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Early March
Like everything else in Seattle, the clouds over Puget Sound moved swiftly. Jake Larsen propped his feet on the balcony railing and watched the fog roll in--chill and clammy, still holding a touch of winter frost.
He enjoyed sitting outside in the evenings, keeping a vigil over the seagulls and freighters in the harbor. Sometimes he tried to read, but lately nothing held his interest for long.
Although the brisk wind chilled his bare feet, going inside for socks and shoes would take too much effort. Instead, he unfolded the letter from his attorney and studied the words one more time. Mr. Larsen, the court has finalized your divorce.
Jake knew he should celebrate his freedom. He'd tried to get into the spirit of things the night before at a singles bar, he ended up drinking alone after buying whiskey sours for a well-stacked blonde whose boyfriend showed up and tried to pick a fight.
Tonight he'd gone out with a couple of young software salesmen from the office, but left early when they started getting drunk. He'd gained his freedom after twenty years of marriage, but so what? He turned his face to the sun, closed his eyes, took a long breath, and listened to the traffic five stories below. Things would work out. He'd find his way in life sooner or later.
As always when the solitude threatened his sanity, Jake picked up the phone and dialed Porter's number.
~~~~
"The least you can do is help!" Liz Campbell snapped, as she slogged back and forth from Porter's back door to the porch, carrying boxes of dishes and clothing. While she worked, Porter lounged in front of his computer, nursing a beer and typing 85 words a minute to someone in a chat room.
"Be right there," he muttered. "Give me another minute."
"Yeah, right." In spite of Porter's sour attitude, Liz wanted to touch him so badly it was a physical ache. A few weeks ago she'd have stepped behind him without a second thought, put her arms around his neck, and planted a kiss on top of his head. For six years she'd touched him whenever she wanted, and now he'd taken that right away. She leaned the box on a chair. "I could wait and leave tomorrow." Her voice came out weak, not like her at all.
He spun around, suddenly mobilized. "No! This has to happen, so let's get it over with."
"But my house really isn't finished." Her voice spiked into a high plaintive note. "Can't we wait a few more days?"
"Liz, I'm in love with her." He spoke without looking up, his voice a monotone.
Her stomach flipped. She understood he'd been seeing Jolene for a year, but until this moment he hadn't mentioned love. Liz felt warm droplets on her cheeks and turned away so he couldn't see her face. "Well, then I'll finish packing and be off."
The phone; Porter grabbed it before the first tone ended.
She waited behind the desk in case the call ended quickly, but he lit a cigarette and propped his feet up. Seeing her frown, he blew a puff of smoke and waved her toward the door. "It's Jake Larsen from Seattle and he needs to talk. Go ahead without me."
~~~~
August
Liz steered her pickup along the gravel road, occasionally swerving onto the shoulder to avoid potholes from last week's rain. The truck had developed a mysterious rattle, and the thought of car repairs triggered the morning's first damn.
She cracked the window and let the scent of fresh mown hay wash over her face. In the brilliant sky, a flock of wild geese floated above the river. Their piercing cries reminded her that winter loomed ahead, and the birds would soon be gone. Watching the geese brought an ache to her chest. After leaving Porter's house five months earlier, this would be her first solitary winter.
She forced her mind back to reality before the lonely thoughts could turn into tears. Along the river bottom a cluster of trailer homes accessorized by junk cars lined both sides of the road. This was Appalachia at it's worst; a stark contrast to the simple beauty of the mountains. No humans stirred among the trailers, but a scrawny coonhound sauntered out to watch her drive by. She tossed him most of the fast food hamburger she'd bought for lunch.
"Porch hound," she muttered. Along with her home health nursing job, Liz ran the animal shelter, where she'd developed a classification system for Appalachian dogs: porch hound, yaller dog, roach hound, and ridge runner. She figured this one was a ridge runner who'd aged into a porch hound. Sure enough, he rambled toward the nearest trailer and flopped down beside the steps.
Liz checked her watch. She was late for a visit with Edna Fortner. The old woman would be watching the road, fretting every time her beloved cuckoo clock chimed the quarter hour.
Edna wasn't on the porch, nor did she answer the front door. That generated the morning's second damn. After knocking several times, Liz gave the knob an experimental twist and found it locked. She pressed her face against the picture window and squinted through the white lace panels. Muffin, Edna's miniature poodle clawed at the curtains from inside the house and emitted high-pitched staccato yelps, but the lounge chair where Edna always sat was empty.
Liz shouldered her nursing bag and circled the house, careful to avoid land mines from the chickens and ducks. She hoped to find Edna in the back yard tending her rose bushes along the white picket fence, but the rear door was shut tight and Edna's faded sunbonnet dangled from a nail beside the door.
This wasn't like Edna, who hadn't missed a nursing visit in three years. Now genuinely worried, Liz checked the windows in hopes of finding one open. Edna always kept her shades drawn against the oppressive summer heat, but luckily she'd left a pantry window cracked a few inches. By standing on her toes Liz could reach the windowsill, though she couldn't see inside.
"Edna!" she shouted. "Are you in there?"
A frail voice answered from the depths of the house. Liz pictured Edna lying on the bathroom floor with a broken hip.
"Edna I'm coming in, one way or another. Just hang on!"
Liz checked her cell phone--no signal. Determined to find a way in, she surveyed the backyard. An old barn with a garage attached sat behind the house and an outhouse leaned precariously against a pine tree.
She tramped along the tire ruts to the garage, where an ancient rusting Cadillac occupied most of the space. Motes of dust swirled in the sunlight when she swung the double doors open. No ladder in sight, but a metal washtub dangled from a hook above the workbench. Turned upside down, it would add just enough height to let her reach the window. She held the dust-covered tub by one handle and dragged it back to the house.
But several coats of thick, white paint held the window in place. After pushing until her hands were raw, Liz found a hammer and screwdriver in the garage and chipped at the paint until the window broke free. Finally she pried the window open wide enough to stick her head inside.
She remembered the loaded pistol Edna kept on her dresser. "Don't shoot me, Edna. I'm coming in your window!"
Liz tossed her bag inside and heaved her body over the windowsill, headfirst. She balanced for a few seconds to look around. The pantry felt like a sauna and smelled of cloves and cinnamon. Jars of homemade jelly, applesauce, and canned peaches lined the shelves, each labeled with Edna's spidery handwriting. The flowered linoleum was clean--not that she had a choice about where she landed. She wiggled forward with both arms against her body. The plan was to extend her hands at the last minute and catch herself before hitting the floor.
On the way down, a nail on the windowsill sliced through her shirt, and ripped the skin on her right arm. She curled into a sitting position to assess the damage. The cut looked deep and was already oozing blood--contributing to "damns" three to five.
It's just a scratch, she told herself. No need to panic. She staggered to her feet and into the kitchen. Liz grabbed a white cotton dishtowel, wrapped it around the wound to form a knot, and pulled the makeshift bandage tight by using her left hand and teeth for leverage.
She paused to listen. Muffin sniffed at her feet and the refriger-ator wheezed as the motor kicked on, but no other sound came from the house. She hurried into the living room, still calling Edna's name. Halfway across, she gave a squeak of fright when the cuckoo clock chimed. Muffin dogged her footsteps, yapping and biting at her ankles until she lost patience and dumped him inside the hall closet.
She glanced into the bathroom, relieved Edna wasn't lying on the floor. Beads of water clung to the shower curtain, and a moist towel hung on the edge of the bathtub. At least Edna had been healthy enough to get through her morning bath.
Liz moved faster now, the heavy nursing bag thumping against her hip. She headed for the bedroom and paused in the doorway. Edna's room contained a double bed, neatly made up, a nightstand, a rocking chair, and a dresser. A pink nightgown lay in the chair and a wind-up alarm clock on the table ticked away the hours. A fly buzzed behind the window blinds. The scent of baby powder mingled with the pungent smell of Ben Gay ointment.
"Edna? Are you in here?" Her eyes adjusted to the dim light, and Liz saw the phone on the bedside table was off the hook.
She walked around the bed and stumbled over Edna.
The old woman lay facedown on the floor with one arm stretched above her head. "Please let her be alive," Liz whispered. She logrolled Edna, turning her body carefully so the spine stayed in alignment. One glance at the pale, sweaty face told Liz her patient was probably having a diabetic reaction.
She felt Edna's neck, seeking a carotid pulse. At first she mistook the bounding pulse in her own fingers for Edna's. Then she felt a rapid, thready beat from Edna's heart and saw her chest rise and fall, moving air into her lungs. Edna had evidently bumped her head as she fell; an ugly purple bruise marked her forehead.
"Edna, can you hear me?"
Edna groaned and moved her legs. With shaking hands Liz worked to regain a dial tone on the phone, then called 911 for an ambulance and tried to organize her thoughts. Edna was notorious for skipping meals, loading up on sugary snacks, and taking too much insulin by mistake. Besides that, she was a brittle diabetic whose blood sugar fluctuated wildly. Liz pulled a glucometer from her bag, pricked Edna's finger, and waited for the reading. Thirty-five. Critical hypoglycemia.
Liz rushed to the kitchen and counted the prefilled syringes stored in a jelly jar inside the refrigerator. An extra dose was missing. Edna had probably taken two insulin shots on the same morning, causing her blood sugar to drop. Liz ran back to the bedroom with a jar of strawberry jam, lifted the old woman's head, and spooned jelly into her mouth.
Edna's eyelids fluttered and she swallowed a mouthful of the sweet jelly. Liz mentally flogged herself. Why hadn't she arrived sooner? Why had she lingered over lunch? Could she have done a better job teaching Edna about diabetes?
By the time the ambulance siren screamed down the lane, Edna was mumbling and drifting in and out of consciousness. Liz opened the front door and stood back to admit a pair of sweaty EMTs lugging bags of equipment. She'd already given basic information to the dispatcher, but she repeated the highlights:
"Eighty-five-year-old diabetic patient, probably took too much insulin this morning and forgot to eat. Her blood sugar's down to 35, her pulse is 128, blood pressure 80 systolic, and respirations 12. No seizure activity so far. I don't have oral glucose with me, but I got her to swallow some jelly."
The smaller of the men stopped to hear what she had to say while his partner hurried into the bedroom and began unpacking the equipment. Liz always had mixed feelings when she had to call an ambulance for one of her patients. She knew what to do for Edna--administer oxygen, start an IV, and give an amp of glucagon--but she didn't have the equipment. Instead she had to stand back and let someone else take charge.
From their cocky attitude, she assumed these young EMTs were fresh out of school. Newbies usually held onto the macho thing for couple of years, and she'd learned it was best to keep quiet and stay out of their way.
She leaned against the wall in the bedroom and watched the men wrap a plastic brace around Edna's neck in case she'd sustained a spinal cord injury from the fall. The second man, a burly guy with a shaved head, glanced up at her while his partner swabbed Edna's forearm with alcohol and inserted an IV needle.
"Aren't you Porter's girlfriend?"
"Not any more. And I wish folks would find something else to gossip about."
"Where'd he find that flashy redhead?"
"Don't even ask." Liz walked to the window and opened the blinds to give them more light, an excuse to turn away so they wouldn't read the anger and embarrassment on her face. "I'd rather not talk about Porter's love life, okay?"
"Sure." The man shrugged. "Hey, maybe we should look at your arm when we're done here. It's bleeding under that rag."
A thin stream of blood trickled down Liz's forearm. She pulled a tissue from the box on Edna's table and dabbed at her skin. "No thanks. I'll stop by ER on my way back to the office."
The stifling heat and close quarters in the bedroom were making her dizzy. While the men stabilized Edna for transport, Liz stepped into the living room, where the air was a few degrees cooler, and telephoned Edna's daughter.
When she returned to the bedroom the EMTs had the IV running and were giving Edna a second injection of glucose. Shortly after receiving the dose Edna sputtered, opened her eyes, and socked one of the men in the jaw.
Liz hid a smile behind her hand. "I'll follow you to the hospital," she told the EMTs. "Good luck!"
~~~~
At St. Jude's Hospital, Med Tech executive Jake Larsen rose from his chair, stretched to unkink his back, and strolled to a window overlooking the ER parking lot. He was still recovering from a sleepless night at the Holiday Inn and tired of watching Porter attack the computer keys. He needed a diversion. Waves of heat rippled above the blacktop, and the humidity had peaked at 88 percent by ten o'clock. Even at night the air felt like steam. But this was typical summer weather in eastern Kentucky--or so everyone said. So far, he'd managed to avoid the heat by staying inside the hospital or the Holiday Inn.
Now he watched a trim, intense looking blonde woman drive a pickup truck into the lot. She parked haphazardly in the visitors' section, nearly sideswiping his rental car, and hurried to the ER entrance. Her determined stride caught his attention first, and then he noticed the stethoscope draped around her neck and a bloody rag on her right arm.
"Hey, check out this woman."
Porter left the computer terminal and appeared beside him, carrying his fourth cup of coffee for the day. "That's my ex-girlfriend, Liz. She's a home health nurse."
Jake sighed. Was there a woman anywhere in the hospital--single or married--who hadn't slept with Porter? "So that's the famous Liz. When do I get to meet her?"
"Right now," Porter said. "I need to ask her something."
~~~~
Liz hesitated outside the ER door, bracing herself. When the excitement of finding Edna wore off, the pain in her arm, the heat, and general stress led to a wave of nausea. Her arm hurt like blazes, and the smell of blood had filled the truck cab. She definitely needed stitches, but once she presented for treatment she'd be a patient instead of a nurse. After filling her lungs with a deep, cleansing breath, she passed through the sliding glass doors.
The moment Liz entered the emergency room Cynthia Schultz, the doctor on duty, spotted the bloody dishtowel. Within minutes Liz was perched on the edge of a stretcher and tried not to squirm while a nurse named Debbie irrigated the wound with saline. Liz gritted her teeth. The procedure hurt, and she found herself critiquing Debbie's technique. Did the woman have to be so rough?
"How's Mrs. Fortner doing?" Liz hoped to distract Debbie.
Debbie pulled more saline into the syringe. "She'll be okay, but it's good you found her when you did. Her blood sugar's bouncing all over the place. She may have an infection, maybe sepsis."
"Did you check her urine and white count?"
Debbie gave her a look. "I'm sure Dr. Schultz ordered it. Now stop worrying and let us fix your arm."
Debbie sprayed the saline with a bit more force, a clear message for Liz to be quiet. When the wound was clean, Dr. Cynthia injected Lidocaine around the laceration. Liz flinched each time the needle bit through her skin, but she welcomed the blessed numbness that followed. "You're sure this needs stitches?"
"Just a few. Otherwise you'll have a nasty scar." Cynthia's dark curls shook as she ripped open a suture kit and donned a pair of sterile gloves. "And your last tetanus shot was?"
"A couple of months ago when I had that dog bite."
"Good, now stop squirming. You won't feel a thing."
"I hope," Liz muttered. She stared straight ahead and focused on the pastel blue curtain dividing the cube from the rest of the emergency room. It was all familiar--muted voices, the smell of alcohol, a cardiac monitor's steady blip, and an occasional burst of conversation from the nursing station. She felt like an old war-horse, ready to jump in and start seeing patients. After fifteen years of trauma nursing she sometimes missed the excitement of caring for critically ill patients in the ICU. But she didn't miss hospital politics, twelve-hour shifts, or the constant stress. Home care was safe and predictable--except for days like this.
The Lidocaine did its job, but she still felt pressure when Cynthia tugged on her skin with the curved needle. Saline mixed with blood oozed down her arm and pooled on the white sheet. The air conditioned ER felt cold after the stifling heat outside. She shivered and could feel the blood thumping in her ears. Suddenly her hands were clammy, and she swayed sideways.
"Whoa, you're white as a ghost!" Debbie swung Liz's legs onto the bed and lowered the stretcher. Liz let her head roll against the pillow, relieved she no longer had to hold it up. The overhead lights twinkled like stars. She closed her eyes and felt a blood pressure cuff squeezing her left arm.
"Ninety over sixty. Pulse 120." Debbie's voice seemed far away.
That's too low, Liz thought. Probably a vasovagal reaction.
"She's having a vasovagal reaction," Cynthia said.
"I'm hungry," Liz mumbled. "I gave my lunch to a dog." She felt better lying down, but now her temples throbbed with every beat of her pulse.
"Bring some crackers and juice," Cynthia ordered. She sat on a metal stool beside the gurney and continued suturing.
"Can I go now?" Liz asked. For a moment she saw two Dr. Cynthia's beside the stretcher. She closed her eyes.
"No, Ma'am! After I finish this I want you to lie here at least thirty minutes before you leave. Don't go back to work today, and be sure someone drives you home."
"I need to stop by the office--"
"Don't even think about it. I'll call over there and tell them what happened. You're going home."
Debbie swept through the curtain with two cartons of juice and a pack of graham crackers in her arms. "Hey, Liz! Porter's asking about you at the desk. You wanna see him?"
Cynthia stopped suturing and raised her eyebrows at Liz. "I'm sure she doesn't."
Liz groaned. Of course Cynthia knew the whole story. Porter was Information Systems manager for the hospital, a job that gave access to every office and nursing unit, outreach clinic, and home health office in five counties. Over the past few months he'd told anyone who would listen about Jolene. By now the hospital gossips knew more about Liz's personal life than she knew herself. Her humiliation was complete the day Porter brought his redheaded floozie to work and introduced her to the nuns.
"Tell him to call me later. I'll be at home under a cold shower."
Debbie was watching the room through a break in the curtain. "Porter has that executive from Med Tech with him--the one with the great tush."
"Well" Liz raised onto her elbows and caught a glimpse of Porter talking to the unit clerk. "I really don't want to see Porter. But Jake Larson? I've been curious about him for months." She pulled herself to a sitting position and picked up the orange juice. "Debbie, can you round up a comb and a clean shirt before he sees me?"
By the time Porter entered the cubicle, she'd finished the crackers and juice, combed her hair, and exchanged her torn blouse for a pink scrub top donated by the ER staff. A fresh bandage covered the cut on her arm, and it wouldn't start hurting until the Lidocaine wore off. She felt halfway human.
Porter brushed the curtain aside like an actor coming onstage. He wore a wrinkled denim shirt with a Yosemite Sam necktie dangling two inches above his belt.
"Nice tie," Liz said.
Porter gazed fondly at his neckwear. "Walmart--on sale."
"Of course." She shifted her weight on the gurney, wincing. Porter habitually bought the ugliest, most bizarre ties he could find, featuring anything from dancing girls to cartoon characters. Pens and the usual pack of cigarettes were stuffed into his front pocket. "I thought Jolene might buy you some new clothes," Liz said.
"She did." He opened the third button on his shirt, revealing a gold chain tangled in his chest hair. "It's real gold, cost her a bundle."
"I'm impressed," Liz said. She was almost at a loss for words, picturing the chain accessorizing Porter's overalls and T-shirts. Next he'd get one of his ears pierced. Or maybe Jolene would put a ring in his nose.
Porter settled on the metal stool beside the cot. "Babe, what the heck happened to you?"
Liz remembered how she'd once looked forward to hearing that beautiful, rich voice with the Kentucky twang. Porter wrote country western songs, and everyone said he'd be the next Alan Jackson. Sometimes she believed it, too. All he needed was a break from Nashville.
She met his gaze "Nothing much. I cut myself crawling through a patient's window."
"You should be more careful." He examined the bandage on her arm, looking so concerned that Liz couldn't help smiling. After all, the first few years of their relationship hadn't been so bad.
"How'd you know I was here?"
"Jake saw you from the window, and I figured it was about time you met him." Porter rolled the stool across the cubicle and opened the curtain. "This is Jake Larsen, marketing manager for Med Tech. I've been telling him about you."
Liz had pictured a buttoned-down executive type, and that's exactly how Jake looked--from the red silk tie to his polished dress shoes. Tall and slender, he was in his mid-forties and threads of silver streaked his wavy dark hair. Maturity had carved deep sober lines into his face. But Liz focused on his eyes. They were soft blue and radiated kindness and humor.
"Looks like you're having a tough day." He looked directly into her eyes, and she felt something jump inside. She wiped her damp palms on her slacks.
Jake offered a handshake, spotted the gauze on her arm, and quickly retracted his hand. "I'm sorry. This isn't the best time for us to meet."
"Lately it's all been like this," she said. Before she could add something more intelligent, Porter scowled and cleared his throat.
"Liz, I'm having company this weekend, and we may drive up to Indianapolis. I wonder if you'd walk the dogs for a few days."
The veins in Liz's temple started throbbing, and she felt her cheeks turn red. So that's why Porter brought Jake with him. The man was a human shield. Porter knew how she felt about Jolene, but he also knew she wouldn't dare claw his eyes out in front of Jake.
"I can't believe you'd even ask me!"
He gave her an innocent grin. "The dogs miss you."
"Let's see if I can read between the lines. You want me to walk the dogs while you take Jolene to Indiana. Is that about right?"
Porter had the decency to look sheepish, but he didn't back down. "Hey, I thought you'd enjoy seeing the dogs. You pitched a fit about leaving them when we split up."
She glanced at Jake, who winced. He quickly waved at her and said, "You two have things to discuss. I'll see you downstairs, Porter." With that, he backed through the curtain and disappeared.
"Now you've scared him off," Porter drawled. "He thinks you're a shrew."
Liz shook her head. She wanted to brain Porter with a bedpan, but he had a dopey grin on his face and she ended up laughing instead.
~~~~
Jake took the stairs down to the cafeteria, bought a Dr. Pepper from the vending machine, and settled at a corner table where he hoped to go unnoticed. He didn't feel like making small talk with the office staff.
He carefully wiped the can with a napkin and held it away from him to protect his tie while he popped the top. Once again, Porter had surprised him. After meeting Jolene and viewing countless naked photos of Porter's other women, Jake expected Liz to be an empty-headed sex kitten. But she wasn't what he'd imagined--not at all. She was around five feet six, late thirties or a bit older, with a lovely face and a warm smile. Her eyes flashed with passion and intelligence. It was cute how she flared up the minute Porter mentioned having company.
When Porter joined him a few minutes later, Jake asked the obvious question. "How'd you ever get a classy woman like that?"
"Liz? She was on the rebound from a divorce, and I showed up in the right place at the right time." Porter eyed a group of teenage candy stripers carrying trays through the cafeteria line. "Look at those hot tomatoes at the salad bar. Times like this a man needs X-ray vision." He grabbed a pen from his pocket and scribbled on a napkin, then winked at Jake. "A song idea. This one could be a hit."
"How'd you manage to keep her for six years?"
Porter flicked a crumb off the table and grinned at him. "I'm good, what can I say? And you know what? I can still have her anytime I want."
"Isn't Jolene enough?"
"For now," Porter said. "But I always like to have backup."
Jake pretended to laugh, but he suspected Porter was serious. How could the man treat women like objects? On the other hand, he'd seen women flock to Porter, and they didn't seem to mind his attitude. What he really wondered was how Liz felt about the whole thing.
~~~~
Liz, carrying a prescription for antibiotics in one hand and her soiled blouse in the other, crossed the ER parking lot under the blazing August sun. She didn't have anyone to drive her home, nor did she intend to ask for help. She'd manage just fine on her own. Now she needed to go home, take a shower, and relax on the couch in front of a fan. The confrontation with Porter nearly pushed her over the edge, but at least she hadn't made a scene in the emergency room.
Before climbing into the truck she opened the passenger side door to roll down the window, since the truck's air conditioner barely worked. The heavy door swung loose and banged into a blue sedan parked beside her. The impact produced an ominous clunk.
"Damn!" She glanced around the parking lot in hopes of slinking away unnoticed from the scene of the crime. But on the other side of the car stood Jake Larsen with a set of keys. Despite the heat, he wore a suit jacket over his long sleeved shirt. She wondered if the man ever perspired.
"You weren't thinking of leaving, were you?" He cocked his head, and she couldn't tell if he was amused or angry.
"Of course not!" Liz realized her voice was shaking ever so slightly. She tossed her purse inside the truck and closed the door so they could examine the car. It wasn't good--the blow left a dent and a scratch.
Jake was beside her within seconds. He leaned over the car and ran his hand over the damage. "Don't worry too much. It's a rental and I bought the full insurance package."
Much to Liz's embarrassment her lower lip quivered and hot tears trickled down her cheeks. She blubbered. "I never fall apart like this. I'm so sorry."
"Hey, it's all right. Like I said, the car's insured. I guess you've had a rotten day."
"You might say that." She started to wipe the tears on her sleeve, then thought better of it.
Jake produced a handkerchief from his pocket and held it out to her. "Use this."
"Thank you. I can't believe I'm acting like such a baby." Liz swabbed her eyes and offered the damp handkerchief back to him.
He held up both hands. "It's yours. You baptized it."
"Thank you." Too late, Liz realized a man like Jake wouldn't put a used handkerchief inside his spotless suit. Just standing next to him made her feel grubby. "I'll wash this and send it to you."
"No need. They just clutter up my drawer." He leaned against the car door, folded his arms, and watched her. "Feeling better now?"
She nodded and tried to smile back. Her face was surely a blotchy mess and her hair was a rat's nest. She couldn't think of anything else to say, but she didn't want to let him go. She blurted, "I'd like to make this up to you. Maybe I could take you to dinner?"
"Ah, that's all right." He swung the keys around one finger. "I appreciate the thought, but today's my last official day at St. Jude. My two week vacation starts in exactly one hour and I need to check out of the hotel."
She stared at the pavement for a couple of beats, thinking. She'd never asked a man out before, and therefore she'd never been turned down. Now they needed an exit line. She shrugged. "Well, I guess I won't see you again, so have a nice trip home."
Jake pointed to the bandage on her arm. "Should you be driving? I'd be happy to drop you off."
"NO!" Liz took a step backward. The last thing she needed was to let Jake see her house. She could imagine how he'd scoff at the cottage she'd bought for ten thousand dollars. "I live five miles from town, out beyond Porter's house. I'll have no way to get my truck if I leave it here."
"Too bad." Jake hesitated, then extended his hand. "Well, it was nice meeting you."
She shook his hand before climbing into her truck. Luckily the engine started on the first try, and she managed to back out of the parking space without sideswiping his car. She glanced in the rear view mirror and saw he was still leaning against the Sable with his arms folded--watching her drive away.
And that, Liz thought, is the last I'll see of Jake Larsen.
~~~~
Later that evening Liz sat at the kitchen table, drinking a glass of iced tea and punching numbers into a calculator. After two pain pills and a nap, she almost felt ready to tackle the monthly accounting nightmare. A bank statement lay on the table beside her, along with a stack of bills and her checkbook. She wadded a credit card offer into a ball, tossed it at the wastebasket, and sighed when her missile bounced off the rim.
Noah, the Belgian shepherd, watched from under the table and periodically thumped his tail against the wooden floor. His huge yellow eyes pleaded for food. Liz held out an Oreo, and he inhaled it in one gulp. Noah had a body the size of a Shetland pony, controlled by a pistachio-sized brain. He'd flunked obedience school twice, but he loved her beyond all reason and made an excellent foot warmer.
She dug her bare feet into Noah's fur and groaned. Minus Porter's salary to help pay the bills, she'd dropped into a financial black hole. In a master stroke of bad timing, she'd refurnished their home just one week before Porter asked her to move out. With new Mission style couches and a matching chair, the living room had finally looked the way she wanted. Then her world fell apart.
At the thought of their last few weeks together, Liz fished three Oreos from the bag, separated the cookies into six halves, and put them on the table. Remembering Porter was like exploring a bad tooth with her tongue. The pain was excruciating, yet somehow comforting in its familiarity. Chocolate was her drug of choice to deal with the stress.
She now realized Porter's infidelity probably began somewhere between years two and three of their relationship. When she first suspected it, Liz quietly investigated but couldn't find anything. Porter was smart--and he'd done this before. Each time she confronted him, he denied everything and offered proof of his innocence. Still, she knew something was wrong, and that knowledge was like a cancer gnawing at her insides. She'd never confided in anyone--not even her best friends. In fact, she built a wall around herself to hide the pain. The worst times were before she found out. When Porter finally confessed it was like having surgery without anesthetic, but at least he removed the tumor.
She shared another cookie with Noah, remembering. . .
The evening Porter broke the news about his affair with Jolene, he'd also given Liz three weeks to vacate the house so Jolene could visit on weekends. Liz had answered him in a tinny, puzzled voice, "But I just bought furniture. And you said we'd be getting married next spring. . ." Her voice had trailed off when she noticed the look in his eyes.
She folded her hands tightly in her lap and nodded as his words came at her: "I'm so sorry . . . never meant this to happen. I met her in Nashville, and she's married to a producer . . . it doesn't mean I don't care about you. I'm a jerk, I know, but she and I need to be together. You'll be better off without me," he whispered.
His eyes took on a faraway look, and he began praising Jolene's talent, intelligence, and accomplishments. Liz slumped lower in her chair, too stunned to react. She never thought he'd ask her to leave. Finally, the words stopped, and she sat looking out the window, watching cars flash by on the highway below the house. Porter walked into the bedroom and began packing a suitcase.
"What are you doing?" She followed him and leaned against the doorway.
"I'll drive up to Indiana and stay with Dad and Mom for the weekend so you can have some privacy. We'll talk when I get back."
Of course, what he'd meant was, I'm bailing out so I don't have to see how much I've hurt you.
Within an hour he was gone and the endless weekend stretched in front of her. To deal with the pain, she took a long, hot shower, sitting in the tub and turning her face up so the water rinsed away the tears. When the water began to go tepid, she climbed out, wrapped herself in Porter's flannel robe, and went into the bedroom. She curled on the bed, knees drawn up to her chest, until she fell into a fitful sleep. At some point in the middle of the night the phone began ringing. She'd let the answering machine take the call, knowing it was Porter.
Noah squirmed underfoot, interrupting the painful memories. Liz finished her cookies, threw the empty bag into the trash, and cleared the kitchen table for dinner. Tonight she'd treat herself to a sit-down meal with a linen napkin and fresh flowers on the table. Lean Cuisine was the entree, served on a china plate with fresh roses and a scented candle in front of her.
Clippers in hand, she headed outside to pick flowers for the table. The front yard had come a long way from the overgrown tangle of weeds and vines she'd first encountered. Roses bloomed along the sidewalk and the rose bush clung to an arched trellis, neatly pruned and under control. She'd achieved this after three hours of hand to hand combat with the thorny, stubborn plant.
She met the rose bush for the first time the morning after Porter broke his news. She'd awakened early, still wearing his bathrobe, overcome by anger and grief, but determined not to cry again. Instead, she'd made a pot of tea and unfurled the Clay City Gazette to the one page real estate section. That's where she found a tiny notice: For Sale by Owner. Must Sell.
Billed as a handyman's special, the house was a workman's cottage perched above the abandoned Clay City brickyard. An access road climbed straight up the mountain and turned into a circular drive ringed by elegant houses built for the brickyard's owners. A narrow drive continued up the mountain, where workmen and their families had once lived in cottages built in the 1930s. The last house on the road--her house--sported a lopsided For Sale sign in the overgrown front yard, where a dense jungle of weeds had run wild. The rose bush was the matriarch of the yard, binding everything with her thorny tendrils.
The cottage was a small, white clapboard home set on a half acre of land cluttered with debris. Two massive oaks flanked the sagging front porch. Wildflowers rioted amid the weeds. A wooden trellis above the front sidewalk held a portion of the rose bush, covered with huge, fragrant pink flowers. Liz fell in love at first sight.
Surprised to find the front door unlocked, she'd entered a large room with windows so scrimmed with dirt and overgrown by outside vines that it was nearly impossible to see. On the other side of this room, she found a small bedroom, a living room, a bath, and a kitchen. Yellowed tile hid the original ceilings, the floors sloped downward, and stains on the ceiling told her the roof probably leaked. The kitchen was a disaster--a pitted, old, white gas range, a refrigerator that had its motor sitting sadly atop it, and one cabinet with no door. Behind the kitchen, she found an enclosed porch with storage shelves and hookups for a washer and dryer. The bathroom had two windows, a scabrous linoleum floor, and a tub streaked with orange rust. Layers of grime covered everything.
It was horrible. But somehow the cottage brought Liz peace--perhaps because it mirrored how she felt inside. If this neglected little house could heal, then so could she.
She pictured rag rugs on polished wooden floors, a bright yellow kitchen with tile counters, and copper pots of chrysanthemums. She already owned a Swedish wood-burning stove, which would keep the house warm when snow piled outside. She'd buy a swing for the front porch and hang potted ferns outside the back door. Although she couldn't take the other dogs because they'd kill the neighbor's chickens, faithful Noah would keep her company.
As if he knew what she was thinking, Noah bumped against her leg and whined. She rubbed his shaggy head, gathered the roses she'd cut, and went back inside to microwave her dinner.
After she'd left Porter's house, Liz felt she was on the road to healing. The experience with Porter had taught her many things. Most importantly it confirmed she had an amazing talent for picking the wrong guy. What kind of idiot would live with a womanizer like Porter for six years, naively falling for his alibis and believing they'd live happily every after? He told her they'd live together awhile to make certain they were compatible. He didn't want to make another mistake after three divorces. He wanted to be sure.
And six years later Porter did make up his mind--he wanted someone else. Liz had joined a string of ex-wives and girlfriends from California to New York, plus one in Europe who still called every few months.
Back inside, Liz took a crystal vase from the cabinet, trimmed the rose stems, and arranged a bouquet for the table, adding a few daisies and black eyed Susans for contrast. She dried her hands on a flowered dishtowel, then folded it on a rack above the sink. Her house wasn't much to look at, but everything had a place. No more washing Porter's ashtrays or carrying dirty plates and beer cans from the living room. In fact, no more men--period. After moving into the cottage she'd sworn off romantic involvement for at least a year. She still had ten months to go. She tracked the time on a Firefighters of Alaska calendar dangling from a tack on the kitchen wall. Mr. August leaned against a fire truck and smiled into the camera. Liz sighed. Maybe she'd take a vacation to Alaska at the end of her allotted year and meet a real hunk. She wanted a simple, rugged, outdoor man with a tender heart. Was that so much to ask?
Noah eased out from under the table, tipped over one of the kitchen chairs, and ambled to his water dish on the back porch.
"You're my guy, Noah," she said.
He woofed at her and graciously accepted a dog biscuit.
~~~~
Porter lounged on his front porch swing and finger picked a melody on his flattop Gibson guitar. He stopped every few minutes to sip from a bottle of Kentucky bourbon. A late afternoon breeze stirred the air. The glider squeaked companionably each time he pushed off with his foot. He'd found a great riff in open G tuning and just needed to add words and a tune.
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