

The Cornings walked over to the paddock
fence. Rafe rode over and slid down.

His smile went flashing across his face. “So,
Mr Corning, are you going to sell him to me?”

“I’ll keep my word. He’s yours, Rafe. I’m not
going to charge you for a horse I was going to have put down. I
think you still might want to be careful. I’m not sure he’ll be
safe for anyone but you.”

Rafe shook his head. “No, Mr Corning, I think
you might be right about that.”

He went back later with the horse trailer to
bring Desperado home. Renny came out to see the colt when he got
there.

“Thanks for backing me up, Dad. He wouldn’t
have let me try it if you hadn’t given your okay.”

Renny gave his son a quick squeeze on the
shoulder.

“That’s because he doesn’t know you as well
as I do, Rafe.”

*

In March, he called a meeting with Chet and
Jeri.

He’d been in four NASCAR Busch series races
last year and had come in fifth, second, fifth and first - yeah,
baby! - all top fives. All in all, an incredible record for a stone
rookie just jumping over from driving sprint cars. Ron Corydon was
so pleased, he’d offered Rafe the spot as full time driver for the
Number 10 Winchester Chevrolet for this season. From the very first
minute, he slid into the window to the cockpit of his car, it felt
like coming home. The American monsters of NASCAR, almost 3 ? tons
of muscle, were right up his alley. He loved goosing the white
Monte Carlo with the black pony express rider on the side down the
straightaways and powering it around the turns. If he could keep
doing as well as he was, his team and sponsors would be more than
satisfied.

*

“I think it’s time you guys became official.
Jeri, I know managing the fan club and the website has become a
full-time job, and you’ve had to expand to handle the movie stuff
as well, so starting today I’m putting you on salary. We’ll begin
with $40,000 a year and see how that goes. And, Chet, you tell me
what title you want and what you think it’s worth?”

Chet, who’d only been visualizing just this
scenario for about three years, was speechless now that the time
had come.

“I don’t know, Rafe.”

“Well, let’s figure it out then. First, I see
you as just a kind of general friend and manager, as you have been
all along anyway, but what about your business, Chet? I can’t ask
you to short that on my account.”

“I’m ready to sell and just throw in with
you, Rafe. I was thinking about retiring anyway. I’ve even got a
guy lined up who wants to buy me out.”

“And how much will you be giving up in income
to do that, Chet?”

The old man waved his hand. “That’s not
really important. Everything I have is paid for so the money I get
will just be mine. I believe in you, Rafe. I think you’ll jump to
Cup after a year with the Busch series and probably win a
championship within five. How about we go with a percentage? It
will save you money up front but I’ll get more when we get things
really rolling. Say ten percent.”

Rafe nodded. “That sounds fair. In the
meantime, keep Dottie on if she wants to stay. You’ll need clerical
help.”

Dottie was Chet’s long-time secretary. She
was in her middle-50’s. A tall woman built along the lines of
Arnold Schwarzenegger in his prime. She wore no make up, an
iron-gray bun on the back of her head, a generally forbidding look
and sloppy, unbecoming sweatsuits that ranged from black to gray to
navy blue and back again. She could curse like a sailor but, Lord,
that woman could speed read a contract and know exactly what every
paragraph said and Rafe thought she could type about 500 words a
minute.

She and Rafe had a schtick they did together
wherein he tried to sweet talk her and she would have none of
it.

“I wish I’d met you when you were younger,
Dot. We’d have made some beautiful music together…in fact, it may
not be too late.”

“It was always too late, Rafe. Some of these
fucking dumb broads may fall for your line of crap but even when I
was in my twenties, I’d have seen right through you.”

“Do you think I’m handsome, Darlin’?”
standing before her in his sexy firesuit with his black eyes, the
lock of black hair on his forehead and the usually-irresistible
grin.

“Go peddle your happy horseshit to someone
who is interested in buying, Rafe.”

“C’mon, Dot, why don’t you admit you adore
me?”

“I adore you like I’d adore having a boil on
my butt.”

After the deal was made, he cooed into her
ear.

“I’m your boss now, Dottie, you’re going to
have to be nice to me or I won’t sign your paycheck.”

“My paycheck could never be high enough to
make that fucking happen.”

He laughed. “Ah, Dot, you’re such a
refreshing change from all the women who love me.”

“God knows a body would never go broke
under-estimating the intelligence of the average American female.”
She snorted. “Fan club, my ass.”

*

Anyway, Dot stayed on, grumpy as ever. Chet
rented a suite of three offices in a strip mall in Benedict and
gave over one of them to Jeri although she’d mostly be working from
home. Rafe told her to buy any equipment she needed and Chet too
and send the bills to him and he’d forward them on to his
accountant. There was really very little work involved in being
rich when you were a Vincennes. Renny, and Rafe supposed, his
father and grandfather before him, had arranged the family finances
so securely and conveniently you couldn’t help but increase your
wealth. It probably wasn’t even possible for a Vincennes to go
broke even if they worked at it. Of course, Rafe was usually pretty
practical in spending his money. He wasn’t interested in buying a
luxury condo in Aspen or a multi-million dollar ocean front villa
in Florida as some of the others had. (Jocey and Edgar had the
condo and Morgan and Jessica the villa). He had bought himself a
metallic blue Harley Davidson Screaming Eagle and he was thinking
of trading in the Corvette on a new one although so far he hadn’t
had the heart. It had over 100,000 miles on it now but he’d taken
such good care of it, it was still in mint condition. He knew
eventually he’d buy a plane but he was in no particular hurry to do
that. Besides, between racing and acting, he’d actually been
bringing in quite a bit more money than he spent.

*

In May, he drove to Provincetown,
Massachusetts, (to be, he guessed, what would be considered the
best man), at Chas and Vic’s wedding. They’d bought a house in the
picturesque little town on the tip of Cape Cod, known for being
populated primarily by gays. The place was sort of rundown but they
had extravant plans for its renovation. It was a small wedding but
tasteful (although the reception afterwards got a little out of
hand). He tried not to take the center of attention away from the
happy couple but they themselves wouldn’t allow that, introducing
him to everyone as their straight godson, the famous Rafe
Vincennes. They’d all heard the story about Vic getting beaten up
and what had happened with Bob Bolover so his reputation had
preceded him. They emphasized the part about him being straight so
none of their friends would get the wrong impression. Still, he
thought he’d never been hugged and kissed so much, surely, never as
much at his own family’s gatherings. He wondered why the
familiarities he wouldn’t tolerate from other people, he let slide
when it came to Chas and Vic and their friends. Maybe it was
because they expected absolutely nothing from him. They were
proprietary about him but it was in the most undemanding way.

He spent the night with them and they talked
until late after everyone else left. They wanted to be filled in on
all the details of his life. In the morning, Chas fixed sausage and
pancakes. They would be leaving soon for the Boston airport to
catch a plane for their honeymoon in San Francisco. He drove on
down the Cape to visit Annecy and Mark at their gray-shingled place
on the water at Chatham. They had one white-blonde little girl,
Christina. The older partner in their vet clinic had retired and
they’d bought him out so they owned it now.

“So, Rafe, did I ever get a chance to tell
you what an absolute sweetheart I thought Rhiannon was?”

“No, Sis, but I could tell you all liked
her.”

“Do you think you’ll get married?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“I think she loves you a lot. You won’t hurt
her, will you?”

“I love her too, Annie. Maybe she’ll end up
hurting me.”

“Could anyone ever hurt you, Rafe? Is that
even possible?”

 


~ ~ ~


CHAPTER 13

He had flown into LAX the night before. She
picked him up at the airport, waiting in front at the unloading
zone, with her hair tucked under a floppy brimmed hat and
sunglasses so she wouldn’t be recognized. (She owned a black
Ferrari but she drove her pearl Cadillac Escalade or the gold BMW
more often so as not to draw attention to herself.) He didn’t have
to go to luggage pick up. He had enough clothes at her place that
he never had to pack. They made love and that seemed all right but
he could tell she was restless and jittery about something.

The next morning, she still couldn’t settle
down. They were drinking orange juice at the table by the pool. She
twisted in her seat and turned her glass around and round.

“Jesus, Ree, you’re driving me nuts. Let’s
have it, whatever it is.”

She took a deep breath. “I haven’t always
been totally up front with you, Rafe. I mean, I’ve never lied to
you but I haven’t told the whole truth either.” Her voice took on a
note of desolation. “Oh, God, Rafe, I hope you don’t think I’ve
been dishonest and feel differently about me when I tell you what I
have to say.”

“I can’t imagine anything that would make me
feel differently about you, Ree.”

“Yes, Rafe, but this is about sex.”

“Ah, sex,” he said, nodding, “go on.”

“Remember me telling you about how brutal it
always was in West Virginia and then how I sold myself for the
first few years when I came here?”

“I remember.”

“Well, that part was all true. I hated sex,
Rafe, and I guess I thought all girls did. I know me and all my
cousins dreaded it when the men came around. Our house was small
enough that when Pap screwed our Mom, we knew it and it seemed like
a vicious thing he did to her. She always cried after. Sometimes
she begged him to take one of us instead…and sometimes he did. When
he pointed at me and said, ‘you, Pearl Ann’, I just forced myself
to go cold inside so I could endure it. I was so grateful when it
was one of my sisters instead.

And then it was the same out here. We just
did it because it was the only way we could live. We joked about
how stupid men were, that you could pretend, and how easy it was to
fool them because they wanted to believe they were macho studs who
could actually make you like it. I can remember counting when it
was going on, just praying for it to be over. Do you know it takes
the average John 212 seconds to ejaculate, Rafe?”

“No, Honey, I didn’t know that,” he told her
softly.

“I pretended with the men who took me in
after I got off the street too because, you know, it was how I
earned my keep and got them to help me climb the ladder. I had to
keep them feeling good abut themselves so they’d want to do that.
And remember, Rafe, when I told you that once I made it and could
support myself, I vowed I’d never fuck another man unless it was my
idea?”

“Yes.”

“Well, what I really meant was that I didn’t
think I’d ever do it, not ever again, because I didn’t think I ever
would want to fuck another man. As far as I was concerned, sex was
only just ugly. I didn’t even know that it could be good for women
too,” tears were running down her face, “no one ever told me that,
Rafe, or if they did I didn’t believe them. So I got this big femme
fatale reputation. Rhiannon, the sex pot, all the posed pictures
with low cut tops and skirts slit to the thigh. But it was never
me. It was all just a big act. I didn’t have sex with anyone until
that day on the set when I met you. I knew when you took my hand
and smiled at me that I had this weird feeling in my stomach. I’d
never felt anything like it before, like, you know, anticipation
that something wonderful was about to happen. And then when you did
what you did and something really wonderful did happen, well, the
tears were good for the part, but they were really because I
couldn’t believe it. I never knew it could be like that, Rafe.”

“And why would you think any of this would
upset me, Ree?” he asked quizzically. “Men are usually proud of
being able to satisfy their woman, especially if it’s for the first
time.”

“Because, you see, I was such a phony. I
figured you were attracted to Rhiannon, the sophisticated sex
goddess, and here I was just ignorant little Pearl Ann Mosier from
Blister Springs, West Virginia.”

“Come here,” he said, “and sit on my lap.

He drew her close, with her face against his
shoulder, rubbing her back while he talked.

“Did you really think you were fooling me,
Ree? It was easy enough for me to tell you weren’t the worldly
person you were pretending to be. I could sense you working through
it, finding your way. I knew fucking for pleasure and going down on
me because you wanted to, and having the same things done to you,
were new experiences for you, not that you hadn’t done both things
lots of times before, but in the feelings you had about them. I
wondered why you were handling it that way, Ree, and why you
thought you couldn’t confide in me but I figured you had your
reasons and I’d let you tell me when you were ready. I didn’t fall
in love with either Rhiannon or Pearl Ann, Honey, I just fell in
love with you.”

She buried her head in his neck. “I’m ashamed
of myself though, Rafe. I gave you that sermon about trust and made
you let me tie you up and all the time, I didn’t really trust you
because I was so afraid if you knew the truth, you would change
your mind about me.”

“Well, I didn’t.” He kissed her. “So have we
got all this squared away then, Ree?”

“I may as well go all the way while I’ve got
my nerve up. There’s one more thing, Rafe, that I want to ask you
about. Something I want more than anything in the world but only if
you want it too.”

His mind did a quick run-through of
possibilities. Marriage? (Answer: no). A movie? (Answer:
maybe).

“You’re starting to make me nervous, Ree.
Like I’m about to be led down the garden path. What is this thing
you want more than anything in the world?”

“I want to have a baby, Rafe.”

His face went blank. “What did you say?”

“I said I want us to have a baby. Honest,
Rafe, it would hardly change your life at all,” she pleaded, “I’m
not asking you marry me. I don’t want to use it to try to
domesticate you. You don’t have to come anymore often than you
would anyway. You sort of raised a baby once and you did great
except that one thing…”

He grinned, “you mean that one tiny detail
that society calls incest, Ree?”

She brushed him off. “You’d be a great
father, Rafe, you know you would. Your nieces and nephews all adore
you. Please, Rafe? I’d never trick you into it if you said flatly
no but I will be ecstatically happy if you agree. I never even
thought about wanting to have children until I visited you at Heron
Point and saw what real families could be like and then, it just
made me long to have your baby, Rafe, it’s almost all I’ve been
able to think about ever since.”

“Christ, Ree, you’ve totally blindsided me
here. You’re going to have to give me a little time to think about
this.”

“I won’t nag you about it, Rafe. Just let me
know whenever you decide.”

*

He thought about it that night as she lay
curled up beside him sleeping. Sharing her secrets seemed to make a
big difference. Like she’d given up a burden, making her more
relaxed and eager than she’d ever been. He thought it was because
she knew now she didn’t have to perform for him, but just be
herself. With all the pain and insecurity she’d suffered in her
early life though, she was still a work in progress. You just
didn’t give up those kinds of deep-seated traumas overnight. But no
one could be more patient than Rafe and in time, he’d teach her to
offer herself to him as completely and wholeheartedly as Laney did.
It would be an interesting project to bring her to that point.

Ideally, he’d have them both together, one on
either side. He gave himself over to imagining for a few minutes
what it would be like to have blonde hair falling over his face as
Laney kissed him while dark hair tickled his groin as Ree went down
on him, or vice versa, of course - either way.

Well, he may as well give that fantasy up. He
thought both Lane and Rhiannon were too traditional in their
thinking to consider that idea. Ree thought of herself as being
like him and she was closer than anyone else had ever come. What
she’d been through had made her tough and hard and determined when
she needed to be but it was a toughness that had been born of harsh
circumstances while his was innate. And love had softened her rough
edges. So, in reality, it was no contest. He could outdo her in
toughness or hardness or determination with one hand tied behind
his back. He even thought she was starting to realize that as their
power dynamic gradually shifted from equality to one that gave him
the edge.

In all the years since he was seven, he
considered now and then if Miss Dee had been right about him. Was
he really a sociopath? He hadn’t turned out to be a serial killer.
He didn’t even think of himself as being an especially cruel
person, at least, not deliberately, although Professor Barnes had
called him amoral and he might have to own up to that. But he even
loved some people and he thought sociopaths were characterized by
an inability to love. He’d always loved Laney and now he loved Ree.
And he loved Chas and Vic and maybe his Dad, although he wasn’t
sure he loved him so much as looked up to him. But, whatever he
was, he knew it wasn’t exactly average on the scale of human
emotion. So did he want to take a chance on passing whatever was
aberrant in his personality on to a poor, defenseless baby?

In the morning, he awoke early and watched
her as she slept. It was warm. The doors were open to the terrace
and a flower-fragrant breeze ruffled the curtains. She lay on her
back. For all the times she’d been mistreated, she’d emerged
without scar or blemish. His eyes travelled the length of her
creamy body wondering that a malnourished backwoods childhood could
have produced such perfection, from slender delicate feet, up long
golden legs to a flat stomach and those beautiful firm breasts with
their pinkish-tan aureoles and on to a heart-shaped face surrounded
by a mass of sable curls. With her eyes closed, her thick lashes
lay curled against her cheek, her full mouth was parted in a little
half smile, a small beauty mark near her top lip. One arm was
stretched out, her hand lying against his shoulder. He’d noticed
that no matter where she moved in the bed or in what position, she
managed to stay touching some part of him, as if reassuring herself
that he was there.

“What the fuck?” he thought, if all the
billions of other people on the planet concerned themselves with
whether they were fit to reproduce, the species would die out. It
was always a toss of the dice, hoping the positive genes would
dominate.

He woke her up kissing her belly.

“Okay,” he said.

Her eyes opened wide. “Do you mean….?

“Yes, if it’s what you really want.”

She threw herself on top of him. “Oh, I do!
God, Rafe, I love you so much! Thank you! Thank you!” kissing his
forehead and eyebrows and eyes and nose and mouth. “I don’t think I
was ever happy ‘til I met you and now I’m happy all the time!”

“So,” he said, “do you want to try to make
this baby right now?”

*

Later. “Do you hear this sound, Rafe, do you
know what it is?”

“The garbage disposal?”

“Yes, it’s the sound of my birth control
pills being ground up and carried off to the sewage treatment
plant!”

He chuckled, “pop me another bagel in the
toaster, will you, Sweetie and pour me another cup of coffee?”

She brought his coffee and sat down.

“I hope I get pregnant before you leave this
time. I looked it up on the internet and some women get pregnant
almost immediately after they quit taking the pill. I hope I’m like
that. Would you rather have a boy or a girl, Rafe? Do you have any
favorite names?”

“Hold on, Ree. I only just agreed to this an
hour ago. I haven’t even quite adjusted to the idea of being a
father yet and you’ve already got me choosing sexes and names?”

“I’m sorry, I’ve been thinking about this so
much and hoping you’d let me do it that I forget I only sprung it
on you last night.”

“Let’s just let it happen in its own time,
Honey.”

*

Their schedules for the next few months were
hectic. She was shooting her next film, partly in Paris. He was
following NASCAR’s schedule. Once they managed to mesh their travel
plans long enough to meet in Atlanta for 24 hours, getting a room
in a generic hotel near the airport, before they both flew off
again in opposite directions.

She hadn’t had a period since his visit to
Los Angeles but she didn’t say anything even though the
over-the-counter pregnancy test came out positive. She wanted to go
to the doctor first to be absolutely sure. He assumed nothing had
happened yet so when she called him, elated, to tell him they were
three months into becoming the parents of twins, he was in
shock.

“Good Lord, Boy, you’ve gone completely pale.
Are you sick?” Chet asked him when he punched the End button on his
cell.

“No, it’s not that. I just found out I’m
going to be the father of twins.”

“Oh, well, congratulations, I guess. Who’s
the lucky mother?”

He grinned, if a little weakly.
“Rhiannon.”

“Hmmm. I thought maybe having a beautiful
movie star girlfriend would slow your ass down a little, Rafe, as
far as women were concerned, but it didn’t appear to have much
affect. I wonder if being a Dad will make any difference?”

“Why should it?” he asked curiously.

*

The media went nuts when it was finally obvious. She
tried to play it low-key, just telling them that yes, she was
pregnant and yes, Rafe was the father and yes, they’d planned it
and were happy about it. Screaming headlines around the globe
said,

“RHIANNON PREGNANT WITH RAFE’S BABY!”

*

Lane told him she thought he would make a
wonderful father.

“I probably know more you than anyone, Rafe.
I don’t know what would have happened to me if you hadn’t loved me
and taken care of me. I remember you getting me dressed and
brushing my hair and how patient you were when you taught me the
alphabet and how you got up in the middle of the night so I didn’t
have to go to class without without cupcakes on Refreshment
Day.”

“I’m glad you feel that way, Lane, because
everyone else seems to think imagining me as a father is beyond
their comprehension. I guess they’ve forgotten what it was like for
us. Hell, I was changing shitty diapers when I was just a baby
myself.”

*

His parents suggested Rhiannon come to Heron
Point for the last couple of months. After all, he’d told them she
didn’t have any family in California and that way they could watch
out for her and the babies could come home from the hospital to
Heron Point. She started crying when he told her.

“Jesus, Rafe, my body must be pumping
hormones like a fire hose. I’m a big glob of sloppy sentiment these
days. You won’t mind, will you, if I come out there?”

“Of course, I won’t. I think it’s where you
need to be, Ree, and I like to think of my kids starting their
lives at Heron Point.”

*

He went to Los Angeles for a few days in
September in between Dover (8th) and Kansas (1st). She was 7 months
along by then. She’d worked to keep her weight down but her belly
was definitely swelling.

She showed him the two bedrooms next to hers
(or theirs, he guessed) that she’d turned into a nursery. She’d had
a famous designer come in and do the remodeling. It was all over
pastel walls painted with rainbows and ducks splashing in puddles
and lambs gamboling in meadows and white cribs and dressers, with
drawers filled with small outfits and a closet of diapers and a
little built-in combination bath and kitchen with a sink for
washing the babies and another for washing whatever else and a
microwave for warming bottles and babyfood and a pantry that would
eventually be full of boxes of cereal and minced lamb and blueberry
buckle or whatever the hell it was that babies ate.

And she showed him how she’d had a door cut
between the nursery and the next bedroom so the nurse, (she had
told him she was going to hire a full-time nurse, hadn’t she?)
could leave it open and have instant access. He tried to be
appropriately enthusiastic although he thought he’d probably had
his fill of nurseries, having lived in one himself until he was
almost twelve.

He did have to admit to a small thrill of awe
when he had his hand on her tummy and felt the babies, his babies,
moving around inside.

“Do you think your Dad felt that way about
you?” she asked, having by now romanticized his home and family to
the point of ridiculousness.

He smiled. “Maybe with the first few but by
the time I came along, I think the feeling was probably more like,
‘oh, fuck, no, not another one’.”

*

When she came to Maryland in October, his
mother suggested that maybe it was time to move them into Morgan’s
room. His room, the old nurse’s sitting room, was so small there
was barely room for one cradle, much less two, but he refused.

“No, I don’t want to move, Mom. We’ll be
fine.” Looking to the time when Ree wouldn’t be here but Lane
would.

*

She blossomed in the environment of Heron
Point and the attention of his parents, both of whom had taken her
into their hearts. She felt loved and protected here and for her,
feeling safe and cherished was the most wonderful thing in the
world.

She even looked forward going to church every
Sunday. Attending church services was something she’d never done
before. Church was something he mostly escaped now since the NASCAR
races all took place on the weekend and he was rarely home until
after church on Sunday.

“I know you don’t believe, Rafe, but are you
still technically considered a Catholic?”

“I suppose so, Ree. I was baptized in the
church and as far as I know, I don’t think there’s any way to
actually renounce your membership.”

“Have you always belonged to St James’? Has
it always been the Vincennes pew?”

“One of my greats donated most of the money
to build the church, Ree, so yes, we’ve been a part of St James
since the beginning.”

“I talked to your mom about it, Rafe. I think
when I go back home, I’m going to start taking instruction to
become a Catholic. What would you think about raising our children
in the church?”

“I think if you believe doing that gives you
comfort, Ree, then it’s what you ought to do. Just don’t become
some maniacal convert and start sermonizing to me about it because
I think it’s all bullshit.”

“I wouldn’t do that to you, Rafe.”

“It wouldn’t do you any good if you did.”

*

Thanksgiving came, and even though it wasn’t
as inviolate as the Vincennes family Christmas, there were still 19
of them there for turkey and ham and mashed potates and sweet
potatoes and pumpkin pie and more other side dishes and desserts
than she could remember. She looked around the long cherry table,
seeing them all beautifully dressed and confident, laughing and
telling jokes on each other and reminiscing about all their fun
times at school and together, on boats and at dances and at
barbeques. She saw their healthy, happy, gorgeous children running
through the house. She saw how Renny led them all with a kind of
quiet authority and how much affection they had for Magdelene.

She couldn’t help comparing it to Blister
Springs where she didn’t ever remember having a Thanksgiving dinner
and if they had, it would have been venison stew, because food had
to be stretched to its breaking point to feed them all. Even if
there had been such a novel concept as Thanksgiving in the Mosier
family (what did any Mosier ever have to give thanks about?), no
one who didn’t have to be there would have ever come. Anyone who
managed to escape the old West fucking Virginia homestead never had
the slightest desire to return. She remembered how grubby they all
were. She was the third daughter so most of her clothes were faded
and patched by the time they ever got to her. She didn’t ever
remember getting a single new piece of clothing in her whole
childhood. She never knew there was such a thing as deodorant until
she got to California or God knows, soap that actually smelled
good. There was no shower in their old house, just a scummy, dirty
tub that didn’t make you feel much cleaner after you’d been in it
and besides, when you were a girl, you bathed as quickly as
possible, hoping none of the boys came in through the unlockable
door to bother you.

Mentally, she stood her father and mother,
the esteemed Mr and Mrs Frank and May Mosier, beside Renny and
Magdelene. She finally had to wipe away the image. It just didn’t
even compute.

*

Rafe mostly just stood back and watched
quietly. His view of his family wasn’t quite so reverent as hers
but if she needed to believe in the portrait she’d painted in her
head, he couldn’t see any harm in it. Mostly he’d be glad when the
babies were born. He didn’t think he’d ever want to spend so much
time with a pregnant woman again. For one thing, she was right
about the hormones. She wore her heart on her sleeve these days.
High emotion and drama had always made him want to back up and head
the other direction. For another, sexually, he didn’t find the end
stages of pregnancy appealing. And, lastly, he liked to keep his
life compartmentalized. It was one thing for Ree to visit Heron
Point for a week or so but two months was too long. It was wearing
on him. It wasn’t where she belonged.

*

The timing had worked out perfectly although
they hadn’t planned it that way. The Busch series’ last race of the
season was in November, then he was off until February so he’d had
this time to spend with her during the last of her pregnancy and to
be with her and the babies for a while after they were born before
he had to go back to the constant travel demanded by NASCAR. He’d
been named Rookie of the Year in his first full year. That was
pretty exciting to Chester and Jeri, his team and sponsors and the
fan club but to his family, that was a minor achievement compared
to producing two new Vincennes (and incidently, two new little
Catholics).

He took her to the hospital early in the
morning. They induced labor and shortly after noon, the twins were
born. First, Cameron Pierce Vincennes, 5 lbs and 5 oz, with a faint
layer of blond hair and misty gray eyes. Then Ciara Renee, 5 lbs
exactly, dark eyes and a head full of inky hair. A blonde boy and a
dark girl. Leave it to Rafe to be the opposite of everyone else. It
was an easy delivery and within three days, they were home. And he
didn’t mind the baby stuff at all. They laughed because he was
better and faster at changing a diaper than she was. And when they
cried in the night and wouldn’t quiet down for her, he could always
take them and they’d snuggle right into his arms and go to
sleep.

“God, Rafe, how do you do that?”

“I’ve always had a way with kids and
animals,” he said.

Finally, she said she thought it was time for
her to go back to California. The new live-in nurse was already
staying at the house. The new nursery was waiting to take up its
duties. They made reservations to fly out on December 14. He
accompanied her and stayed until a few days before Christmas, until
she and the twins were settled in.

“I’ve booked my reservation back to Maryland,
Ree. I’m leaving tomorrow. I’m not coming back for Christmas. Are
you okay with that?”

She put her arms around him and hugged him
tight.

“Yes, I’m fine. I was grateful to be at Heron
Point these last few weeks but I know I over-stayed my welcome and
pushed you past your limit of coping with familial
responsibility.”

“You know I love you, Honey, and I love Cam
and CeeCee too but….”

“Shhh, I know, Baby. You don’t have to
explain. Just come back and see us when you’re ready. We’ll be here
waiting whenever that is. You can come when you like and go when
you like.”

“Do you wish I was different, Ree?”

“No, Rafe, I wouldn’t trade you for anyone
else in the world, even for a man who came home right after work
every night.

*

He got home on the 22nd and Lane came in on
the 23rd. The cradles were back in the nursery. It was just him and
her in bed together.

“God, Rafe,” she panted, “you act like you
haven’t had sex in a month! Not that I’m complaining.”

“I almost haven’t had sex in a month,
Lane.”

“Poor Baby,” she mocked, taking hold of him,
“was it awful for you?”

He grinned, “awful enough.” He could feel
himself getting hard again. “Are you going to try to make it up to
me, Sweetie?”

“I’ll see what I can do,” she promised.

 


~ ~ ~


CHAPTER 14

And so it went. Chet’s faith in him was
confirmed. He moved to the Cup side of NASCAR the following year
and was again, Rookie of the Year, with 3 wins and 10 top tens. He
won the Championship in his third year. The fan club was still
going strong, including now both racing fans and movie fans. Of
course, only the inner circle was aware of the sex part, and Jeri
was pretty selective about adding anyone new. Still, it happened
often enough to keep his need for variety satisfied, along with
what he found on his own, of course.

He made one more movie with Rhiannon in which
they played a pair of glamorous assassins. Like No Winners, the new
one, Deuces Wild, set a record for ticket sales. Once again, he had
to endure the media frenzy he hated so much but he felt like he
owed her for how generously she loved him without expecting more
from him than he was able to give.

She brought Cam and CeeCee to stay a couple
weeks at Heron Point two or three times a year, always leaving
before she sensed that he was getting restless. He thought he was
good at being both a lover and a father, he just wasn’t good at it
for very long at a time.

He tried to go to California at least once a
month. Whenever he arrived, she was happy to see him and his kids
wrapped their arms around his legs, yelling, “Daddy! Daddy! Daddy’s
home!” He’d scoop them up in his arms and enjoy the feel of their
little faces snuggled against his neck. He’d kiss them good night
and it did make him feel great to hear them say, “I love you,
Daddy” in their sweet little voices and he’d rub his bristly cheek
against their soft ones and tell them he loved them too. Then he’d
take her to bed and by now, he’d overcome all her reservations, so
there was no holding back.

For her and the kids, it was like a huge,
vibrantly colored rainbow arched across their sky when he was
there. They reveled in his presence. She loved having him next to
her in the night and sitting at the kitchen table with her in the
morning. She took a picture of him watching football in his
recliner with a sleeping toddler cuddled in each arm. Like everyone
else in Rafe’s life, his family never got as much of him as they
wanted and it made them crave his attention all the more.

But it wasn’t like life turned miserable when
he left, anymore than life becomes miserable when a rainbow fades.
It’s what you expect to happen, knowing rainbows come and go.

She still had her work. Everyone was telling
her, she was bound to be nominated for an Academy Award for her
latest role. The Benchmark p.r. team tried to drum up a little
publicity for the movie by pushing a rumor that she was having an
affair with her co-star, Cooley Shepherd, but it never went
anywhere. Even the gossip-loving industry media was pretty well
convinced that her heart was with Rafe and her babies. The truth
was, she’d never felt the slightest attraction for any other
man.

Ree had made good on her promise to join the
church and Rafe flew to California to be present at the his twins’
christenings at St Alban’s, a little bemused that Pearl Ann Mosier
was turning out to be a more dedicated Vincennes than he himself
had ever been.

Cam and CeeCee attended the most exclusive
and expensive pre-school in Beverly Hills. Rafe had watched both
children closely for any sign that they’d inherited his, okay, call
it anti-social personality, but they both seemed like typically
adorable, happy, smiling babies. They both giggled when you tickled
their tummies or wiggled their toes. They both raised their little
arms when he leaned over their beds, begging, “hold me, Daddy,”
something he didn’t think he’d ever done (actually, he didn’t
remember anyone ever leaning over his bed but surely, they must
have).

Their oppositeness grew more noticeable as
they got older. Cam was taller and slender and fair, with flaxen
hair as straight as Rafe’s and gray eyes, clearer and lighter than
Ree’s smoky ones. CeeCee’s black hair fell in curls around her
mother’s heart-shaped face. Her tiny, dainty body was the color of
the purest honey and her eyes were dark like her father’s but there
was no sense of that closed-offness Rafe knew his own eyes
contained.

*

Laney graduated from Skidmore with her degree
in library science and, irony of ironies, ended up working at the
library at Princeton. He thought she’d always want to be some place
where she’d be surrounded by crowds of people. They got together a
few times during the year, always in February for sure. She had a
steady boyfriend and Rafe was glad. Mike, a professor of Economics,
was a super good guy and treated Laney like a queen. She’d even
discussed the possibility of getting married and Rafe encouraged
her. He thought she was the kind of woman who would flourish in the
everyday security of a having a loving man at home.

“But what about you and me, Rafe?”

“What about you and me? I’ll always be around
so you can use me for what you need me for.”

“God, you make it sound so mercenary.”

“I can give you that and not much else,
Lane,” he said, moving his mouth down her belly. “He can give you
everything but that. We both play our part. What’s so wrong with
that?”

She sighed. “For you, Rafe, probably
nothing.”

*

By the time everyone was done, Renny and
Magdelene had seventeen grandchildren. Even Gabe, a late bloomer in
the marriage sweepstakes, finally married (not an Oriental or a
Muslim as Rafe had once suggested, but Rachel was Jewish so he did
add to the family diversity) and had three daughters. Laney was so
beautiful and so warm and caring, no one could understand why she
was the only one still single and childless.

*

Chas and Vic retired, spending their winters
in New Jersey and their summers in Provincetown. He visited them at
least twice a year and they travelled to wherever he was racing two
or three times a season too. Life was strange, he thought. What Ree
thought she’d found with his family, he himself had actually found
with Vic and Chas. He still carried the little gold bar everywhere
he went. (His parents had never been to any of his races and so far
as he knew, hadn’t seen either of his movies).

*

Linda Dee became even more obsessed with him
than she already was. She had her computer set up so that Google
alerted her at any new mention of his name on the world wide web.
Between the movie media and the race media, that was a lot of
alerts. She read about Rhiannon and the twins and about Deuces Wild
becoming a runaway hit and about being number one in NASCAR. She
kept waiting for him to have to pay some penalty for being the evil
person she thought he was but he just kept on being awarded the
brass ring every time he went around.

*

Rhonda Fisher paid attention too and although
she wouldn’t have told her friend, she was thrilled at each new
achievement. Ex-professor Barnes noticed (she and Kaddie owned
three fitness centers in Florida now) and grimaced bitterly each
time she saw his name. If she still had hard feelings though,
Kaddie didn’t. She thought happily of her times in bed with Rafe.
He got a fan letter from Bobby Kelly, forgiving him for what he did
and asking if they couldn’t have a drink together sometime, seeing
as they were old school pals and all. He would have chuckled if
he’d read it but, of course, he never did read his fan mail. And
there were lots of women with whom he’d been involved at one time
or another, all of them feeling pretty much like Kaddie, treasuring
that moment, brief though it might have been.

*

Gil kept up with Rafe’s exploits through
Renny.

“Magdelene has given me fits wanting me to
pin him down about his intentions toward Rhiannon but I flatly
refuse to do it. I told her if she wanted to try to confront him
about it, be my guest. She’s beside herself because Rafe is the
only one of our kids who has refused to make his children
legitimate. Of course, he claims them and gave them his name and I
know he’s made them the beneficiaries of his trust fund but, you
know, that doesn’t satisfy Mag. She thinks he ought to marry
Rhiannon. I know Rafe enough well enough to know that‘s never going
to happen, at least not unless it’s his own idea, and it doesn’t
appear it ever will be his own idea. Still, they have some kind of
semi-stable relationship that looks like it might be lasting.
That’s probably as good as it gets with Rafe.”

“You know, Ren, I always figured that boy
would end up doing something totally unconventional. I guess I was
right about that, huh?

“Yeah, unconventional is probably as good a
word as any to describe Rafe.”

*

And as for Rafe himself, as always, he would
have been surprised to know how many people cared about what was
going on in his life because unless it affected him personally, he
never gave much thought to them at all.

 


# # #
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