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PROLOGUE

 


"No Arnie, I'm not mad at you. Just
disappointed."

*****. (Inaudible mumbling from the other end
of the phone.)

Yes, I know you came up three days ago and
she didn't die. People don't die on schedule, you know."

*****?

"What? Well, I guess you're right, but I'm
not talking about executions. Yes, or okay, suicides for that
matter. I suppose you could say they're both scheduled."

*****!

"Yes. I know you're very busy, but the city
is only about 40 miles away and yes, I know she was 94 years old.
It was just so sad. Poor old Granny, she kept trying to get out of
bed. She said she wanted to go home. Finally, they sedated her and
it must have been a big dose 'cause I held her hand and she
squeezed it with surprising strength before she just drifted off.
Frankly, I'm a wreck. All alone in this old house. It's not
fair."

*****!

Oh, I know Arnie and I don't want you to feel
bad. It's just that she wanted to see her other grandson before she
went. Yes, I'll make all the arrangements. Granny actually did a
lot of them a couple of months ago when she knew she was going down
hill. Just promise me you'll make the funeral."

*****?

"What's that? Oh okay, I won't schedule the
funeral for a Tuesday or Thursday. I know you're busy then."

 


Andrew ended the call to his brother and with
a shaky hand replaced the black receiver on its base, ruefully
noting that it was probably the last black dial phone in the city
of Sonoma. Somehow it seemed right at home in the 1970's home that
Granny had lived in for the past 40 years. He was going to miss the
old place he realized as he got up from the kitchen table to get
something to drink. Hell, he sort of liked the avocado colored
refrigerator and stove. Why did his brother and sister-in-law
always snicker when they made one of their infrequent trips to see
Granny? Who really needs stainless steel? It's not as if Nancy
could cook anyway. Andy resolved to keep the Formica table when the
Salvation Army came to clean out the house. He would have to rent a
place big enough for it.

Andrew desperately needed something to calm
his nerves and ease his depression. He started to reach for the
bottle of bourbon he had placed on a top shelf behind the box of
Wheaties, sadly realizing that he would not have to hide it from
Granny anymore.

He reached for a glass but
there were no clean ones. Why did all calls to his brother end up
making him so upset? Was it his brother's successful career and
rich lifestyle that he resented? Maybe so, but not because of the
money or the fancy stuff that Arnold always seemed to flaunt. For
example, what in the hell was that personal IPad he bragged about last week? It
sounded like what women buy at the drug store. No, it was more than
about making him feel like a failure, especially in the eyes of his
older brother and increasingly to himself. The idea of painting
pretty pictures of vineyards and the Mission for visiting tourists
might sound romantic to some. To his brother it sounded like he was
a lazy goof-off and a failure. Even Andrew had to admit he was
barely surviving and the idea of a steady income began to sound
more appealing. How he would get it was another
matter...

At the last minute Andrew
changed his mind and grabbed a beer. He was not going to share his
sadness with Old
Grand-Dad, at least not at 11:00 o'clock in
the morning. Just looking at the label on the bottle of booze made
him sadder. Gramps had died ten years ago and left Granny alone,
until, that is, when her failing health led Andrew to move in with
her. It was hard to believe, he thought, as he tried to twist the
cap off the beer, that he had been here two years. Now she was gone
and he was alone. What was he going to do?

Andrew remembered that the beer was not a
twist-off. He rubbed his sore hand and got up to search for a
church key. Successful, he took a swig and sat down again. The list
of people that he and Granny had worked on during her last days
beckoned him. He hated talking on the phone, particularly to
strangers, but he owed it to Granny to see that all the
arrangements went smoothly.

 


If Andrew only knew how the
death of his grandmother and subsequent events would change his
life, he might have visited Old
Grand-Dad after all. Across the Sonoma
Plaza and down on West E Street another phone call would show how
the Fickle Finger of Fate would further complicate his
life.

 


++++++++

 


"No mother. I'm not mad at you. It's just
that I've got to get unpacked."

*****?

"Yes, the new apartment is very nice. More
like a townhouse. There's even a small backyard with real grass.
What a change from the city!"

*****!

"Yes, mother, I will remember to lock my
door."

*****?

"Why did I have to divorce Jack!? Mother are
you crazy? After what he did to me, if I never see him again, it'll
be too soon."

*****?

"No, mother I don't want you to come up a
visit. I mean not yet. Let me get settled."

*****!

"What do you mean? Of course you are always
welcome. But enjoy Carmel Valley until it gets too hot. The gallery
will be open soon. I really want you to see that I can succeed on
my own."

*****.

"Oh, mother don't start crying. I'm a big
girl and can take care of myself. Especially now with that
son-of-a-bitch is out of my life."

*****!!

Oh sorry, mother. Yes, I know that nice girls
don't swear. Listen, please, I've really got to go. My bed is piled
with boxes and you've always said I don't get enough sleep.



With a sigh, Marilyn (aka Mary) Chambers
clicked her cell phone shut and maneuvered around a stack of boxes
to the refrigerator. Wishing she had stopped to buy some wine, she
took out the Diet Coke left over from her lunch at Subway. It was
flat and without much taste. Just like her life had been for the
last year. She sat on one of the boxes marked kitchen gadgets. Why
did calls from her mother always make her so upset? In theory she
should be grateful her mother cared so much about her, but it was
just so stifling. Deep down Mary knew that her mother really didn't
think she could make it on her own.

Her mother had always viewed
her part-time job at the Legion of
Honor as a little hobby. "You know, dear,"
her mother used to say, "just something to do until the children
arrived. Jack was the provider and now that he was gone, well, my
poor little Mary you must be crushed."

Looking back on those painful days of the
divorce, Mary could now finally smile. With Jack out of the
picture, she actually felt a weight had been lifted from her
shoulders. Now, she would prove to her parents she could succeed
and that spending all her money from the divorce settlement on
renting a failing gallery in Sonoma was not a crazy idea. Or was
it?

Pissarro jumped into her lap. Mary scratched
him behind the ears as he settled his not inconsiderable bulk in
her lap. "You believe in me don't you, kitty?" Mary took the raspy
purring as a vote of confidence.

 


++++++++

 


If Mary only knew what a train wreck waited
for her just across the Plaza and down two streets, she might have
listened a little more to her mother. Mothers may not always know
best, but they are not always wrong either...


CHAPTER ONE

 


In the two weeks after the funeral, Andrew
existed in a state of frozen immobility. The cremation ceremony had
been sparsely attended since Granny had outlived most of her
friends. Dutifully held on a Wednesday, so Arnold and Nancy could
attend. It had been Andy's first cremation. Initially, he wondered
why the casket was on a miniature train track. To his horror it
soon became clear. After Arnold said a few words---he was the
talker in the family---and after a few mumbled homilies by some man
in a dark suit, Andrew was shocked to see a small door open in the
wall behind the podium. He felt dizzy as he saw the casket-train
slide slowly towards the door. He couldn't let it happen. Andrew
jumped on the platform and threw himself on the casket. The funeral
director and the minister barely pried him off the casket before it
became engulfed in the raging inferno. Andrew stood there shaking.
"Wait! Something's wrong!" Andrew tried to protest before he passed
out. "Surely, Granny is going in the other direction!"

Arnold and Nancy took him
for a quick lunch at Quizno's
after he recovered. Andy was relieved to hear that
his protestations had not actually been verbalized; rushing the
casket and fainting had been embarrassing enough. Arnold had always
felt Andrew to be rather unstable and weak-kneed and accepted his
apologies with a certain degree of superiority. Nancy just nodded
and smiled. She had been fidgety constantly during lunch, barely
touching her 6-inch Vegetarian Delight. Clearly she wanted to be
somewhere else and was just fulfilling some sort of family
obligation. Normally quite talkative, she had said little as if
talking would prolong the agony.

To make Andrew feel better, Arnold recounted
a case he had studied in law school. "It seems, Andy, that trying
to stop the casket is not all that unusual. It happens two or three
times a year, although it gets virtually no publicity. In the
funeral trade it's called 'Cremation Remorse.' You were lucky,
occasionally the perpetrator, either by accident or on purpose,
gets cremated as well. When that happens some tricky legal issues
arise. The funeral parlors would like to charge double, perhaps
with a slight discount since there is only one casket. But
surviving family members have often brought lawsuits based on
either the 'reckless endangerment' or 'attractive nuisance'
provisions in the legal code."

Nancy winced, nibbled on a slice of black
olive and looked at her watch.

Arnold continued on. "The most interesting
case occurred when a plump widow attached herself to her husband's
casket, but was too fat for her and the casket to fit through the
portal. As the incinerator started up, the machinery ground to a
halt with them half in and half out. The audience was treated to a
rather macabre scene as they watched half the casket burn with the
lady's feet kicking like mad for a good two minutes."

Nancy turned pale and wrinkled up the
sandwich up in its plastic. Her lunch was over.

Since Andrew did not own a car, they dropped
him off at the house. "Buck up, bro," Arnold said as they stopped
in the driveway. "I know you were close to Granny but she had a
good life."

Nancy, who had taken to filing her nails
during the short trip from the restaurant, paused and looked at
Andrew in the back seat. "Yeah, she was a tough old bird. No
offense intended, Andy. I just know that at 94, I'll be pushing up
daisy's not planting them."

Andy didn't respond, but smiled ruefully at
the allusion to Granny's small flower garden. He slide over on the
smooth leather seat of the Mercedes and opened the back door. "I
know you two did care about her and I do appreciate your coming.
Sorry again about my little scene."

"Think nothing of it, kid," Arnold answered.
"It was touching, in a gauche sort of way. Just look at it this
way, your days of being a nurse-maid are over. That's gotta be a
relief."

Andrew just smiled sadly.

Arnold got out of the car, and walked Andrew
to the front door. "Listen, bro. You've done yeoman duty here and I
am grateful to you for taking care of her these past years. I would
have helped more, but you know my schedule." He gave Andrew a
man-hug, which surprised Andy---and probably Arnold---since they
had never hugged before.

He then put his arm round Andy's shoulder,
another first. "I'll tell you what. Here, take this Andy," he said
pulling out a couple of hundreds from his wallet.

Andrew looked at the money and frowned.
"Please Arnie. Don't make things worse. Money isn't going to help.
Granny planned everything and it's all paid for."

"Okay, sure, I didn't mean to offend you." He
turned to make sure Nancy wasn't paying attention. "All I meant
was, since you don't have a girlfriend you might want to procure
some female companionship." He gave Andrew's should a nudge. "You
should get laid; believe me, it'll help."

Andrew blanched at the idea. "That's my
brother all right. You never change do you, Arnie? Actually, I do
appreciate the offer, as sleazy as it is. Please, just jump into
that fancy car of yours and get out of here. You've got some sort
of meeting, right?"

"You bet I do, and if I land this client I'll
have the inside track to the senior partnership." He straightened
his silk brocade tie. "I'll be the youngest one in the firm."

"Good for you, Arnold. Goodness knows you've
been working hard enough at it. But, listen, I will see you on
Monday, okay? We need to clear up some of Granny's personal stuff
and, for that matter, most of Gramps stuff is still in the
house."

As Arnold got back into his Mercedes CLS,
Nancy let out a long sigh, "Thank God that's over with. It was pure
torture." He pushed the start button and the V-8 started purring
smoothly. He turned towards his wife. "Well dearest, you didn't
exactly hold up your end of the ordeal. You barely said two words
the whole time."

"Jesus, how many times can I say I'm sorry
the old nag kicked the bucket? That Wicked Witch of the West never
did like me. To her I was some sort of spoiled rich kid who never
did a day's work in her life."

"Yeah, that's about right. Ol' Grandma always
was pretty perceptive."

Nancy punched him on the shoulder, "Shut up,
you ingrate. Don't forget what side your bread is buttered on.
Without daddy's money you'd be back selling shoes instead of
cooking up all those fancy real estate deals."

"Oh, I know, my dear, and you'll never let me
forget it."

She looked out the window as they sped by the
vineyards on their way south. "Funny thing is, I like Andy. He's
kind, considerate and very sensitive. Which one of you was adopted,
anyway?"

"Ha, Touché, my dear. Let's get real here.
Andy is a basket case. He never recovered from our parent's death.
Of course, he always was a bit weird even before the accident. A
real loner in high school; there was no clique he fit into. Kids
used to call him 'Pencils' because he always carried a drawing pad
and a bunch of pencils wherever he went. But I guess he did have
talent. He was all lined up to go to Paris for an internship at
some fancy museum when the roof fell in." Arnold smiled grimly. "I
mean literally fell in. Their car rolled over three times and our
parents didn't have a chance."

He looked over to Nancy to make sure she was
paying attention. "Don't you ever tell Andy, but the police told me
that my father was stoked to the gills on marijuana when it
happened."

"God, that's rough."

"Andy sure took it hard. He left the City and
came up here to escape. Now he just paints pictures for the
tourists. When Grandma started going downhill I don't think he's
been doing much of anything."

"Except look after the old lady, you mean.
God, I couldn't do that."

"You said it, and at least we agree on
something." Arnold tapped the accelerator and the powerful machine
surged forward. "Look there's the on-ramp to 101. Civilization
beckons."

As he merged onto the
freeway, Arnold decided it was time he paid some attention to
Nancy. It wouldn't do for her to get suspicious about his
extra-curricular activities. He turned to her and forced a smile,
"What'ya say we go to Masa's
tonight and wash away some of this country
dust."

 


Back in the house Andrew felt more alone than
ever. As small as the old house was, it seemed enormous without
her. Arnold would never understand, but he had actually enjoyed
taking care of Granny. Up until her final stroke she had been
surprisingly spry. Her mind had remained sharp and she loved to
recount stories about her daughter as a youngster, which made
Andrew's memory his mother all the more vivid. He knew that Granny
never completely accepted his father but Andrew had never known
that Grandma adamantly opposed his mother's marriage and that they
had eloped to Reno. Andrew knew his father had been a bit of a free
spirit while attending Berkeley. It was the height of the Free
Speech---and Free Love era---in Northern California. Grandma, born
in 1916, did not find the scene 'groovy' at all.

As Granny recounted these stories, it became
clear that she did not know the whole truth. Andrew's father never
completely outgrew his youthful exuberance as evidenced by the fact
that he continued to grow small quantities of marijuana in their
garage. Thinking back on it, Andrew remembered that he and his
brother were under strict orders to never go into that partitioned
side of the garage. Andy obeyed, but smiled to himself as he
remembered how in high school Arnie used to take the key from his
father's dresser and snip off a few leaves. Just
occasionally....

Now, while Granny did tend to dwell in the
past she still could take care of herself and did all the cooking,
which was good since Andrew remained totally helpless in the
kitchen. Towards the end, her eyesight had begun to fail badly. The
doctor called it 'molecular desecration' or something like
that...although Andrew didn't handle medical terms very well. But
whatever it was called, it made make dinner more exciting for
Andrew than it should have been.

One night about a month before her stroke,
Granny had served an unusually flavorful tuna casserole. She knew
it was one of Andrew favorites and on their tight budget Granny
made it a lot.

"Gee, Granny this must be a new recipe. It
tastes really great." Andrew quickly corrected himself. "I mean it
always tastes great but this a bolder fish flavor. What did you do
differently?"

Granny took a bite. "It does taste a little
different but it's the same old recipe I've been making for 40
years. I'm too old to started fiddling around with my cooking. I
did notice you bought a new kind of canned tuna, that's probably
it."

When Andy washed up after
dinner, he found an empty Whiskers
can of tuna cat food that he had bought for
Granny's finicky Persian. The discovery might have freaked out some
people but Andy simply shrugged his shoulders and gave the cat some
of the left-over casserole. It hadn't been half bad, with a nice
assertive flavor. Reminded him of the Mackerel fish-loaf he loved
at summer camp. Andrew never could understand why the other kid's
didn't like camp food.

Granny's poor eyesight
failed her once again when she did her last Thanksgiving dinner.
Arnold and Nancy had come. Andrew did his best to help Granny in
the kitchen and the dinner went fine until dessert. Andrew cut the
pie and served it out, putting a nice dollop of Cool Whip on each piece. Nancy raised
her fork to her mouth and paused as she said, "Grandma Colson,
thank you so much. You've served a fine dinner. This pie looks
scrumptious. She almost had the fork in her mouth when Arnold gave
a slight shake of his head. Nancy laughed nervously. "Oh, I'm so
sorry. It seems I just can't eat another bite. Could I take it home
with me?"

Andrew had seen Arnold shake his head up and
down and sideways throughout the dinner, no doubt pre-arranged
signaling for Nancy on what she could stomach. Nancy had always
been a notoriously finicky eater and constantly on a diet even
though she made Twiggy look like Dolly Parton. She probably forced
Arnold to be her secret-food taster; otherwise she would not have
come.

They left quickly after dinner finished.
Andrew cleared the table and took the rest of the pie into the
kitchen. "Your pie seemed quite unusual this year what is the
secret?" he asked.

"Same as always, but I do
think I'm losing my sense of taste. Andy, I wish you would take
more interest in cooking. I could teach you a lot before it's too
late. Pumpkins are a squash, a bland squash. The secret to my
pumpkin pie is to use a ton of spices. Here's my favorite." She
reached up in the cabinet and took down a small red and yellow
plastic jar. . "See here," she said handing it to Andrew. Once
again her eyesight had gotten the better of her. It read
'McCormick's Poultry Seasoning.'
Even Andrew, who no one would accuse of being a
gourmet, felt the pie could have been better.

It was the last time Arnold and Nancy came to
dinner.

A week before she her
stroke, Granny had put a chicken in the oven to roast and fell
asleep watching Gary Grant in The
Philadelphia Story. They had watched it
together the night before, but Granny wanted to watch it again.
While Andrew liked Gray Grant, he passed on the second viewing. He
felt the handsome leading man was more of a movie star than an
actor. Working on his new painting in the garage, Andy did not
realize what was happening until he saw smoke curling up from under
the door leading to the garage. They had canned soup that night.
The next day Andy finally got around to installing the two smoke
detectors he had bought on sale last July, but a few days later she
let out a moan and fell on her way out of the kitchen carrying a
cup of tea. Andy had no choice but to call for an
ambulance.

She hung on for three days. Andy stayed with
her through to the end. She did not seem to be in pain, thanks to
the miracle of modern medicine, but tended to drift in and out of
consciousness. The last day Andrew had fed her lunch and for once
she ate something.

"How're you feeling, Granny?" He asked wiping
a smudge of applesauce off her chin.

"I'd feel a lot better if they feed me some
decent food." She chuckled, but it turned into a cough. "Listen,
Andy push that damned tray away and sit by my side. I need to tell
you something. The last two years have been some of the happiest of
my life. Oh sure, Gramps and I had fun, especially in the early
years. But you've been special and I need to thank you before it's
too late."

"Granny, please. I loved being..."

"Oh shut up, and let an old dying lady say
her piece." She smiled at Andrew and took his hand. "I have one
more favor to ask of you. It means so much to me."

"Sure Granny, anything."

"I'll be gone soon... Shush. Don't say
anything. I'm ready." She looked over at Andy. "Promise me, son,
that you'll remember me, well."

Andy looked surprised. "Of course I will
Granny. I'll never forget you." His eyes began to tear up.

"No that's not exactly what I mean. Yes, of
course I want you to remember me, but I've been laying her for the
last two days thinking." Her shaking hand tried to reach for the
cup of water. "Jesus, why couldn't I have Alzheimer's so I could
just decay like an old vegetable."

She paused and coughed.
"Andy, give me a sip of that water. Why do they put so much salt in
their goddamned food? We going die soon enough anyway. Where was I?
Oh yes, what I mean Andy is, remember me, well. That is, remember me when I was
well. All the fun we had the last two years. You were so kind to
me. We'd sit around every night watching those old movies you
rented when you should have been out with people your own age, and
even the years before that, when you still lived in Santa Rosa and
would come by bus every Sunday so I could cook you a fancy dinner.
Even Arnold and his stuck-up skinny wife used to come sometimes.
And the years before that---before the accident.... Well, you get
the idea. That's how I want to be remembered. Not like
this."

Andy took the paper cup, stroked her hair and
kissed her forehead. "I see, Granny and yes, I promise." Some of
his tears dropped on her gown."

She brightened. "Hey, don't
get all weepy. I'm the one dying here. Now listen, Andy, and listen
good, you hear me. Yes, 'remembering me, well' means remembering
the happy times---but it also means not to waste time grieving for
me. You already spent too much time caring for me. Now it's your
turn. Get a life, find a young lady and have some kids." She took
his hand, "You see, then you can tell them all about their great
Granny and all about the good times you had with me." She smiled,
though her eyes now had tears. "Now, that's remembering me,
well!"

Andy sat beside her in the chair. He finally
fell asleep about three in the morning. He woke up a few hours
later. Granny did not. Sadly, but calmly he felt her cold cheek,
lifted the sheet over her head and rang for the nurse.

 


As that last time with Granny flashed through
his mind, he realized he had not been doing a good job remembering
her, well. He missed her so much; he was all alone now with only
his grief to sustain him. He got a beer out of the fridge and sat
on the floral love seat, the last piece of furniture she and Gramps
had bought. The small living room, a museum to furniture of the
1960's and early 70's, both comforted and saddened Andy. The last
two years had given his life a purpose and, while Granny could be
quite cantankerous, especially towards the end, he felt closer to
her than anyone else. Certainly closer than to Arnie. With his
parents dead now for seven years, Granny had become his soul mate.
Separated by two generations, yet bound by the simple tasks of
living in the small house, each complaining about small things the
other did, and Granny continuing to insist that she pull her own
weight---even if the cooking turned out a little weird. She had
become his best friend. Those were happy times, but now what? He
had helped her and she depended on him, but Granny had been his
life and he now realized he had become dependent on her as
well.

She was gone. The house, overstuffed with
furniture, seemed empty. What had, just a few weeks ago, been his
home was now a mausoleum. His comfortable life had ended, not by
choice, but suddenly and cruelly. Deeply depressed, he dashed off
the rest of the beer and went into the kitchen and poured himself
some bourbon, surprised to see that the bottle was almost empty.
Forgoing ice, he sat down at the kitchen table and took a big swig.
Why did she have to die? It wasn't fair; after all she was only
94.

Finally, he got up. There
was one last phone call to make. The bank appraiser needed to have
a date to inspect the house. Last week Mr. Hutchins from
Wells Fargo let Andrew
know that he could sell the house himself, but he had virtually no
idea of how to do that and less inclination to try. The reverse
mortgage had no doubt eaten up most of its value anyway. The bank
could handle it. Andrew just hoped he would get some cash out of
the deal. He made the call, setting up the appointment for the next
Wednesday, the day after he and Arnie went through the personal
stuff. He got up, poured the last of the booze and stared at the
empty bottle. He had no choice now but somehow to go forward,
whatever that meant and wherever that led.

He was alone and afraid. Above all, he was
mad---mad at a cruel world that had engulfed him in fear and
loneliness.


CHAPTER TWO

 


Although she was brought up in a strict
Catholic family, Mary no longer considered herself a religious
person, her faith having been sorely tested at a young age. One day
after school, Sister Agnes, her seventh grade teacher, had tried to
demonstrate to Mary what the Bible meant by Immaculate Conception.
Even at that tender age Mary was doubtful about the whole process,
especially when the Mother Superior barged into the cloakroom and
started chasing Sister Agnes with a broom. Since then, the
religious experience for Mary seemed to revolve mostly around
oppressing normal human needs and desires. Sister Agnes did help
clarify any doubts Mary had about her sexual orientation. Men, not
women, were the partners of choice---but even then it was easy to
make bad choices as her disastrous marriage had so clearly
proved.

Nonetheless, despite her lapsed status, Mary
made a furtive sign of the cross as she stood outside her gallery.
She knew that the short steps across the threshold could be the
biggest ones she ever made. With a trembling hand she unlocked the
door and walked in.

"Holy shit! Mother of God!" she exclaimed as
she looked around the room. "What a fucking disaster!" Mary
instantly clapped her hand over her mouth, and looked to her left
in the general direction of Carmel Valley. "Oops, sorry mother,"
she said out loud and plopped down on the folding chair, the only
piece of furniture in the room.

The floor was littered with papers and boxes,
a veritable junkyard of debris. Was that a used condom? It wasn't
the filth that bothered Mary. She gazed up again at the walls,
which only confirmed her fears. The walls were painted a jet black,
punctuated with jagged flashes of purple that had some sort of
glitter glued to them.

Mary should have known what shape the room
was in. After all she had visited it once before---before the prior
tenets had moved out but the atrocious paintings and glass display
cabinets had obscured much of the horrendous décor. Deep down she
knew that what really had obscured her vision was her desire, her
desparate need, to get out of San Francisco and start a new life.
Mary slumped in the chair and slowly shook her head. Despite all
the warnings to the contrary, she realized she had been victimized
by a classic case of P.P.P.

 


Just two days ago when Mary had finished
packing her pick-up truck and was about to head north, her friend
Monica called and insisted they have a farewell lunch. Mary wanted
to refuse, but Monica had been her best friend throughout the
dreadful divorce and now with the move they both knew they would
never be that close again.

"So, Mary dear, a whole new
life awaits you," Monica said as she drained the last of her
Mimosa. She signaled the waiter to bring them two more, even though
Mary hadn't finished her first one. "Wait a second would you, kind
sir," she said to the waiter, beckoning him back. "Make that two
Kir Royales---and don't skimp on the Cassis." She turned back to Mary, "Why
dilute the champagne with OJ when the Crème
de cassis can give it a little
boost."

Mary just smiled and took a dainty sip from
her Mimosa. She knew Monica liked to drink, probably too much. As
for Mary, she had to drive to Sonoma. With a little luck, Mary
thought to herself, I'll switch glasses on her and she can have
both Kirs.

"Now where was I? Oh, yes, a little sisterly
advice from your oldest friend. Beware of the P.P.D's! Don't let
them get you."

Mary looked puzzled, "What do you mean by
P.P.D? 'Post-Partum Depression?' But I've never had a baby, thank
God."

"Yes, thank heavens for that. Can you imagine
Jack as a father? What a hoot! Talk about a role model! That
would've been one messed up kid. No, what I mean is 'Post Partum
Dick.'"

Mary recoiled in shock, "Post Partum Dick?
What? You've got to be kidding! That's the silliest thing I ever
heard. You just made that up, didn't you?"

Monica forged on. "Ethel, my gynecologist,
prefers PPP, the proper anatomical term, her being a Doctor and
all. You can take your pick, but I'll stick with 'Dick.' It's more
descriptive. No matter what you call it, believe me it's true. I've
been through it more times that I care to admit. Look, you were
married to Jack for two years and during that time I presume you
had a more or less normal sex life. Right?"

Mary blushed a little. "Well, I'm not sure
what normal is, but I guess, except towards the end when he
came..."

"I know, when he came out of the closet. And
now you're not getting any, right?"

"Any..? Any..? Oh, I see. Seriously, Monica,
you must be joking. Sure, I sort of miss 'it' but my judgment isn't
affected."

"That's what they all say. Listen, don't make
any major decisions and don't jump into bed with the first guy who
looks at your tits. Heaven knows I've made enough mistakes because
of P.P.D. I've been dicked around with so many times, I feel like
becoming a lesbian. Nowadays, I wait at least three months before I
jump." Monica took a big sip of her drink. "Well, maybe two, if
he's got a cute ass. Look, I'm not just talking about the desire
for a good old fashioned lay. P.P.D. can influence your whole life
and the decisions you make. I'm not just talking about who you
shack up with."



At the time Mary just laughed off the
ramblings of her slightly drunk friend. Now as she looked around
the messy, hideous room, she realized Monica had been on to
something, certainly her judgment had been screwed up, and, who
knows, maybe it was because she hadn't been lately. Whether or not
it was a case of P.P.P.---Mary preferred the more clinically
correct term---this room was one fucking mess and was going to need
a lot of work. She sighed and started to get up to see if she could
find a broom when the door jingled and in walked a young lady.

"Hi ya! You must be the new owner!" The
visitor strode over the Mary who could see now that it was really a
girl, hovering around 18. Her exact age hidden under heavy purple
makeup around the eyes and the long black eyelashes that audibly
clunked together when she blinked. Dressed head to toe in black she
could be the daughter of Elvira, Mistress of the Dark.

"Why, yes, I guess I am. At least I have this
place leased for a year, for better or worse." Mary said, shaking
the girl's hand while carefully avoiding the long, black
fingernails. "My name is Marilyn Chambers."

The girl let out a gasp and
squeezed Mary's hand hard. "The
Marilyn Chambers? I don't believe it! I just loved
your movie. Why I just..."

"No, not that Chambers." Mary interjected
quickly. "I usually just go by Mary. Hmm, I thought you'd be too
young to know about the other Marilyn."

"Are you kidding? It's a classic and so
filled with pathos. I cried at the end. It was the best thing that
happened to me during my semester at Sonoma State. Well, that and
meeting Doug, of course." She pointed to the poorly painted front
door. "Did you know that just last month the boss let me paint that
door green in honor of her."

"No, I'm quite sure I didn't know that."

"Anyway, I'm glad to meet you Mary, even if I
am a tad disappointed. My name is Debbie by the way." She giggled.
"Luckily my last name isn't Reynolds or I'd have to change my first
name, too. So, Mary, I've been waiting for you to show up. I was
wondering if I could, you know, get my old job back. I could
certainly use the scratch."

"Well, that's kind of you to offer but I'm
not sure how much help I'll need once I get set up." Mary
hesitated, "do you know a lot about art?"

The girl squinted at Mary. "How'd you find
out about Art?" She looked furtively towards the door. "And we
should be quiet, Doug is waiting outside."

"No, I mean are you a student of painting, or
do you paint? Besides your nails and doors, I mean."

"Sure, that's mostly what I did around here.
I mean not painting my nails, at least not when the boss was
around. Shit, I'm so glad he's gone, he was a real meanie and he
kept hitting on me. Can you imagine an old man like that? Why, he
must have been thirty. Anyway, what I mean is, I selected the
paintings from the catalogue and was, you know, in charge of
hanging them." She laughed, "My God, what a coincidence! One of our
must popular paintings was Marilyn Chambers. She looked really
boss, done in black velvet. Isn't that funny, you being named after
her and all."

"It sure is, Debbie. Listen, I've got a lot
of work to do. As you can see this place is a mess. Tell you what,
if you want to do some real work, come back tomorrow and you can
help me clean up and maybe even do some painting. These walls are
atrocious."

Debbie looked doubtful.

"I'll pay ten dollars an hour."

Debbie brightened up.

"But you'll have to work hard and no make-up.
In fact you better wear some jeans. We wouldn't want to get those
nice clothes all dirty."

Debbie looked doubtful.

"Listen, think it over. If you show up,
that's fine. If not, it was nice meeting you."

With Debbie gone, Mary started making a list
of things she would need. Besides a broom, dustpan and a ton of
garbage bags, she knew she would need gallons of white primer.
Hopefully, the man at the paint store would know how to get the
glitter off the walls.

She put the list in her pocket, glanced at
her watch and let out a shriek. She was going to be late for the
meeting. Resuscitating the Gallery would have to wait. She had
other fish to fry.

 


There was no way that Marilyn Chambers could
know what fate had in store for her as she jumped into her truck
and sped across town. Perhaps if she had driven a bit slower or
hadn't glanced down to turn on the radio, everything would have
been different. Fate works in mysterious ways.


CHAPTER THREE

 


As Andrew pedaled towards Broadway his
resolve to attend the monthly meeting of the Art Guild began to
weaken. He had missed the last three meetings and his dues were in
arrears. Yet, he needed money and that meant trying to sell some
paintings and that meant buttering up the old hags who ran the
Guild so they would give him some wall space in their gallery. That
meant, as a minimum, he had to attend.

Late as usual, he pedaled furiously down East
Spain Street towards the intersection with Broadway. He zoomed past
the stop sign and turned the corner when he heard a squealing of
brakes and started falling towards the street. Luckily, and unusual
for Andrew, he had his helmet on. He saw some stars as his helmet,
head attached, hit the pavement. He did not lose consciousness but
his left elbow started protesting in pain. He saw that his shirt
was ripped and some blood was oozing though the torn fabric. He
groggily started to get up, but seemed to be held down. He looked
up and saw a young lady keeping him down. Her face, though
contorted by fear and grief, was quite attractive. Andrew knew then
that he was okay, unless an angel had been sent to escort him
upstairs.

"Please lie still, you may have some internal
injuries or a concussion," the lady said, with tears forming in her
eyes. "I'm so, so sorry. Please forgive me."

Andrew doubted angels were supposed to look
that sexy and he toyed with the idea of playing more injured than
he was: the Wounded Victim Ploy. This was sort of fun, painful, but
fun. He hadn't had so much attention from a pretty woman since he
could remember. But cars started backing up behind them and a few
started creeping by as they rubber-necked the scene.

"Lady, I'm fine. I'm the one who should
apologize. I ran the sign back there," Andrew said as he sat up "We
better get out of the street before someone really gets hurt."
Ignoring her protests he picked up his bicycle, noting the crumpled
front wheel, and maneuvered it to the curb. The lady had jumped
into her truck, an old Ford Ranger, and drove it to the side in
front of the bicycle.

"Here sit on the curb," she said jumping out.
"That must have been quite a shock. Maybe you should put you head
between your knees, or something. Isn't that what you're supposed
to do? I'll call for an ambulance." She nervously began fishing
through her purse.

"Lady, please. I'm fine. I was wearing my
helmet for a change. Don't call an ambulance."

"But look at your arm. It's all bloody."

He decided to change his strategy to the
Brave, Stoic Hero---probably better than the Wounded Victim. "It's
just a little scrape," Andy said, although it did hurt like hell.
"I'll just cut off both sleeves of the shirt and make it short
sleeved." He laughed, hoping that sounded macho enough. "Say, we
better get out of here before the cops come. I'm late for a meeting
anyway."

"Oh, I'll take you wherever you want to
go."

"Eventually I'll need to
stop at Eddie's Bike
Shop. You seem to have customized my front
wheel but..."

"Oh, I'm so sorry, I'll pay for it of
course," she interjected.

"...but first I've got to get to this
meeting. It's just down the block."

"I'll take you. Here, can you get up all
right? Lean on me. Don't be bashful, put your arm around my
waist."

Andrew went back to the wounded victim
strategy. It pays to be flexible.

They put the wounded bike in the bed of the
truck. With both of them settled in the cab, Mary, her hands still
shaking, turned the key and they started off. "How far down are you
going," she asked, noticing, as she started to calm down, that he
was really quite good looking in a rather unkempt way. Hmm, she
told herself, careful Mary. Remember, PPP, PPP.

"Oops, slow down." Andy said
after a few seconds. "We're just about there. Right there, see
where it says Sonoma County Art
Guild. Look, we in luck, there's even a
parking spot."

Unnerved that the Guild was their
destination, Mary swerved toward the curb, bumped over it, the
truck jostling to a stop.

"Say you're quite the driver aren't you."

Mary took a breath. "You're a member of the
Guild? That's where I was headed! I can't believe it! My first week
in Sonoma and I almost kill a local artist."

He smiled and started
singing, "It's a small world isn't
it...It's a small world... Oops, sorry, I
know I'm a terrible singer. But don't jump to conclusions. I do
belong to the guild. At least, I hope I still do. But I don't
consider myself an artist."

"I'm confused..."

"Join the club. I'll explain later, but we
better get in there. Old Lady McDougal runs a tight ship. Last time
I was late I thought she'd make me sit in the corner with a dunce
cap."

 


"So, ladies and gentlemen. That concludes the
'Old Business' part of the agenda." A thin middle-aged woman with
blue-gray hair stood in back of a podium. She was armed with a
gavel. "Seeing no objections, we will move onto 'New Business'" She
stared at the door as Andrew entered. "Oh, dear me, look, Mr.
Colson has honored us with his presence. Late as usual, I see."

An elderly man in back piped up, "Oh, cut
Andy some slack, Gertrude. His grandmother just died."

Embarrassed, Gertrude's composure slipped a
bit. "Oh, that's right, thank you for reminding me, Hank. All of us
extend our deepest sympathies, Andrew. But my goodness gracious,
you seem to be bleeding."

"Oh, its just a scrape. Please continue, I'm
sorry we interrupted you."

"Well, if you're sure you're all right,
please have a seat. Just try not to get blood on the chair. They're
rented. Luckily, you haven't really missed much."

"That's for sure," mumbled another guy in
back.

Hank piped up again. "Say Andy, aren't you
going to introduce your cute friend?"

Now Andrew was embarrassed, "Oh sorry, this
is...ah...ah?"

"My name is Mary, Mary Chambers." She smiled
at Andy, relieved that she at least knew his name even if he didn't
know hers. "You see, we just ran into each other a moment ago.

"Ain't that the truth," Andy said, tearing
off his shredded sleeve and trying to make a bandage out of it.

"Why yes, of course, Miss Chambers," Gertrude
said. "We talked on the phone. I'm so glad you could make it. I'm
pleased to announce to everyone that Miss Chambers has just leased
that horrible space on the West side of the Plaza. Well, this
certainly does come under the heading of 'new business.'" She
chuckled at her joke. No one else did.

"You mean that
so-called Dante's Inferno and
Gallery?"

"Yes, Agnes, that's the one."

"Well, praise the Lord!" Agnes said, doing a
much more convincing sign of the cross than Mary had attempted.
"We've been trying to get that place closed for years. Do you
people know that they sold drug paraphernalia in there and that
they rented out porno DVD's behind that curtain? Now it's all
gone!"

A resigned sigh came from one of the men in
back.

Agnes continued, "And they called themselves
a gallery. Humph! All those so-called paintings done on black
velvet, most of them of women busting out of their bodices. Good
Riddance!"

Another resigned sigh from a couple of men in
back.

Agnes was on a roll, "And it embarrasses me
to say this, but they also sold...ah...well heck, I'm just going to
come out and say it. They sold sex toys under the counter!"

A chorus of sighs.

Agnes turned around and glared at the men."
Well, I for one, say Halleluiah! And you Miss ah..?"

"Chambers."

"Ah, yes, Miss Chambers...I trust you are not
going to continue down that path to Hell and Ruination." All of a
sudden Agnes paused and looked puzzled. "You know there's something
about your name I just can't place..."

Mary stood up quickly. Just what she needed,
another Agnes messing with her. "No, as a matter of fact, that's
why I came here today. I want to tell you about my plans. I really
think the Guild and my Gallery can work together. Maybe even hold
some joint exhibitions. I will be bringing in some artwork from
friends in the City, but I am looking for local talent as well.
Together, we can make Sonoma the Mecca for art in Northern
California. For example, if we were to...."

At this point Andrew tuned
out as Mary went on and on about her plans. It wasn't that he
wasn't interested in what she was saying but that he was more
interested in who was saying it. Andrew's attempts at a sex life
had been in the dumpster since he moved in with Granny. Even she
tried to fix him up with dates but she didn't know anyone under
sixty. Well, there was that one date she had a hand in, although he
realized later it must have been Arnie's doing. Andrew had tried
his best to forget about it. Unfortunately, the mention of
Dante's brought back the
whole terrible experience.

The most embarrassing part came when he had
to escape out the lady's bathroom window wearing nothing but a
sheet from the bed. Who know an older lady like that---Andrew
estimated she had to be at least 45---could be so vigorously sexual
and insistent? He had made his escape, pleading for a bathroom
break, while she had a straw in her nose sniffing something from a
mirror. As he walked home trying to stay away from the
streetlights, he grew increasingly resentful that he had abandoned
his new pair of jeans but there was no turning back now.

He was trying to figure out
how much Granny knew about his 'date' and began to ponder the
possibility that she had hired a 'pro' for him. Granny wouldn't do
that, would she? Andrew was about a block from home when an old VW
stopped beside him. "Hey, dude hop in. You're going to
Dante's,
right?"

"Dante's?"

"Yeah for Debbie's costume party. Or do you
usually walk around with a Toga? You know it takes one bad ass dude
to wear a pink one."

Andrew saw three others in the car passing
around a hand rolled cigarette. Probably not tobacco. He wasn't
much up on white powder but he knew about marijuana. "Well, thanks
for the offer, ah...dude, but I gotta go home first. Silly me, I
forgot my stash. Catch you guys later." He had hurried home, hoping
Granny was in bed.

As he refocused on Mary, he wondered if he
could have a real relationship with her. More importantly, Mary's
sudden appearance in his life seemed destined to complicate his
plan on making a name for himself while poking fun at the snobby
World of Art. But as he looked at her standing there, poised,
confidant and so damned pretty, he knew he did not have the will
power just to forget her. Maybe in some unplanned way, Fate had
hurled them together, and this chance meeting could in some crazy
way help the plan he had been hatching for the past two years. Or,
of course, it could destroy it completely, and perhaps the idea
should be abandoned before it was too late. If Granny's death in
some sad way meant a new beginning for him, a new genesis, what
should he do? Should he take a bite of the apple and see just what
happened or would the apple poison his scheme? All he knew right
now was that he was getting a headache and it wasn't from his
fall.

(At least Andrew was painfully coming to
grips with life's age-old quandary. Indeed, how much of his life
was determined by Fate and how much was he in control? Is it really
possible to have it both ways? One thing Andrew should have
realized---if he were only a bit more introspective---was that his
headache did stem from his fall. After all, that's when Adam's
headaches began and did Adam really have a choice?)


CHAPTER FOUR

 


"Why not?"

"Well, I dunno, it just seems wrong for you
to pay for my lunch."

"And why exactly is that? Some sort of male
domination instinct, leftover from the last century? And after all,
I did trash your ride. It's the least I can do. Mary gave the
cashier a twenty dollar bill, collected the change and they headed
out of Vella's, crossing the street to the Plaza green.

Andrew put the tray down on the picnic table
by the pond and started handing out the sandwiches. She sat down
across from him. "You did order the Diet Coke, right?"

"Yes sir. A girl's got to watch her figure
even in this age of gender equality."

"I sure like watching yours, too," Andrew
said softly to himself.

"What was that? Sorry I couldn't hear
you."

"Oh nothing, I...ah, just said those ducks
are watching us. You may not know this, but there used to be a lot
of chickens out here. The town got rid of them."

"Oh, why was that?"

"I'm not sure. Too many tourists stepping in
chicken poop, I guess. I sort of miss them, but tourism is king
around here." He tore off a piece of his roll and threw it into the
water. A flock of birds suddenly became his friend. "Wait'll this
summer. This whole place becomes Disneyland North."

"Well, at least it should be good for
business. At least I hope so. Say, do you think your bike will be
all right in the back of my truck. Maybe we should have gone
straight to the bike shop after the guild meeting."

"No, it's fine. No one is going to ride off
on it, that's for sure and I was getting pretty hungry. You know,
the loss of blood and all."

"Oh, so you're playing the sympathy card, are
you?"

"I'm that obvious?"

"Oh don't worry, all men are. That's part of
their attraction. Little boys, playing different games as they grow
up."

"Thank you for the insight, Miss Landers. But
I guess that's why us simple men can never understand women."

"That's right, we've got to keep you
guessing. A lot of our sexual attraction is smoke and mirrors,
basic misdirection."

Andrew just smiled and tried to look
sophisticated. "So tell me, Miss Chambers, What brings you to our
fair little metropolis, all the way from the big City?" He looked
into her pretty hazel eyes, "By the way, your real first name is
Marilyn, right?"

"Oops. You guessed it, Sherlock."

He laughed, "You know that busybody, Agnes
Fletcher, was almost on to you back there."

"Oh I know. You're not telling me anything I
don't know. I've been dodging my name ever since I was ten."

"But why on earth did your parents name you
Marilyn? They must have known."

"The funny thing is, I'm not sure. My mother
claims they were in total ignorance. But I don't know. I do know
that Dad wanted a boy. So when it turned out to be me, maybe he
made sure it was one helluva girl. But I'm not really sure. He's
never 'fessed up." She took a long sip of her Coke. "It hasn't been
pleasant. Oh, it's not too bad now, but it was hell when I was in
high school. I used to get crank calls at night: 'Who are you doing
tonight, Gloria;' 'Is there a line outside your green door?' 'Do
you know what I'm doing right now?'" She slowly munched on chip.
"Christ, I even got calls from other girls. And of course, anyone
who dated me was in for a whole mess of razzing. I had to bribe my
cousin to take me to the Senior Prom and he only did it because he
went to another school. Actually only today I had another little
'set-back' as I call them. I walked into the gallery this morning
when a weird girl came in. Turned out she was a big fan of Marilyn.
And just when I hoped the new generation was blissfully ignorant of
my namesake." She hesitated for a second. "When I got divorced I
almost didn't change my name back, but I wasn't going to live with
that bastard's name, that's for sure."

Andy was sure getting an earful, all this
verging on more than he needed to know. He tried to stay calm and
worldly. "So, you're divorced? Recently, I suspect, given your
intense feeling towards your Ex. I bet that's also the reason for
you welcome appearance in our fair village."

She took a healthy bite out of her turkey
sandwich. "Say, you're pretty sharp---for a man. I'll have to keep
my eye on you." She dabbed some mayonnaise from her lips.

Andrew made a mental note to try and rent the
movie.

"I just couldn't stay in the
City. It's pretty small really, or at least gossip travels fast. I
hated to leave my job at the Legion of
Honor but I really had no choice. It wasn't
the divorce---a lot of my friends have gone through that. It just
that the creep didn't have the common decency to run off with his
secretary like most husbands. Oh no, he had to run off with the
court reporter."

"So?"

"So, the reporter's name was Ralph."

Andrew choked on a piece of salami, "Oh, I
see."

Mary smiled brightly. "But enough about me.
It's your turn to get personal. Tell me, what did you mean when you
said you didn't consider yourself an artist. How come you're in the
Guild then?"

Andrew took a sip of his Dr. Pepper and
paused to reflect. This simple lunch was sure getting complicated.
"Oh, I do paint pictures. But, well, I can't really consider it an
'Art,' perhaps a craft at best. I paint vineyards, the rolling
hills, cows in the meadows and that Mission over there on the left.
You know, tourist stuff."

"What's wrong with that?"

"Nothing I guess, although deep down I know
I'm not very good. And since my Grandmother died I haven't touched
a brush."

"Oh yes, I am so sorry to hear about that.
Were you close?"

"I guess you would say so. I took care of her
for the last two years, living in their old house. The weird thing
is that I actually enjoyed it. Somehow it seemed more worthwhile
than painting hackneyed pictures. Without knowing it I became sort
of a recluse." He had just blurted out something he had never had
admitted to himself.

"But what about her children? Couldn't they
help take care of her?"

"My mother---and my father for that
matter---died about seven years ago." Suddenly, Andy reached for
his bag of chips but instead of eating some, he crushed the bag and
stared down at the table. There was a moment of silence, punctuated
only by some impatient quacking from the ducks. Andrew sat there,
refusing to make eye contact. "You see, they died in a car
crash..."

"Oh, you poor thing that's terrible!" She
debated about getting up and going to his side.

He rushed on, "...they died
in a car crash, hurrying to the city to see me graduate from
the Art Institute."
Andrew turned his back to Mary and wiped his eyes with a
napkin.

"My God, Andy that's one of the worst things
I've ever heard! Look at me Andy. Surely you can't blame yourself."
Mary came over and gave his shoulder a tentative hug.

"Oh yeah, why not? It's true."

"But they could have been going anywhere. It
was just Fate."

"Yeah sure, the famous Fickle Finger of Fate.
It sure dealt me a bad hand that time."

He turned to her and tried to smile. "I'm
sorry I ruined lunch. I'm usually not this morose. It's just the
loss of Granny---Grandmother, I mean. Then the funeral, the
cremation, my snooty brother; it's all a bit much right now."

"I understand completely. For what it's
worth---and I know it's not much of a consolation but it sure is
nice to meet a sensitive man for a change. In fact, if I didn't
know you were serious I would say you played the sympathy card like
a champion."

She smiled at Andy, trying to cheer him up.
"Here let me wrap up that sandwich for you. C'mon my wayward Lance
Armstrong, we've got a bicycle man to see."

 


(As Andrew watched Mary gathered up their
stuff and then lead him by the hand across the street towards her
truck as if he were a small boy, even he became to realize that
things were spinning out of his control. Strangely, for some reason
he didn't really mind.)

 


++++++++

 


After Mary dropped Andrew off at the bike
shop she tried hard to get her new apartment in order. There was
still so much to do. The place still wasn't livable, especially the
kitchen where she liked to spend most of her time. Her old place in
San Francisco had a larger kitchen but she liked these newer
appliances and in fact she had made her decision on where to rent
largely based on the good-sized refrigerator and the gas cook top.
She always found cooking a relaxing past time.

Pissarro jumped up on the table, trying to
remind Mary that it was dinnertime. "Okay, my furry feline. I'm
afraid it's canned food for you tonight. I'll try to get to the
store tomorrow and cook up some chicken livers for you. Spoiling
Pissarro with such treats had become a pleasure for Mary and in the
eight months since she found him, he had grown into a large,
handsome tabby, even if a quite overweight.

Setting down Pissarro's food, she wondered if
she would ever cook for Andrew. What a strange man! He certainly
was physically attractive and she appreciated his modesty and quiet
sensitivity. These traits were exact opposite of her ex-husband
who, according to her psychiatrist, had been trying to deny his
homosexuality by cultivating a macho image.

Still there was something about Andy that
bothered her. He seemed rather morose and depressed. Of course, she
didn't know him well at all and it could well be that the difficult
times he had undergone with his parents and now his grandmother
explained the cloud that seemed to hang over his head. Hell, she
mused, I'd be depressed too. She had a nagging feeling, however,
that there was something more to it than that---something more
permanent. She took the bottle of opened Sauvignon Blanc from the
fridge and poured herself a glass. He doesn't seem serious about
his career as a painter; he rides a bicycle for Pete's sake and
what 30 year-old man calls his grandmother, 'Granny?' It was noble
of him to take care of her, of course, but it almost seemed like he
was hiding out from the real world.

My God wouldn't he be a Project! He would be
the mother of all projects. A veritable Manhattan Project in
Sonoma. Was he worth it? Was she up to it? She reached for her
Blackberry to call Monica but then hesitated. No, not yet, her
friend would just make fun of her and start chanting 'PPP! or
rather 'PPD!' Mary took a sip of wine. I better get to know him a
little more first. She knew that he was interested, but quite
possibly he will just disappear from her radar. Just a little blip
as she settled down to her new life.


CHAPTER FIVE

 


Sitting in his office Arnold
Colson felt satisfied with himself. As usual the dinner at
Masa's had been delicious.
Despite Nancy's urging to try something different, he stuck with
his old favorite, a Saddle of Lamb done with a type of Japanese
mushroom, whose name he could never remember. After all, he had
pointed out to Nancy, didn't she always order the Maine Diver
Scallops? Much more importantly, he felt he had fulfilled his
husbandly duties quite well after dinner. He could never understand
how male prostitutes could 'rise to the occasion' at the drop of a
couple of C Notes. His situation was quite different, of course.
With him, it was not a question of a just a couple hundred dollars;
his entire financial empire depended on keeping Nancy happy, now
more than ever, given the depressed real estate market and the
significant debts his life style created. Luckily, the generous
snifter of Hennessey XO had come to his aid as usual when Nancy
struck what she felt was a sexy pose at the bedroom door. A pity he
had to gulp the rest down, but sometimes duty called.

He swiveled around in his Black Aeron desk
chair, and looked out at the Ferry Building and Bay Bridge
perfectly framed in his office window. Yes, Arnie old man, he
thought, you have done pretty well in the last ten years. A long
way from struggling through law school at night and selling shoes
at Macy's. So what if he was a bit over-extended? He knew that
somehow he would weather the financial downturn he was in. He
always did. Confidence was the name of the game. Wasn't every
problem an opportunity waiting to happen, every crisis a learning
experience

Now it is true that Arnold had done well
selling investment properties for most of the last tens years,
often doing limited partnerships with the rich friends of his
father-in-law. He did tend to overlook that fact that Fate played a
large role in his success...

 


He had been working at Macy's in the men's
shoe department when the floor manager told him to fill in for Tom
in Ladies Shoes. Arnold protested. He didn't know anything about
women's shoes but luckily as it turned out, the manager turned a
deaf ear. Tom was sick and he needed a replacement, hop to it.

It was only ten minutes
after the opening bell that Nancy walked in, looking for a pair of
black pumps. "So, young man, show me something good. None of that
Chinese junk. Maybe an Alexander
McQueen if you have it."

Arnold liked what he saw. Definitely on the
skinny side, but with an aura of haughty sophistication he found
enticing. He would love to take her down a notch or two. The
problem at the moment being he had no idea what a 'pump'
was---unless they were talking tires---which he knew couldn't be
right, and the only McQueen he knew drove old Mustangs.

He smiled broadly, "Certainly, Madame, I'm
sure we have just what you need."

She laughed and gave him a wink. "'Madame,'
is it? You know, young man, I really don't run a brothel, although
that might be fun."

Arnold wondered, where was all this 'young
man' stuff coming from. They were about the same age. Maybe it was
the fancy designer suit she wore. And what was that 'brothel' bit
all about? Was she flirting?

Nancy drifted over to the display of women's
shoes. Arnold crossed his fingers. Maybe she would give him some
clue what she was looking for.

Again Fate was on his side.

"Yes, these might do," she
said picking up a pair of shiny black shoes. She turned them over.
"Oh dear, they're just a D&G, but I can't be too fussy, can
I? It's an emergency and what can I expect at Macy's. Be a good
fellow will you, and see if you have them in my size."

Arnold blinked when he saw the three-figure
price on the shoe. "Of course, Madame...er, Miss, please sit here
and I'll measure your foot."

"That won't be necessary. I wear a size 6 in
a 4B."

"Please allow me," he
responded quickly, "it'll just take a second. We want to make sure
of a perfect fit, now don't we?" He gave her his best smile,
thankful that the WhiteStrips
he used had been doing a good job.

"Well, if you insist," She smiled back, her
white teeth doing battle with his.

He rushed over and got
the Brannock foot-sizer and kneeled down in front of her. Still smiling, he
looked into her eyes as he carefully removed her left shoe.
"Please, May I? Your nylon is a bit wrinkled." He asked, as the
smoothed the stocking up towards her angle." She did not protest
but simply pulled her skirt down a bit to cover her
knees.

"Well, right you are. Size 6 and, yes, a 4B.
Now for the other one. There is often a difference you know. You
see in a shoe of this quality we fit each foot separately." Of
course Arnold was making all this up, but again no protest. As far
as he knew women's shoes were sold in pairs just like the men's,
even when they did cost over $400. He slid over and removed her
right shoe, his hand gently caressing her heel and arch as he took
it off. "Oh goodness," he said, "another slight problem with your
stocking." He again smoothed it out, using both hands and caressing
her leg up to her calf.

Sparks were flying! A
message as old as Adam and Eve flashed between them. That afternoon
they had cocktails at Oscar's, lunch the next day and two
days later their first dinner at Masa's, which Arnold could ill afford,
but he had done his homework. The family was loaded. Dinner had
been followed by brandy and an energetic night in his bed, her lack
of skill compensated by her enthusiasm. A month later they were
married in a quick civil ceremony over the vehement objections of
her mother. Old dad for some reason seemed anxious to get rid of
her. He probably didn't want to pay for her shoes
anymore.

Within two weeks Arnold's career as a shoe
salesman came to and end. He had been set up in the investment real
estate business. Life was good.

 


(Now it's easy to dismiss Arnold as an
opportunistic scumbag. And frankly that wouldn't be too far off
base. But remember he married for money---the love of money. Now,
over the years he had begun to realize how expensive that
was...)

 


++++++++

 


Damn it, Arnold thought as he reflected on
the last twelve years. Okay, his marriage sucked, in part because
she didn't, and so he had to find satisfaction with the various
Rhondas and Ambers that had come into his life in recent years. So
what? Things could be better, but still hadn't lost his touch. Now
if the market would just turn around.

Today, by God, felt like he
deserved a treat. Successful sex with Nancy had to be worth
something. He rarely smoked in his office and of course his
hoity-toity wife would never allow it in the house, although he
would have loved one last night. With a guilty smile he took an
8-inch Cohiba out
of his bottom drawer, clipped it and sighed contentedly with the
first puff. A bargain at $20.

As he booted up his computer to check the
latest market figures the office door burst open and Rhonda came
charging into the room, her blond hair flying. "You sleaze ball,
where were you?"

"What the hell are you doing here?" he
yelled, spilling ashes on his keyboard.

His secretary poked her head in the door.
"Oh, I'm so sorry, Arnie---I mean Mr. Colson. She just pushed right
passed me." She gave Rhonda a cold smile. "Wow, she could play for
the 49'ers."

"Okay, Amber, just close the door behind
you." He turned to Rhonda, "I told you never to come up here! What
the fuck got into you?"

"Well, you bastard, it
certainly wasn't you. We had a date. I had on your favorite
negligee and the Dom Pérignon
on ice."

"Calm down, Rhonda I just took my wife out to
dinner and I just couldn't get away to call you. Sorry, but I've
got to keep the home fires burning." He twirled the cigar. "We
don't want our cash cow getting suspicious, now do we?"

"Oh yeah, well, I'm the one getting
suspicious. You've been avoiding me all week. Say, I bet your
banging that Amber twit aren't you? I saw the way she smiled and
the coy look she gave you. Listen buster, you can cheat on me with
your wife all you want, but when you cheat on me with someone else,
then I feel cheated, if you get my drift.

Somewhat nauseous from the drift, he said,
"Give me a break, Rhonda, I would never do that to you." He took a
puff from the cigar, hoping the smoke would hide his lying
face.

"You can't fool me. I bet you're doing her
right in this office!"

Arnold took another puff. "Nonsense."

"You going to dump me, I bet."

More puffs. But before he
could prevaricate any more, Rhonda oozed around the desk. "Listen
sweetie it's just that I miss you so much." She sat on his lap,
ignoring the creaking of the Aeron. "You don't have to worry about
your wife. She's totally clueless and so stupid she probably
thinks fellatio is
a new drink at Starbucks." She smiled and gave him a kiss on the forehead. "But we
know different, don't we, big boy? Oh, I just love it when you
smoke a cigar. It makes you look so handsome and, goodness, so
virile. What do you say, stud bunny, why don't we plan a nice trip
to your place at Sea
Ranch? Then a mischievous smile came over
her face. "Here, give me that cigar."

Rhonda grabbed it from his hand and instead
of taking a puff, she moistened it well and moved the tip slowly in
and out of her mouth, her eyes locked on his. Arnold gulped and,
though not a student of Freud, he had just discovered that it is
possible for a cigar, which is just a cigar, to sometimes be more
than a cigar. Rhonda wiggled in his lap, let out a giggle and with
a heavy southern accent said, "Why goodness me, Rhett, I do think
the South can rise again. Like right now."

Both of them flinched when the intercom
buzzed. Arnold gently removed Rhonda from his lap and pushed the
flashing button. "Sorry to disturb you, Mr. Colson," Amber said
over the intercom. "I know you must have you hands full right now,
but your wife is on line one."

Saved by the bell, Arnold thought picking up
the phone. "Yes dear, to what do I owe this pleasant surprise?"

*****!

"You've got a surprise for me? And it can't
wait until tonight? Well, what is it, dear?"

*****!

"You have to tell me in person? And you're
calling on your cell phone? And where are you?"

*****

"My god, you're down in the lobby!? That's a
surprise in itself!"

*****

"Yes, dear, last night was wonderful and I
can't wait to see you and hear about the surprise. There's no need
to hurry though."

Arnold slammed down the phone, panic written
all over his face. What to do? He'd never get Rhonda out of the
office in time. He looked around frantically. Why is it in the
movies there's always have a place to hide? He didn't even have a
closet.

He grabbed Rhonda by the wrist. "Come with
me, my wife will be here any minute." He rushed her out the door
into the reception area. "Sit down at that desk across from Amber
and pretend you're working."

"What should I be doing?" Rhonda asked.

"Are you crazy, it doesn't matter! Just turn
on the computer and look busy. You're the budding actress,
remember? Okay, right now it's show time." He turned to Amber.
"Both of you better pull this off, or else."

Just then Nancy opened the glass door to the
suite.

Arnold rushed over to her and gave her a peck
on the cheek. "You're looking radiant today, my dear," he said
trying to overcome the nervousness in his voice.

"Oh Arnie, I'm just so excited. I just had to
come and see you. Let's go into your office. Oh, Hello, Amber," she
said heading towards the office door. She stopped at Rhonda's desk.
"Arnie, why didn't you didn't tell me you hired a new girl? Are you
going to introduce me to this lovely young lady?"

"Of course, where are my manners? Nancy I'd
like you to meet ...ah..?"

Rhonda spoke up, not missing a beat. "Hello
my name's Linda, Linda Lovelace. Please to meet you, I'm sure."

Arnold groaned. Couldn't she come up with a
better name? "Sorry about that, you see Miss...ah, Lovelace is a
temp, just came today."

"Oh, right. I bet she comes everyday," Amber
muttered to herself.

Nancy reached over and shook Rhonda's hand,
"Nice to meet you, too. That sure is a pretty name. You must get a
lot of compliments. Now, I hope this old curmudgeon isn't working
you too hard."

Rhonda smiled and gave Amber a knowing
glance. "Oh, I thrive on hard work, the harder the better. In fact
we were just getting down to it when you called."

It was Amber's turn to groan.

"Well, that's nice. So many young people seem
so reoccupied with their private lives."

"I can't speak for others," Rhonda said, "but
I take my work very personally."

Nancy smiled, "Well that's what I like to
hear. I'll just borrow my hubby for a few minutes and then you
girls can have him back."

Arnold rushed Nancy into his
office before the double entrendres
turned into triples. He shut the door, hoping
against hope that Amber and Rhonda would behave themselves---at
least until Nancy left.

The instant the door closed Nancy gave Arnold
a big hug. "Oh darling I've got the best news! I just left Dr.
Stone's office. Just to make sure, you know."

A feeling of dread came over Arnold. Stone
was her gynecologist. "What's the matter dear, you're not sick are
you?" He said, not really believing that was the case.

"No, silly, this is good news. I'm---that
is---we are going to have a baby!"

Arnold walked unsteadily to his chair. "Why,
that's wonderful," he said, with as much enthusiasm as he could
muster. But how can you be so sure? I'm mean it was just last night
that..."

"No silly, it must have been
last month when you opened those two bottles of Crystal to celebrate my
birthday."

Arnold had only the vaguest recollection. Oh
yes, he did remember the headache.

Nancy followed him to his desk. "Say, why is
it so smoky in here? You've been puffing on those horrible cigars,
haven't you? Now Arnold, you promised me..."

"Oh Nancy, I just lit it to help me remember
what a wonderful time we had last night." He pointed to the
ashtray. "See, it's just this one."

She looked down. "Arnold, why is it all red
on the end? Goodness, is that lipstick?"

He looked at the cigar, "Ah...don't be silly.
You see, the best cigars have these new colored tips. Sort of like
filter cigarettes and it also tells you which end to light."

"Well, whatever, but you are never going to
smoke around the baby do you hear."

Arnold sat there shell-shocked as Nancy began
to ramble on about the baby. After ten years of marriage he'd
forgotten about the possibility of fatherhood. He had just sort of
assumed she couldn't have kids. And now all of a sudden...

As he sat there nodding agreement and
throwing in a 'yes, dear' every once and a while, he began to
realize the baby might come in handy. Last night, he had gently
approached the subject of getting more money from her father. Now,
with the kid on the way she'll be sure to agree. They would need a
nursery, maybe even an expansion and remodel of the house. Since
Nancy was much better at spending money than she was accounting for
it, there would be no trouble siphoning some off to help pay his
debts. Just then he heard some screams and the crashing of glass.
Jesus Christ, no doubt Amber and Rhoda were going at it. Fuck it
all, Arnold groaned, I'm getting to old for all this. He shrugged
and smiled at Nancy.

"What on earth is going on out there?" Nancy
asked.

"Oh nothing serious. You know how dedicated
they are. Probably just an argument on who gets to use the copy
machine first."

 


(His confidence shaken but not broken, Arnold
remembered that every crisis was a learning lesson and today was no
exception. With the three women in his life on a collision course,
he had learned something extremely important: Always rent an office
with a back door.)


CHAPTER SIX

 


"Damn, Andy, is that all the light there
is?"

"Wait a second. I brought a flashlight."
Andrew clicked on a powerful lantern that doubled the amount of
light as they crept down the wooden stairs of their grandparent's
basement. The little bungalow, built in the 1930's, had a full
basement which housed the furnace, hot water heater and, as Arnold
soon found out, tons of junk.

"Look at all the dust," Arnold said. "I don't
think anyone's been down here since Grandpa died. There's his
workbench and look at all those old tools."

"Yeah, remember the bird houses he used to
make? I still have one and I'm going to put it up when I get my new
apartment."

Arnold shook his head, "Nancy threw mine out.
According to her, birdhouses just 'aren't done' in Pacific Heights.
You know, Andy, you might have the right idea about not getting
married. She can really be a bitch at times."
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