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PROLOGUE

It was 2:30 a.m. when the phone rang. I
fumbled for it, my heart starting a race toward bad
news.

Our doctor’s voice urged me to hurry. I
crammed into clothes as if I expected this call. Actually I thought
all would be well, or did I? It was only a fever that wouldn’t go
down.

Only a fever yet the dogs had curled up
next to him on his favorite couch and never left his side all week.
His ruddy complexion drained to gray. Only a fever.

I cried all the way driving too fast on
Eden’s Expressway. Then the slow elevator ride to the fourth floor,
a sprint down the dim corridor to his room. He lay on the hospital
bed where I’d kissed him goodbye not so many hours before. I’d
said, “See you tomorrow.” My husband of thirty years replied with
words I hadn’t heard in a long time. “I love you.” Not since the
heart attack two years before when he began listening to his heart
beat and forgot about me. When he said them, other words flashed
across my mind, like writing on a sign: Too late, Bobby. Maybe we
both sensed the crossroads ahead, the impending doom.

Our doctor shook his head. “Bob had
difficulty breathing. They called me. We did everything possible to
save him. I held him in my arms when he took his last breath.
Carly, I’m so sorry.”

I asked him to have everyone leave me
alone. Settling in beside my Bob, I held his cooling hand and asked
the two words spoken many times during our years
together.

“Now what?” This time there was no
response. I was on my own for the first time.

My hands caressed his sweet face
knowing he wasn’t there. Only his shell lay on the bed. The
essence, the beauty of his spirit had moved on. I let my eyes gaze
around the colorless room; the water glass half empty now, straw
bent for easy access. His toothbrush leaned in a container,
toothpaste smeared down its side. The scuffed leather slippers
under the bed and striped terry cloth robe—a Christmas gift from
the kids, draped over a nearby chair.

Homey and homely. And the saddest sight
I’ve ever seen.

When my fingers touched his wedding
ring, I slipped it off and held it in my fist. The gold band was
warm. I clung to him. “Come back to me, dearest.”

I knew from past experience, loved ones
always return.


 





CHAPTER 1

Two months after Bob died, my three
closest friends since childhood came over for one of our potluck
dinners, a tradition whenever discussion was called for. We had a
long history together in the small town of Fairview, Illinois,
north of Chicago.

They entered without knocking and
footsteps clattered down the hallway to the kitchen where I waited.
The dogs, Sarge, a German Shepherd, and Jesse-girl, a sleek mixed
Lab-Setter, wagged tails with tongues salivating from fragrant
aromas. Instead of rushing to set down covered casseroles, my
friends stopped and stared at the large calendar tacked to the
wall. Across the top, I’d printed the letters A B D with a black
marker.

“What’s ABD?” Cindy
said.

“After Bob
Died.”

In the brief silence that followed and
sad glances between Jana, Cindy, and Myrna, I knew they believed I
needed a lot of help from them. What I needed was privacy to sort
things out for myself. And here we were, four fifty year old women,
gathered at the large Captain’s table. Three pair of eyes fastened
on me with single minded purpose as I absently spooned beef stew on
my plate without appetite.

“Don’t stare at me and
don’t worry about me,” I said. “The A B D calendar is my way of
making sense of each day since Bob died.”

“It’s blank,” Cindy,
principal of the middle school, said. “I guess nothing makes sense
to you right now.”

Myrna said. “You haven’t returned our
phone calls and no one knows what you’ve been up to.” Myrna is the
first and only female rabbi in Fairview.

Jana, our resident beautiful lawyer,
with silky black hair and endless legs in four inch heels all but
guaranteeing acquittal in the courtroom, said, “We’ve come up with
a plan, Carly.

A plan to make widowhood bearable.” She
kicked off her shoes and moaned. “Time to buy three inch heels. My
calves are killing me.”

“Tough decision, Jana. You
might lose a case or two,” Cindy said.

“No sarcasm tonight,” Myrna
said. “A dollar for the kitty.”

The dogs growled at the word kitty.
They understand English.

“I don’t have my wallet.
Jana, I’ll pay back.”

With a flourish, Jana extracted a
dollar bill and set it on the table. “Great. You owe me big time,
Ms. Principal.”

“Another buck from you, Ms.
Lawyer. We’re all pals here and no silly business. Not tonight.”
Taking charge, Myrna commanded, “Sit.”

We all sat, even the dogs. I stifled a
laugh. They were serious. Slurps from under the table assured me
the dogs were well taken care of.

After the initial taste of food and
murmurs of approval, the meeting began.

Opening a leather briefcase, Jana
pulled out a yellow legal pad with lots of notes written, neatly
numbered. This from a girlfriend who used crib sheets to maintain
an A average in high school.

“Number one,” Jana said,
“there are bereavement groups where men and women gather to
discuss…”

I cut in,
“Their bereavement.” Just
what I need. Women crying over their loss as I
tried to make sense of mine and move on.

“Number two,” Cindy, our
craft person said, “I know of a knitting circle and a quilting bee
right here in Fairview. Some of the new people from the city
started craft get-togethers. There’s also pottery.”

“Don’t overwhelm Carly
with too much information at once,” Myrna said, and proceeded to
give her own advice. “And I heard about a widow’s book club meeting
bi-monthly at the book shop with someone to lead discussions. I’d
love to join that.”

All you
have to do is bury dear husband Mel, I thought. Myrna rested what
was supposed to be a comforting hand on mine. She actually patted me with a now, now tap. They mean well
but they make me want to throw-up. How could they possibly
understand the way I feel?

“What do you think? Does
anything appeal to you?” Their eager faces bright, hopeful they’d
helped their good pal.

“There is one more idea
but it’s definitely premature.” Jana said. “There are single
events…”

“I’ll try them all,” I
said. “Thanks. Chardonnay, anyone?”

I poured
the wine and refilled as needed, watching my dearest friends from a
distant place. Why was I acting so mean
and, what was a good word for…oh. I’m mad. Not at them. Then who?
God forgive me. I’m mad, furious with Bob… for dying, for the two
years lost when he forgot about me, about us, shattering our
beautiful life together and I don’t know how to pick up the
pieces.

“You look tired,
Carly.”Jana said. “It’s time for us to go home.”

“I am tired, to the bone.
Thanks for coming. I’ll give a full report after I try all your
suggestions.”

Kisses and hugs at the door and I was
alone. I ran upstairs to the master bathroom Bob and I shared for
thirty years and searched for all the meds he’d taken after
pacemaker surgery. Beta blockers and drugs I’d never heard of
before that day not long before, any bottle labeled Robert Evans
was flung with force into the wastebasket; some bounced out and had
to be thrown back in. Tears blinded me in the frantic search for
razor blades, electric shaver, shaving cream, deodorant, after
shave, a razor, anything he used on a daily basis. The basket
filled to over-flowing. And what did I do then, crazy me? I ran
into the cold autumn night, a shovel in one hand the basket in the
other, dug a hole in the almost frozen ground at the side of our,
no, my property and buried the treasures, basket and all.
Jesse-girl and Sarge ran in ever-widening circles to escape my
fury. When I wailed at the moon, the dogs pressed their warm coats
against me and howled. My fingers stroked their heads and we panted
together, a trio of grief stricken loved ones left
behind.

Something shimmered not far into the woods.
A flashlights beam? Too cold for
fireflies. The dogs streaked off barking,
not minding my order to return. When barking changed to playful
yips, all fear dissolved. This was the moment I’d waited for. The
shimmer spread ‘til it almost took on a shape. Then as suddenly as
it appeared, light faded to dark. A sign. Brief as it was, still a
sign. The dogs burst into view like two young pups slowing their
pace as they neared my side. Tongues hanging sideways from strong
jaws needed water and a long nap.

“Did you have fun with the
big guy, huh?” I said and rubbed each damp hairy head. “He’ll be
back. Don’t you worry. Next time he’ll say hi to me,
too.”

Exhausted, we staggered back to the
house.

 


I
settled down to sleep and dreamed of throwing clay on a pottery
wheel with one hand while stitching a quilt with the other and
discussing Greek Mythology in a widows group. Many widows, endless
widows cleaned up and looking hopeless with lots of tears as I sat
there in a filthy smock, one hand and arm and the smock dripping
with gray clay and my nose itched so I scratched it and now clay
was on my face and in my hair. I woke up the next morning knowing I
would try my well-meaning friends suggestions. In the end I was
still the first widow in my circle of friends and the only one who
knew how it felt to be alone. Not
completely alone. Loved ones always return. Yes but what about
between-the-sheets alone?

 


Under the steamy shower, my loose
cannon of a mind wandered. I thought about Julie Beth, my twenty
one year old daughter, who refrained from giving me advice--
probably because she was up to her eyeballs in work as a senior in
college and in love with Michael Jensen, her boyfriend since she
was about ten and brought him home as if he were another one of her
stray pets. A letter arrived once a week; she loved me, she missed
her Dad. The latest letters implied she and Mike would marry soon
since he was offered a job with ‘Aunt Jana’s’ law firm on
graduation from law school. Julie, teacher’s degree within reach,
needed Masters credits but already Fairview High sent her a
favorable letter asking that she come in after graduation toward a
possible opening in the fall.

I
reached for shampoo, poured too much and worked up enough lather to
scrub the shower walls after rinsing my hair. Another wedding in
the near future; our twin sons Jack and Jimmy, had weddings that
were easy—their brides and moms did all the planning. Our youngest
son, Gavin, placed marriage last on his priority list. This time
the special day was for our daughter and I’d be the one to give her
away. Me dressed in mother wedding attire and Julie in my wedding
gown fitted to her slender shape and the preserved graceful veil,
handing her to Michael. Maybe I’d have a
life size blow-up figure of Bob made and the three of us …Nah.
Julie’d never go for it.

Laughing
and crying, I turned off the shower and dripped my way toward the
bedroom, catching sight of my fifty year old body in the three way
floor length mirror. Oh my god. What the
hell happened when I wasn’t
looking? Never
have a mirror near the bathroom.

I called Myrna. “My ass
fell.”

“Carly, is that
you?”

“Yes, damnit. I caught a
glimpse of me naked in that 3 way mirror and Myrna, I look
disgusting and old. Who’s going to look at me now?”

“Well, Carly Joy, who
exactly did you want to have looking at you, and without
clothes?”

Oh shit.
When Myrna used my middle name I was in deep trouble.
“Sorry. Just me feeling lost this morning after
stupid dreams. A B D I’ve had trouble sleeping and when I finally
fall asleep, the crazy dreams come.”

“After Bob Died. I got it.
Regarding your behind, get a panty girdle with a lift. I wear one
and it works. Get involved in one of those groups we talked about
and don’t worry about your body parts right now, okay? By the way,
did your boobs lose that cute cheerleader bounce?”

“Oh Myrna, I couldn’t
shake my pompoms if I tried.”

 


Dressing
for the quilting event, I wondered why I’d thought about someone,
some man, looking at me naked. A flash of a pink satin bustier and
garter belt crossed my mind as I pulled on blue jeans.
What the hell? We’d had
a healthy sex life, Bob and I, loving, familiar, like most couples
married a long time until…his heart attack.
I missed, yearned for the warmth of his
touch. The first heat of passion faded
into a comfort pattern as children were born and their schedules
dictated our lives. Never had time for a
pink bustier. I shrugged off the image and
headed out the door with a bag of remnants cut from Bob’s
shirts.

 



CHAPTER 2

To bee or not to bee was the question
buzzing around in my head while driving to the quilter of the week.
Why a quilting bee? Must have early American roots. Sue Walsh lived
in a gated community new to Fairview. Who needed gates in our quiet
town? I wondered. Evidently the well-to-do from Chicago pressing
northward to the untouched towns thought they did. Ever since the
article rating best schools in America appeared in the Tribune,
Fairview High was the place to enroll your kids. The gate-keeper
raised the bar when I said the magic word, “Walsh” and I drove
through. The map directed me to a winding road and a crushed stone
driveway. Lots of cars, expensive foreign cars mostly. What the
hell was I doing? I didn’t like sewing or sitting with other women
discussing my personal life. In truth, the personal life ended when
my Bob left me.

Chatter slowed and came to a stop when
I was ushered in by Sue who wore a black velour warm up suit and
immaculate white sneakers. Long straight blonde hair held back with
a wide black velvet band completed the look. Each of the ten women
wore black or gray and almost resembled copies of Sue. I was out of
place before I began in blue jeans, a checked cotton shirt, and a
worn leather jacket and walking boots.

Sue introduced me as a native of
Fairview, newly widowed as if these were my credentials. I wanted
to mention the blue ribbon for best apple pie back in the 60’s but
decided to shut my mouth. I came to quilt. Two long tables were set
up. Everyone had perfect squares of cloth ready to quilt the hell
out of them into something gorgeous made from velvet, brocade, and
gold sparkles. They also had their own fancy sewing machines, for
god sake! Every one of them. And they spoke a different language,
maybe Quiltanese, with words like fusible interfacing, batting, and
sashing strips. I was odd woman out with my bag of
scraps

The ragged pieces I’d gathered were
cut from Bob’s shirts and there were tear stains everywhere. I
planned to make a quilt for warmth; one that carried his
scent.

In a daze from handling my intimate
bundle, laying out the patchwork non-pattern on my end of the
table, the only voice I listened to was Sue, the designated
teacher. Since I had no machine, didn’t know how to use one, she
suggested I begin by hand stitching pieces together. Not a
difficult task this quilting so I threaded my needle and began.
After a while, I caught the general gist of conversation. First of
all, most of the women were ersatz widows. Some were divorced with
too much time on their hands. Some laughed about being golf widows
or married to workaholics. I wanted to shout, “Choices. Someone
made choices, nitwits. Dead is dead.” Resentment returned in full
force. Focus, I told myself, focus and don’t be mean. My needle
flew joining square after square.

One quiet woman at the other end who
looked like a serious quilter dropped by mistake in this odd mix,
made eye contact with me. During the coffee break, as I struggled
with tangled thread, a warm hand touched my tense back.

“You are troubled, my
dear.” A cup of steaming tea was set beside me. “Drink this. It’s
my favorite calming brew.” Her hand stroked my back and shoulders
with a firm yet gentle touch. “My husband died last year and I
began quilting. It’s been an enormous comfort to me. Busy hands,
you know.”

“How do you reconcile this
life with the way you lived before?”

She sat
next to me and seemed to search for an answer. “Impossible. What I
did and still do other than quilting is write my thoughts about widowhood. What a strange time it is after
sharing a life with one person and then he’s gone. I commit
feelings to paper and that helps me get through the fog of
loneliness.”

I sipped the tea, then drank greedily
as if it were an elixir and maybe it was. “Thanks. Thanks so much.
I’ve been feeling so angry-- with everyone.”

“A common reaction, dear.
I wish you well.”

Grateful
to the woman, I never caught her name; she left before I did and I
had a feeling she wouldn’t return but I would. My quilt had a
purpose and Sue Walsh was the one to guide me through the
process. Definitely worth twenty bucks a
session. Several sessions later, after
basting the lopsided quilt, the batting, and a dark blue sheet for
the finished back, all together, an unwieldy task at best, Sue
helped me place the soon-to-be completed quilt on an individual
frame.

I sat
alone facing the framed quilt while at other frames in the large
room, women worked together, as needles passed front to back. They
chatted, laughed, had a good old time.
Hmm. They must know each other and I’m the
newcomer. Sue waved, asked me how I was
doing. I waved back and smiled. I wanted to cry with this
formidable task ahead and no help. Okay. I
can do it, I can do it. All that was left to do was some cross-stitching to make
huge diamond shapes and I’d be through. Needle in, pull through and
reverse. Over and over again. Did I say quilting was easy? Uh. Not.
My shoulders ached, fingers stabbed a million times, band aids all
over each hand plus calluses. At the rate I was stitching, the
finished product might lie on top of me soon, a poor substitute for
Bob.

On the ride home, an image of the
fantasy bustier reclining on top of a finished lopsided quilt
flitted through my mind. I pulled onto the shoulder of the road,
feeling beads of perspiration form everywhere, as if my pores
opened and flood gates erupted. Not a hot flash. My cycle had a
peaceful ending a few years before but this? The feeling passed. I
mopped up, hurried home to call my gynecologist—just in case
something was wrong.

The response to my frantic phone call
was rewarded with an appointment in two hours, just enough time to
shower and change. I choked down tuna salad and a cup of tea and
hit the road while visions of tumors pounded in my head.

By the time I entered the small
vine-covered brick building I’d gone to for every pregnancy since
dinosaurs roamed the earth, I was a wreck. Lena Smith, the same
receptionist all through the years, greeted me. She left the
protected glass cubicle with arms outstretched. Enfolded in her
generous bosom, I was comforted for a few minutes.

“Carly, we were all so sad
to hear about Bob.”

“Me, too,” I
said.

“Dr. Lucy stayed late when
I told her about your call. Come on in the back.”

“Thanks.”

She ushered me to a room, handed over
a cotton gown. No paper gowns here. “You know the drill,” Lena said
with a smile.

Stretched out on the table, I watched
my heart cause a rapid rise and fall of the gown. A creak of the
door announced the entrance of my friend, Dr. Lucy Bronstein, who
started as a nurse practitioner and continued with studies until
she earned her medical degree. Automatically I scooted down and
placed my feet in the stirrups.

“Let my knees fall apart
and breathe,” I said before Lucy could.

“Hey Carly, this better be
a good one. I have a hot date tonight.” They laughed at the old
joke repeated over the years no matter why Carly was on the
table.

“I’ll
loan you my bustier and garter belt.” Why
did I say that?

A snap of rubber gloves from the
doctor and she was in and feeling around. Pressing this and that,
checking breasts, under arms, all the usual suspects including my
neck.

“Nothing hurts, no
bleeding, just the sweat attack a couple of hours before,” I
said.

“Sit up, Carly. Get
dressed and we’ll talk in my office.”

Wiping off the excess cream, I dressed
and was in her office a few minutes later.

Face to face, I said,
“What?”

“Everything looks fine,
all your nooks and crannies. No suspicious lumps.” Lucy sat back
and folded her hands. Still lovely at sixty, blonde hair in a chic
chignon at the nape of a long neck, flawless complexion and hazel
brown eyes, she spoke. “What happened just before the sweat
attack?”

I thought for a moment, reconstructing
the moment. “Okay. I went to a quilting bee to learn how to make a
quilt out of patches cut from Bob’s old shirts. So it could keep me
warm. On the way home I had a vision of, you’re going to laugh, a
pink satin bustier with garter belts, lying on top of the quilt and
then the sweat.”

It was my turn to sit back and wait
for her to clear up what happened and why.

“Let me get this
straight,” Lucy said. “A bustier and garter belt like the
prostitutes wore in the old Western saloons?”

“Huh. I didn’t think of
that but yes. Also like the ones you can buy in a lingerie catalog
or shop. I never owned one. Too busy being Super Mom and
wife.”

“Well, I’m not a shrink
but as your friend I think I can ask how was it with you and Bob
before he died?”

“How was it? Oh, you mean
our love life?” Dr. Lucy nodded. I needed a deep breath for the
answer. “He started listening to his heart beat and stopped
thinking about me no matter what I did. And I missed his warmth,
our closeness, everything we’d built together for thirty years
disappeared and I was empty and cold.” Tears came to the surface
and I squeezed them back. “I’m afraid, Lucy, afraid of drying up.
My girlfriends suggested I quilt and join book clubs and
bereavement groups.”

She came around the desk and sat next
to me. “What do you want to do?”

“Not sure but why the
flashy underwear thought? A similar thought happened this morning
as I got dressed. And why the sweats?”

“Could be you want to have
some fun, meet men. About the sweats. Sounds like a panic attack.
One more question. Bob had this heart warning for a while, didn’t
he?”

I thought back to the first time he
had irregular heart beats. “Yes. About two years before he died.
Why?” As much as I respected Lucy, I didn’t reveal that Bob’s
spirit started coming home to me. She’d think I had gone over the
edge and prescribe meds for me to get over it.

“Then you’ve been
experiencing a detachment from him for more than two years. It’s no
wonder you’re having sexual fantasies. You’re lonely, Carly. Call
me if another panic attack occurs.”

“Is it too soon to go to a
singles event? He died three months ago.”

“It’s your business,
Carly. I met a young woman whose husband died two weeks before and
she had just gone to a singles party. She felt the need to be with
men.”

Leaving, grateful to Lucy, I felt more
confident in my judgment and knew somehow I’d sort things
out.

 


The next afternoon, I drove to the old
book shop on Main Street. I’d heard Mr. Barnes retired and sold it
to a young man from the city. The word was that the new owner
refurbished the shop and now it was like a coffee house with books.
Surprised to find the parking lot almost full, I parked and hurried
in. Fairview had become a booming town while I wasn’t
looking.

A sweet pungent long forgotten scent
hung in the air as I made my way to the front of the shop. Women
and some men were lounging on comfortable chairs everywhere,
passing, oh my god, a joint around. This gave new meaning to the
old expression ‘widows weeds.’ In days long gone those two words
referred to black clothes widows wore; the flowing sheer black
veil, big black hat, black everything. Welcome to a new era, Carly
Joy. All I did was breathe in and out to get almost as stupid as
the others in the enclosed space and everything appeared
brighter.

This discussion group was great fun
and had nothing to do with widows or widowers. Cheese and wine was
on a sideboard, the bearded young owner, Liam, read poetry from his
newly published book. I understood not one word yet bought two
autographed copies and hoped to sober up in time to drive home. At
the end of the afternoon, I knew no one, loved everyone, even
kissed a few, I think. It was more of a singles gathering disguised
as a book club. One guy actually said, “What’s your sign?” I had a
hangover for two days. Never did learn to smoke or drink like a
pro.

 


Pottery class the next week was a huge
mistake. All I thought of was the movie “Ghost” where the heroine
worked at the potting wheel, clay dripping from her hands, and a
lump of clay rose higher and higher with her hands sliding up and
down, up and down and her lover joined his hands with hers until
the piece she made toppled over and the music reached crescendo.
Later in the movie, he was killed. I knew the image would prevent
me from learning to make even the most elementary ashtray and the
nice potter gave me a refund.

 


Last chance on the list: The
Bereavement group. I stepped down to the church meeting rooms in
the basement. A dizzying array of signs pointed this way and that.
AA pointed to the right. I smelled coffee and cigarettes coming
from that direction; Animal Rights go left, no smells—a good sign
the animals stayed home. Bereavement straight ahead. I felt a low
punch below my belt and forced myself to breathe deep before
entering the room. My first thought was okay, we’ve all experienced
a loss. See how others handle it.

About fifteen women and five men sat
in a circle with someone I assumed was a social worker or therapist
who would lead. She was too young to be of any real help. My
opinion. She looked more like Julie, or maybe even younger. I
joined the circle. Oh god, they were holding hands. I held hands.
The lady on my right had a damp hanky in that hand. Yuk. I held her
hand gingerly, afraid if she squeezed, a puddle would form between
us. My left hand was in a vice grip held by a guy who was either a
cop or a drowning man who thought my scrawny paw might save him.
Welcome to bereavement in Fairview.

Then
came the introductions. It was kind of similar to what I’d heard AA
was. No last names at first. “Hello, I’m Carly, three months
widowed.” Like that. Murmurs of sympathy all
around when I said three months. Florence, next to me with the damp
hanky—who in the world doesn’t
use disposable tissue?--widowed eighteen years. Oh Florence, you’ve made a career out
of loss. Your Barney would be proud.

I almost
slapped myself right then. Don’t be so
negative. Everyone here is hurting in one
way or another. You’re not the only
one.

And so
on around the room. It was all heartfelt; different ages, different
stories, accidents, illness, sudden death, you name it. All
possibilities represented. The therapist, Bonnie, a delightful name
for a woman in her business, was good at her job, patient yet she
kept the conversation moving along. What
right had I to judge without watching her in
action?

During
the inevitable coffee break when I planned to escape, my left hand
man blocked the exit. Displaying crooked teeth in need of dental
work, he asked for my phone number. I said it was too soon for me
to consider seeing anyone. He said he was an electrician and if I
ever needed an outlet? He pressed a card in my hand and winked.
Yes, he really did wink. I thought that went out with black and
white movies. Get me out of
here. It really was a good place to go but
not for me.

 



CHAPTER 3

My friends hurried over, eager to
learn of my progress on the road to healing. I called the meeting
to order and thanked them for their kind advice. They sat back in
the big captain’s chairs smug and satisfied. I dearly loved all of
them, Cindy, Jana, and Myrna and knew this might be a slight break
in the link that held us together since childhood. Our paths had
now separated and I must find my own way in the world without
Bob.

Recounting the various gatherings I’d
attended, they laughed at my view of what goes on ‘out there’ in
the single world. There was a moment of silence when I spread out
the crooked quilt I’d hand sewn from Bob’s shirts. Not perfect but
it would keep me warm on cold nights and truly did smell like Bob,
his favorite Old Spice still clinging to the fabric. If I didn’t
wash the quilt too often, his scent would last. A prophesy in the
making.

“What will you do now?”
Myrna said.

“Don’t worry. I’ll think
of something. Right now, I’m going to put one foot in front of the
other and see what happens.”

I kissed them at the door and said
goodnight. Relieved to be alone to think, I locked the door and
automatically moved toward the family room. It was Saturday night.
Sitting on the couch facing the television after turning it on, I
watched unseeing whatever was on until I dozed. Startled awake by I
don’t know what, I glanced at the couch opposite me, the one Bob
always occupied. Of course it was empty. A voice spoke inside my
head. “He’s gone and his spirit isn’t going to keep you warm. Now
what?” I digested the words, simple and direct and got up, turned
off the TV, lights and dragging the quilt behind me, stopped to
gaze out the family room windows.

A sudden chill caused me to wrap the
quilt around my shoulders. I became aware of something-- an unclear
presence calling to me and I stepped out into the cold night air. A
soft white shimmering beckoned at the far edge of the woods; the
same place the dogs had run to a month ago. I was drawn toward the
aura, knowing it was my husband. We’d had an unfinished life
together ending too soon with so much between us
unresolved.

“You’re here, Bobby,” I
called, arms opened wide and the quilt fell to the frozen ground as
light surrounded me and warmth entered my yearning body. I whirled
round and round bathed in the shimmer and then it ended. “Come
back,” I pleaded, “Come back.” Sarge and Jesse-girl sidled close
steering me to the house. There was heat in the quilt when I
wrapped it around me.

 


I dreamed a wondrous dream. A shimmer
in the woods beckoned me closer. A shadowy shape I couldn’t resist.
Without fear, I moved into the shimmering layers of silver white,
gold and purple. Enfolded in the sparkle of white light heat rocked
my insides, shot through every opening, poured like liquid gold
from head to toe until a final pulsating hammered at my feminine
core. I cried out for my husband, knowing he was with me. Slow
withdrawal as my heartbeat returned to normal and joy filled my
life even though the glow of his spirit faded.

It wasn’t a dream, wondrous as it was,
I realized the next morning. Bob’s message was clear. He watched
over me just as my mother, gone for many years, still remained
close. This would be another well-kept secret; this gift of
acceptance without fear when visitations from the departed
occurred.

 



 





CHAPTER 4

The next day, an energy force driving
within, I transformed into a merry widow on a companion hunt even
if it meant becoming someone I barely recognized. I didn’t know
where life would take me but I knew I couldn’t go it
alone.

Unaccustomed to being by myself, doing
anything alone, I turned detective and searched for singles events
to attend, not an easy task. The Thursday edition of the newspaper
carried a list. I carefully marked feasible parties with a
highlighter, pink for geographically possible—blue for do I really
want to drive to Evanston? I, who didn’t know how to get from point
A to point B without my husband at the wheel, had to grow up in a
hurry. Scary stuff for a fifty year old woman. I’m a parent
although my kids are grown and I no longer had a partner. Parents
Without Partners was my first stop. It fit my profile.

The
group met in a church about twenty minutes from my home. Unknown
territory, a side street, somehow I arrived, walked into a huge
room, music playing, full of strangers. Men lined up against a
wall, women seated at tables. What to
do? A greeting table was at the
door. Okay. Pay a fee of some sort. Modest at
five dollars. I peeled off the five from
sweaty palms, smiled to disguise nervousness, searched for an empty
chair and smiled again taking the seat closest to me. The women
were deep in discussion about “that bastard,” “this lowlife,” “
late alimony,” “diapers,” “no child support,” and the only wrinkles
they had were in their clothes. Five bucks
shot.

Again
with the smile, I asked about beverages. Someone pointed toward the
other side of the room where there was punch. Oh goody. Deep breath and off for
some punch meanwhile searching the wall where I connected with
someone who was looking at me. Well,
that’s more like it. From a distance, in a white ruffled shirt, above the knee
black skirt slit on the side and high heels, maybe I could pass for
a younger person. A tilt of my head indicated I was headed for the
punch table, he followed. And that’s how I met
Bill.

 


After
drinking too-sweet punch and exchanging ‘hello my name is,’ Bill
said, “Let’s dance.” At first I was afraid to dance with him. Being
so close to another man didn’t feel right. Too intimate.
Get over yourself. I
snapped out of the fear of closeness and allowed myself to have
fun. Polite, pleasant, Bill. We dated, oh dear god—dating at my
age-- for about eight months.

We had dinner out at a lake front
restaurant in Fairview on the first date. Very uh, nice, this new
person in my life. He did caress my fingers quite a bit. I had
mixed emotions about this slight show of intimacy but allowed him
to have his way, so to speak. The rhythmic stroke was kind of
sweet. We danced to the combo. More aggressive on the dance floor
this time, Bill pulled me close and closer when I didn’t pull back.
Sensations missed now returned.

Average height, very slim, Bill wore
tinted glasses and dressed in tweeds. I never understood what he
did for a living but his money clip was stuffed with cash and he
never used a credit card.

Clever, this man Bill. After four
dates of dinner and dancing, my feet begged for Capezios, I bought
two pair, he asked me to join him for a weekend visit with his
sister upstate where a party was to take place. We would stay with
her large family. No—a silent scream-- I won’t sleep with you in
your sister’s home now or ever. Maybe in a no-tell motel. Maybe and
why not?

He listened with care to my idea about
a motel and without expression, Bill said he would book a room near
the sister’s home. I packed an overnight bag, we’d decided one
night was suitable, and headed north for the two hour drive. The
late June weather was fine with buds still budding, my heart
thudding, hair blown about in his vintage Rolls Royce in top
condition. Bill smiled his mysterious smile and was quiet. With
easy listening music on the radio, I didn’t have to make
conversation. What a relief and what the hell was I
doing?

Then we arrived at this log cabin
motel off the highway and up a road into the woods. Uh huh. Kind of
isolated. No. That’s an understatement. Almost total isolation. He
picked up the keys, drove to the last cabin, smile a bit wider as
he opened the passenger door, escorted me out and up a few
steps.

“Here we are, Carly. You
and me.”

And Bill proceeded to show me another
side of him, solid confidence and whole bag of tricks. The quiet
man didn’t need conversation for what he had in mind and convinced
me that with a little more background music—yes, he brought a small
boom box-- and no clothes, a good time could be had up north in a
cabin.

First, I said I wanted to wash my
face. That took about twenty minutes. He called my name to see if I
was all right. I assured him I was. I’d be right out, I said. All
right wasn’t my condition at the moment. I was nervous, nauseous,
and feeling kind of naughty. Alone with a man, not Bob. Good thing
Bob wasn’t around to see his slut wife. And suddenly a knock at the
bathroom door. I opened the door. There was Bill wearing black silk
shorts. I’m still dressed and he’s in undershorts with a big tattoo
on one arm. A muscular and very slim, barefoot Bill with a tattoo
of an anchor.

He took me by the arm and led me to
the bed. A jar of the same kind of cream I use at home for removing
make-up lay open on the night table.

I giggled. “Are you going to remove my
make-up?”

“Not your
make-up.”

He had the gentlest touch as my shirt
came unbuttoned, jeans were pulled down and off, black lace panties
joined them along with a matching bra. It was obvious we were there
for reasons other than to visit his sister.

Frank Sinatra sang love songs while we
sipped wine and nibbled cheese he’d brought and when I asked about
the open jar of cream, Bill dipped two fingers in, came up with the
gooey stuff and whispered, “Close your eyes.”

How sweet, how ecstatic the moment as
it liquefied on my willing center. Oh, oh, oh what a feeling like
no other. I squirmed and cried out and couldn’t get enough as Bill
caressed the tender folds, the small bud, and dipped inside. I’d
love him forever, would kill for him, be a slave, do anything he
wanted if he’d keep doing this magical thing. A pause. I
panicked.

“Don’t stop,” I cried, “
don’t ever stop.”

Coitus
interruptus? Sound of foil
ripping. Ah, safety
first. Bill pulled me to him and entered
the silkiness of me. There was a lot of heaving and thrusting and
that wasn’t enough. He rolled me over, massaged my backside with
his so rigid manhood. I pounded the pillow and carried on like a
lunatic. We rode the crest together as high as the highest surf
before breaking on the shore. Spent, gasping for breath from
exhilaration and the thrill, we slept.

I woke
up first. A warm person lay sleeping next to me and yet…what?
Quietly, I tiptoed to the bathroom and sat on the edge of the old
fashioned tub. The scent of Old Spice, a warm breath across my
neck. Bob. I’d just made love, no not love, had sex with another
man and my Bob was with me. Will it always
be like this, my darling? or will our dependence on each other
fade? Only time will tell.

Brushing my teeth, I decided to crawl
between the sheets next to the unsuspecting Bill.

“I’ve Got You Under My
Skin” became the theme song for our romance.

 


At home the next day, I checked the
label on my jar of cream. It read ‘moisturize and cleanse.’ No
claims about multiple orgasms and almost causing levitation. I’d
keep those secrets to myself.

I never did meet his sister in all the
months we frolicked together. Bill wanted to get married. I said it
was too soon; I said I may never marry; I said a lot of things and
what I meant was that Bill and I had a limited future.

Bill’s
brother, Macdonald, was a dairy farmer in Wisconsin. Macdonald? I
wanted to sing ‘Old Macdonald Had a Farm’ and had to bite my tongue
each time. One weekend, against my better judgment, dear Bill
insisted on taking me to meet his family and cautioned that I watch
where I walk. Since I never did meet the upstate sister, it was the
least I could do. Nice people with a multitude of kids. Wilma, the
wife, rosy apple cheeks puffed in a smile, body in constant motion
with a baby on one hip stirred a pot of something that made your
veins clog with happiness. Rubber boots came in handy walking
around the pig pen and chicken area. We dined in the open at the
longest picnic table ever built. The weather was too chilly for
me, Wisconsin in March for god
sake, but gazing at the delightful family
seated, I shivered like a trouper and ate the ham they called
Peggy—a family pet ‘til the end—potato soup like no other, and
tasted every other home-made goody spread out.

A lovely
day but somehow I was disconnected.
I searched for Bob and warmth seeped back into my
chilled body. I whispered a soft thanks.

On the way home, Bill sang off-key and
when finally my street came into view and escape was near, Bill
said, “Macdonald offered me a partnership in the dairy farm
business. The adjoining land is available with a neat little
farmhouse just for the two of us.”

The car
stopped. So did my heart and breath. A
farmers wife? Uh, No with a capital N. I
knew our relationship was over then and, like a shark in still
water, it died.

By then, I’d met Sean.

 



CHAPTER 5

We had
the same chiropractor who, during an adjustment, mentioned another
patient, Sean, newly divorced and seeking companionship. Being on
the single circuit for almost a year now and understanding more
than I let on, I assumed Sean was interested in getting laid. I
never, ever thought like this before, but A B D—after Bob’s death, everything
had changed. Of course, all men since the age of maybe eleven, have
the same goal in mind. Like all the time. They may love their
wives, girlfriends, mistresses, yet every woman is fair game for
thinking about. They can lust after her in their minds, as someone
once said. Anyway, a plan was made. Phone number given and we
arranged to meet for a drink. A drink. Me who never ordered a drink
in my life. I had to call a daughter-in-law in London to ask what
kind of drink to ask for. Amelia had worked her way through college
as a bartender. The perfect person to call.

“Midori and soda,” she
said.

“What’s that?” I
said.

“Green,” she
said.

Dressed up at six pm, I drove to a
nearby restaurant and sat at the bar to meet a stranger and have a
drink. He was there, very tall and very gray. Even his suit was
gray. I noticed his long fingers and long shoes and wondered if the
rest of him was long. It was a fleeting thought. He hadn’t seen me
and already I was sizing him up as a contender. When he turned his
head, his long Irish face lit up and faded blue eyes twinkled. In
the next few minutes, he told me his birth date. I don’t know why.
My darling husband was born the same day. Fate had brought us
together. He didn’t raise an eyebrow when I ordered Midori and soda
and he asked for a Martini like a regular person. The bright green
drink tasted sweet and silly. Too expensive for what it was. In
time, I’d advance to white wine spritzers with a twist and later,
Chardonnay. Half a glass would find me climbing on a table and tap
dancing.

Sean had some interesting scars and
each had a sad story. I listened to them during many intimate
moments. He brought out a motherly, loverly part of me nurturing
both of us. Captured during wartime, he spent years in a prison
camp. An all around swell guy yet Sean’s murky dark aura was all
wrong for me; I could tell from day one and chose to ignore it.
There were other attributes I admired so the short haul lasted for
some time.

When you
meet someone later in life, they carry a whole set of luggage along
with them. You only think you’re starting fresh. Wrong. Specters of
ex-wives rear their heads along with grown children echoing
displeasure over Daddy’s dating as if it’s their business, and
physical ailments became organ recitals you never counted
on. And he knew nothing of the frequent
visits from my deceased husband.
At this point, Sean was the second man I’d gone
out with so I had zip experience and a lot to learn. Sometimes more
than I bargained for. But I liked him and learned to care for him
and Sean was a great kisser and thoughtful in
bed.

One night, post coital intimacy, he
rolled over and gasped, “Oh, Joanne.”

Icicles formed in the hot room. “My
name is Carly Evans, you schmuck.” I grabbed my clothes and raced
to the bathroom. A few minutes later, I slammed the door to his
apartment and drove home; buckets of tears fell all the
way.

For
weeks I brought flowers to the local hospital after ripping his
forgive-me cards to shreds. I never answered his phone calls
without a quick hang-up. And then came a letter where he threw in
every pitiful tale from his childhood to the former girlfriend who
had cancer. Since pickings were slim to none in the man hunt
department, I decided to talk it over and take him back --for a
while. Pay attention to the
aura.

I’ll always remember Sean because I
invited him to Julie Beth’s wedding.

 



CHAPTER 6

In the weeks prior to the wedding,
Julie and I had many tearful moments.

“Who will walk me down the
aisle, Mom? Jack, Jimmy, Gavin? I can’t let just anyone give me
away.”

Holding her close, I said, “Julie,
they didn’t give birth to you. I did. I’ll walk with you, lift your
veil, give you to Michael and you know what?”

“What?” At that moment she
looked just like Julie at two years old asking ‘What,
Mommy?’

“Your dad will be with us
all the way.”

The wedding day was one of those most
perfect ten days of the year weathermen loved to sing praises
about. Julie and Mike chose to have the ceremony and dinner at home
with family and friends in attendance. That meant a crowd since the
combination of family and closest friends almost equaled the
population of Fairview. The twins, Jack and James, and their wives,
flew in from London where they had a thriving computer business
begun ten years before. Why they had to leave the country to work
was beyond us. My youngest son, Gavin, arrived from California with
his latest girlfriend. He had worked his way up to directors
assistant and the girl on his arm was not just a beauty but they
were attached at the hip. Funny how two of them were in no hurry to
have children and one was in no rush to marry. My children wrote
messages on balloons to their father and sent them off to the sky
before the ceremony. I had to laugh to myself with the private
knowledge their father was in and around them all day.

The garden was alive with summer
flowers on this glorious romantic day. The marriage ceremony was
under a bower of white satin bows accented with yellow roses, pink
carnations, purple asters. A light breeze caught Julie’s white lace
dress, and pressed it against her shape and flutter when she said,
“I do.” It was not my imagination when I saw the swell of her tummy
and extra fullness in the bodice. My darling daughter had said more
than yes to Mike’s proposal. It was a different time in history. My
chastity belt went out with hoop skirts.

We danced, Sean and I, and changed
partners often. Laughter filled the air, delicious food served on
the covered porch, pastel dressed bridesmaids flitted like
butterflies among the handsome groomsmen.

Bob had departed almost two years
before. I whispered, “Are you watching, honey?” A feathery kiss
brushed my lips. No one was near. There were many times when I
hoped he was otherwise engaged, but I knew he was with us this
day.

Julie whispered in my ear as she and
Mike were leaving for their honeymoon. “We’re going to have a baby,
Mom.”

“I know, sweetheart,” I
said, my heart full.

They drove off, tin cans rattled,
ribbons streamed, car horns beeped.

When all the guests cleared out, I
kissed Sean at the door and said goodnight. I knew our time had
come to a close. I’d heard through the grapevine, he was seen with
yet another woman. I could tell from the way he changed partners as
we danced. His faded blue eyes held regret. I had none.

My sons lingered to find out what I’d
been up to.

“Who’s the tall gray guy,
Mom? Anyone special?” Gavin said.

His girlfriend, Lee, smacked him in
the arm. “Too personal, Gav.”

“I don’t mind. He’s a
friend, past tense. We dated for a while,” I said.

“Dated? You’ve been
dating?” James said.

Jack
jumped in to the discussion about my private life.
Boys, I love you. Go home. “It’s Mom’s business but Mom, be, uh careful, you know.”
Red faced, Jack shut up. But not for long. “If you need advice,
please call.”

There was an awkward silence while who
knows what mental images formed in my sons minds. Amelia opened the
last bottle of champagne with a resounding pop. She poured some in
crystal glasses and we toasted the newlyweds.

Jimmy said, “Do you think you’ll ever
remarry, Mom?”

“Hmm. I guess the future
has yet to be revealed,” I said.

My answer satisfied the family and
soon they packed up and left, each back to business as
usual.

Alone,
face washed and creamed, I studied myself in the mirror. “You’re
going to be a Granny,” I said. I grinned and every damn wrinkle
came into view, bright and shiny with cream. No magic potion was
strong enough to smooth out these crevices. Time to stop your running around and
behave. Find something else to do. Reaching into my lingerie drawer, I caressed each silky piece
of lingerie acquired during the merry widow phase and bypassing
them all, pulled out cotton pajamas worthy of Granny-hood. Now and
only now did I snuggle up with Bob’s quilt tucked under my chinny,
chin-chin. No more big bad wolves invited
into this bed.


 





CHAPTER 7

Two months after the wedding, my
friends, curious to find out what I was up to lately, scheduled
another pot luck dinner. We often laughed that pot luck tasted
better at my home and that’s why they gathered here, year after
year. I watched with amusement when they checked the After Bob Died
calendar. The dogs hovered and sniffed, tongues salivating from
aromas in the air.

“Yes, I still check off
the days, months, now two years ABD. And no, I’m not pining
away.”

“Don’t you feed these poor
poochies?” Jana said. She dumped a few biscuits on the floor. They
were gone in a flash and the dogs waited, impatient for more and
better treats.

A clatter of casseroles were set down
on trivets and Cindy, Jana, and Myrna greeted me with hugs before
sitting. Cindy did the mother thing she did so well and spooned
generous portions of lasagna, vegetables and pasta, and Caesar
salad on each dinner plate.

Jana said, “Not so much.”

Myrna said, “A little more,
Cin.”

I just grinned. Same old—same
old.

“What have you been doing,
Carly? Still dating the same nice man we met at the wedding,” Myrna
said.

I almost choked on an olive, chewed
and swallowed and drank water. “Oh, you mean Sean, the nice
unfaithful man who dated other women while seeing me?” The girls
gasped, cursed Sean and waited for more dirt. “No. No more Sean.
And, dear pals, I’ve decided not to run around anymore; to find
something better to do with my time.”

“Let’s drink to that,”
Jana said and raised her wine glass. They toasted to my new lease
on life. “And what are you going to do with your precious
time?”

I reached under the table for a
bulging notebook and opened it. “I’m writing about my odd, sad
adventures in widowhood.”

“What a good idea,” Myrna
said. “Writing about your feelings can be cathartic.”

Clearing the table, Cindy said, “You
used to write a column for the high school paper. It was always
funny. And what about the children’s books you wrote when your kids
were growing up. “Baby Has Ears.” I learned more about raising kids
from those books than any of the scientific books women read now.
Are you interested in writing more of them?”

“No, Cindy. I had modest
success locally but the publisher closed shop a few years ago.
Anyway my mindset is what I’m experiencing now.”

Jana listened with something in mind.
I knew her so well. She was always ten steps ahead of everyone.
“Would you mind if we read a sampling?”

I hadn’t
considered how I’d feel about allowing someone to read my innermost
thoughts. I gazed at my dearest friends. Why not? They knew almost everything about me already.
Almost.

“Sure. I mean no, I don’t
mind.”

Cindy looked up from the page in her
hand. “How come you write in longhand? Don’t you have a
computer?”

Caught
in the act. “I,um, am not too proficient,
computer wise.”

“You do have a computer in
the house or Bob must’ve used at least one, maybe two.
Right?”

Cindy
was certainly getting to be a pain. “Yes,
yes already, Cin.”

“I’ll set up page format
for you, Carly,” Myrna said. “Then all you have to do is boot up
and write. Now let’s read.”

The rest of the evening was spent in
companionable quiet with only the rustle of paper disturbing the
silence. I watched as they traded stories, pointed to phrases,
chuckling, now and then wiping a tear away.

Waving a paper, Jana said, “Read
this.”

“You read it—out loud,”
Myrna said. Cindy agreed.

Jana’s rich dramatic voice began. “My
pastel life turned to inky blackness after Bob died. Wandering
through our—my home, a memory in every corner, the rest of life
loomed ahead like a mystery to be solved. I didn’t want to go on
without him. My footsteps faltered when I reached his home office.
Automatically my fingers curled into a fist ready to knock on the
carved oak door he loved.

Entering, I inhaled his lingering
scent in paneled walls, carpet, upholstered furniture. I asked the
stillness that remained of Bob, “How can I live without you?” I
swear he answered, “One foot in front of the other, for
starters.”

Jana glanced around at all of us and
took a deep breath. “Beautiful, yes?”

“And incredibly moving,”
Myrna said.

Cindy said, “You always had a touch of
humor just when tears start to fall. At Madison, you were editor of
the paper for a year before you left to marry Bob. A writing career
was at your fingertips.”

Surprised at the reaction to my writing, I recalled the power
of the written word. I can move people,
make them think. Wonderful to find a new talent at my
age.

Jana cleared her throat. “Carly,
you’ve got something to be shared and I have an idea. The Fairview
Weekly News is owned by Brent and Grace Anderson, clients of mine.
I’d like to show them a few of your stories, maybe toward writing a
column. How would you feel about an opportunity to write for our
local paper?”

Heat came into my cheeks. “Uh, I don’t
know. Writing for a paper for all the town to see?”

Cindy said, “I read it cover to cover.
They could use a column written by you, Carly.”

“But what do I have to
say?”

The four of us leaned close together
tossing ideas back and forth finally settling on a
beginning.

Everyone jumped in adding as another
finished. “Start with what happened after Bob died; your feelings,
don’t hold back, anger, craziness, your ABD calendar, groups you
tried, and dating. Already that’s weeks of columns. Just tell your
story and how each episode turned out. It’s sad and funny. That’s
always been your style.”

“And what good will it
do?” I said.

Myrna summed it up. “Other women,
widows will read your column and be inspired to try at least one of
your escapades. And that’s a good thing.”

Before the girls left, they followed
me into Bob’s office to check out the computer situation. Filled
with questions, Jana asked, “This is pretty sophisticated. I’m
still using an electric typewriter. Will you be able to work in his
domain?”

The answer was yes. I’d been writing,
curled up on the couch, pen and legal pad propped on my lap for two
months. “I’ll learn.”

“How about redecorating
and claiming the masculine room for yourself?”

“Maybe.” Never.

Meanwhile Myrna set margins and
headers on Bob’s computer, explained what she’d done and said to
call anytime between nine a.m. and 9:30 a.m. for advice. She taught
classes once her two youngest children were gone for the
day.

“That’s a small window of
opportunity,” I said.

She laughed. “It’s all you get because
this girlfriend had an extra couple of kids as afterthoughts. A
rabbi’s work is never done.”

“Better you than us,”
Cindy said.

My best
friends collected their casseroles and with rustling paper bags and
the usual commotion of leaving, they were
gone. The inky shroud surrounding my life faded to gray, to
yellow-green, to blue. That night the pink satin bustier from my
dreams a while back, returned. It danced over Bob’s quilt leaving
indentations and finally nestled in the fold under my
heart.

 


Small town papers were not hard to
break into, claimed dynamo Jana, my advocate. She also claimed my
writing sold itself. What did Mom always say? Oh yes. “The proof is
in the pudding.” I never knew what it meant but coming from her
pursed lips, the family believed it. If readers responded well, I’d
begin a new career.

Days later, when I’d given up hope of
hearing from Jana, she called sending me into a
tailspin.

Brisk, businesslike, Jana said, “They
like your work and want to meet you. Tomorrow. Ten a.m.”

I knew she was at the office about to
hang up. “Wait. Don’t hang up. Why do they want to meet
me?”

“Carly, it’s common
practice to be interviewed before you’re hired. I’m very busy.
Goodbye.”

“Wait. They liked my
writing. Why isn’t that enough? Why do they have to see me? What do
I wear, say, do?” I hate when someone whines and here I was, a
champion whiner.

“Haven’t you ever been
interviewed?”

“Jana, I’ve never had a
job outside the slavery performed in my home. No interview, no job,
no Bob.” I cried big tears and felt like a fool.

“Oh honey, I’ll be over
after court this afternoon. We’ll pick out clothes and rehearse a
possible Q and A session so you can be spontaneously smart and
clever.”

“Q and A?”

“Question and answer, you
ninny. See you later.”

I mopped the puddle of tears with the
long sleeve of the old tee shirt I wore and went out for a run to
clear my head. Returning, I went straight to the computer as if the
job were mine, and attempted to write the first column.

Sitting
at the computer was a lot different than the intimacy of pen to
paper. There was a distance I had to overcome before the words
poured through my veins. Sterile. That’s it. Sterile and distant.
Two excuses to prevent me from expressing myself. Uh huh. The
publishers would be thrilled when I complained, “It’s not me, it’s
the sterile distant computer preventing me from …blah, blah, blah.”
And Jana went out on a limb to recommend me. Get over yourself and write, you nitwit. 

For now, I’d use initials abd for my
name. The program opened up just as Myrna said; all I had to do was
type in the header and column number. I did. Cute. There it was. A
start.

 


Moving On/ abd Column
1

Placing one foot in front
of the other was the hardest thing to learn. Now I know how scary
it was for my babies to learn to walk when I let go of tiny
clutching fingers and held out my arms. They dimpled with joy and
toddled to me because they were safe with someone to run to. What
happens when you’re mid-fifties with no safety net waiting after
your loved one dies? Learning by trial and error, I found some
solutions and decided to keep a journal about stumbling through the
minefield of Moving On. I hope my experiences will provide a map
for both men and women whose feet seem to be planted in
mid-air.

Did you ever quilt? The
closest I ever came to a needle was sewing on a button and this
occurred only after beloved Mom departed to that great sewing
circle in the sky. Dear pals suggested I make a quilt after the
saddest time in my history. I cut up a bunch of my husband’s old
flannel shirts and went to a quilting bee. Guys, your wives had old
shirts too. Literally, blood from pin pricks, sweat, and tears went
into the crooked quilt but at night, when I snuggle under it and
inhale his scent, it was worth the effort. Not as wonderful as the
real thing yet it was the way I placed the first foot in front of
the other.

See you next week, reader
o’mine. I welcome a word or two from you. ABD

 


I’ll go
in with confidence tomorrow, first column written, dressed great by
Jana, Q&A’d like I was studying for SAT’s. Then why do I feel like a tower of Jello? 

 


Jana tossed yet another possibility
from my closet. The latest skirt nearly knocked over the mountain
of clothes already threatening to topple. “You don’t have work
clothes.”

“Just slave clothes,” I
said.

“Oh, what’s this?” Jana
emerged with a spaghetti strap black satin short dress.

She had made her way to the back of my
closet where what I privately called my slut clothes
hung.

“Just a little something
from dating days,” I said. “Time to select an outfit for tomorrow.
It’s getting late, Jana.”

Even disheveled, Jana looked
marvelous. She sauntered out of the big closet, the dress held
across her body, a wicked grin on her face. “The next size would be
perfect for me. You know, I’ve always been curious about those
dating days of yours. One day soon, let’s have lunch and talk about
them.”

No way would I discuss my wicked ways
with her or anyone so I just smiled.

Quickly she selected a gray wool
skirt, royal blue jacket, and a gray silk shirt with thin blue
stripes. I didn’t remember buying the clothes. Maybe for a luncheon
at Rotary with Bob. Searching for the right accessory, her hands
found a pastel scarf and she added it to the pile.

“Heels?”Jana said. “Black
will do. And one more thing, pull your hair back in a low pony tail
and knot the scarf around it. Gold or silver hoops and you’re all
set. Carry an attaché case with more writing and your first column
in a separate folder, easy to pull out. Show them you’ve brought
something to the table.”

“What about Q & A? You
said you’d quiz me.”

“Not a big deal and I’m
out of time. Remember to listen, smile, act confident and answer as
close to the truth as possible. Don’t elaborate. Your writing
speaks for itself. Goodnight.”

Next thing I knew, the front door
closed and I faced the task of hanging clothes back in the closet.
Already nine o’clock and I was too tired to do more than jam things
in. Tomorrow, after the interview, I shivered with the thought, I’d
sort out what to keep and what to give away.

The last thought before falling asleep
was when I grew up, I wanted to be just like Jana—confident and
organized.

 



CHAPTER 8

Twenty minutes from my door to the old
stone building now housing the only weekly newspaper in town.
Visitors parking had a space. Heart thudding, I grabbed it. One
final check of lipstick, none on my teeth, I tried as best I could
to look like a writer and stepped out of the car, bag and briefcase
in hand. Unaccustomed to wearing these high heels, I hoped the
climb up steps in need of repair wouldn’t cause me to crash and
burn.

A grizzled guard who looked as old as
the building, stopped me.

“You’re expected?” he
said, voice husky with age and maybe because of asking the same
questions year after year. “Can’t let you in without an
appointment. Bosses’ orders. Time was anyone walked in and went
wherever. To the toilet or…”

He appeared ready to deliver a
monologue so I had to interrupt. My appointment was in five
minutes. “Brent and Grace Anderson are expecting me.” I read his
name tag. “Mr. Maguire.”

I smiled. He beamed and pointed
straight ahead. My heels drummed a staccato beat on the stone floor
to match the rhythm of my heart but I managed to get through the
swinging doors into the world of newspapers.

The ink and presses of olden days
permeated every surface. Heads glanced up, gave me the once over
and returned to rapid typing on typewriters, ringing phones, and
all the clatter of a large busy office. I tottered my way to the
receptionist desk occupied by a pretty girl with an improbable mass
of red hair.

“Hi,” she consulted a
sheet. “You must be Carly Evans. I’ll let them know you’re here.”
Pushing a button, she said, “The ten o’clock is here.”

My
cheeks burned. Reduced in status to someone’s ten o’clock was
demeaning. Oh no. Don’t be so
sensitive.

Hurrying around the desk, the girl
came near, leaned close and whispered. “ Brent and Grace are the
best. You look great so smile and go for it.” She ran back to the
desk and tried to look like a grown-up person. I mouthed thank you
to her and took a deep breath.

Brent Anderson, tall and bespectacled,
perched on a corner of his desk. Grace, dressed in a white
man-tailored shirt with cuffs rolled back and pressed jeans, sat
opposite me. We formed an isosceles triangle. The Andersons were
the two equal sides.

“We’ve read your essays…”
Grace finished Brent’s comment by saying they liked my style. “Did
you…”Again Grace finished the sentence, “Bring anything
else?”

It was like watching a tennis match; a
bit disconcerting but novel.

My turn. I fished for the column
written with this question in mind. Three copies. I smiled my most
sincere smile and handed a copy to each, saving one for
me.

“This is my idea of what
might work as a column but I’m open to any suggestions. Also I’ve
used initials instead of my name. ”

There was no need for the third copy.
Grace slipped on glasses and together she and Brent read the same
copy while hunkered shoulder to shoulder on the editors’ desk.
Surreptitiously, I glanced around the spacious office. One desk,
two desk chairs. A super close couple joined at the hip. There was
the usual leather couch and visitors chairs. Framed awards adorned
the walls. I’d check them out if the job was mine.

After reading, Brent coughed and Grace
cleared her throat. “Use ABD for your signature,” Grace said and
Brent finished with, “for now.” Grace topped the interview off by
saying, “Deadline is Wednesday. First column goes in,” Brent added
“as written.”

And in
this oddly wonderful way, the Andersons offered me the job of
feature columnist. Oh my
god! I was flabbergasted. Handshakes all
around-- I restrained from bowing and scraping—and signed a six
month contract to gauge public reaction. Then the editors opened
their sanctum to make an announcement.

“Hear ye,” Brent said
followed by “Hear ye,” from Grace. Yes, they actually used those
words. “Carly Evans has joined our staff as a feature writer
starting today.”

A smattering of applause came from the
floor, none from one corner desk, I noted. An attractive woman,
about thirty five or so, threw a murderous look at me, at the
oblivious bosses then slammed through the doors. Not the unanimous
warm welcome I’d hoped for and wondered what was stuck in her craw.
She gave me the shivers. The doors creaked back and forth as if to
clear the air.

The team
of Brent and Grace shook hands with me again, suggested I stay a
while and meet the staff one on one before lunch. “Rebecca will set
you up with a desk plus whatever you need to get started.” Grace
indicated the woman barreling over to us. Brent disappeared into
their office beckoning Grace to follow. Unusual couple. Surprised Jana never mentioned their
idiosyncrasies.

“Rebecca Seymour.” She
offered a firm handshake. “I’ve been here the longest so I’m the
designated tour guide/welcome wagon.”

A square woman with wiry gray hair,
Rebecca laughed loud and often. Chattering non-stop, she showed me
to a slightly scarred wood desk and beat-up leather chair. She said
they had two kinds of typewriters, old and older. That scared me
almost as much as the reporter who ran out.

“I better bring my
laptop,” I said. “It’s kind of heavy but I’m used to
it.”

Rebecca stopped in her tracks. “We
haven’t gotten into computers yet but I think the bosses’ are
planning a change. Maybe you’d better leave yours at home and
noodle around on a typewriter here. Write at home and bring it in.
Just keep it quiet about the computer so no one will think you’re a
snob, you know?” Rebecca winked at me. “Our secret until everyone
has a computer. Trust me on this one.”

This
working thing wasn’t turning out to be such a
snap. Politics,
intrigue, what next?

When we passed the empty desk of the
woman who left, Rebecca commented, “Watch out for that one. She’s
been here two years and begged for a personal column. Started in
Ads. Did very well. Now she covers local events. Name’s Laney
Raven.”

I’ll watch my back and
front.

I stayed long enough to thank
Stephanie, the perky receptionist. She led me to the lunch room,
peeked in to see if anyone was around and pulled me in. I sensed
gossip to be revealed and tried not to appear over
eager.

Breathless, she said, “Laney Raven,
expected to get that opening. She’s been sucking around them for
months. Now she says you stole HER job because you’re best friends
with the Andersons lawyer.”

“Oh shit,” I
said.

“Oh shit is right. And
Miss Laney Raven used to be named Laney Brown. She thinks Raven is
more glam and mysterious. Dumb, huh?”

I thought it was stupid but only
shrugged. “Thanks for the inside dope. I’m really not into gossip,”
I lied. We left the room, me to leave the building and think about
the next column due in a week.

High heels came off, comfortable flats
went on as soon as I entered the car. On the way home, I told Bob
about my new job and wondered if he was out there, somewhere,
listening. Better to rush to the window at home, wrapped in the
quilt. Heat began low in my belly and the rocking began. By the
time I reached home, I almost forgot to turn the motor off. Up the
stairs to grab the quilt, down the stairs and out to the edge of
the woods, bare feet not feeling twigs, frost, stones, nothing
except lust for my lover. I waited, stepped deeper in where tall
evergreens and oak trees grew. The quilt caught on a branch and a
square ripped. Oh no. Can’t happen. I stopped, soothed the torn
square over and over with a flat palm. Crazed, I ran back to the
house to repair my precious quilt.

Careful stitches, one by one… The
rhythm lulled and relaxed me into a deep slumber. And Bobby joined
me in our private place lit by a dazzling white, gold and purple
band he wound around and around me until I was on fire. A fire no
human contact could compare to as I arched and cried out to my
dearest love, my only love.

I woke up in my bed the next morning
clutching the quilt no longer torn, needle in
mid-stitch.

 


Either I was having a breakdown or
merely in the midst of major adjustments to my life. Sexual
fantasies about Bob were no more than wishful thinking, I
rationalized. Someday, I might meet the right man and I could let
go of the past. Meanwhile, get on with day to day living and move
on. A whole new world awaits.

I knew the truth. No
breakdown, no major adjustments. Bob knows I need and love him.
Loved ones will always return.

 



CHAPTER 9

Moving On/ abd Column
2

I have a question for you.
What color was your world before your loved one departed? This may
sound like a foolish question but bear with me for a minute. Or as
they used to say on the radio, “Don’t touch that dial.” My world
was pastel; soft pinks melting into pale peach. Gentle. When he was
gone, my life turned to shadowy grays and black; inky darkness
almost overcame me before I learned to place one foot in front of
the other. Does any of this sound like something you’ve
experienced?

The strength has to come
from inside yourself the first time you dress to attend a social
event or whatever you might decide is the right activity for you.
Personally I cried the whole time I dressed to go to a singles
party. Despite all misgivings, I had a good time.

If you’re ready to place
one foot in front of the other, (and why not? I say) here are a few
suggestions.

There’s a terrific book
club over at the renovated book shop in town. Joe Shannon, new
owner, restored the old shop, added a coffee bar and provides music
and fun. Call to find out when the book club meets and what will be
discussed. The afternoon I was there was an eye-opener.

I didn’t add the part about the pot
smoking and how I got too stupid from second hand smoke or the
singles atmosphere. Actually it was a lot of fun. No grieving
there.

Another few steps brought
me to the Bereavement Group meeting weekly at the Church just up
the block from the newspaper office. An AA meeting was in progress
down the hall at the same time as a dog training session in the
largest room. By the way, if you have a pet or are thinking of
getting one, that’s an excellent way to make new friends. Between
howls and barks and the scent of freshly brewed coffee emanating
from the meeting room area, my colors began to brighten. I realized
my loved one would want me to throw off the shroud I hugged so
tightly.

 


That’s
as far as I got. I wanted to wait for any response to the first
column in a couple of days. Chicken. Don’t
wait. This is what writing’s all about. Let your thoughts flow
freely and write what you want to read.



The minute I heard Tommy’s bike on the
road the next morning, I raced to the door, retrieved the paper and
flipped pages to find my column. And there it was on page 4, an
announcement heralding the new feature. Oh my god. First reading,
it looked great. A second glance made me wince. Was it amateurish?
By the third reading I was ready to throw up. I paced the floor,
watched the clock move slowly. The phone rang.

Jana said, “You did it. So proud of
you. Must run.” She was gone.

Cindy checked in. “Jealous, that’s
what I am. Just plain jealous.”

“Is the writing any good?”

“Terrific. I’ll call later. Enjoy
it.”

Well that’s something. Two fans. I
headed for the stairs. The phone rang.

“Hi Myrna, what do you
think?”

“Really fine, Carly. Good luck. I’m off
to Yeshiva for early classes this morning. Kisses.”

Of course they’d say it was good
writing. My three best friends. On the other hand, they were my
most honest critics.

A glance out the window persuaded me to
take a run before going to the paper. The crunch of autumn leaves
under foot on the run through the park, air so crisp you almost
wanted a slice of it to put in the freezer. I pulled gloves and a
scarf from the winter box in the closet and hurried to embrace the
chill.



Driving downtown took all of twenty
five minutes in what passed for small town heavy traffic. I raced
up the chipped stone steps, pushed through heavy doors and flashed
my identification badge at Mr. McGuire. He smiled his usual
whiskered smile, this time flecked with donut crumbs, and waved me
through. Entering the newsroom, I inhaled the closed space loving
the long ago scent. A few waves of greeting came my way and I
almost felt at home.

Stephanie, red hair tamed into
submission, said, “Mail’s back in your cubby.”

My
cubby? I didn’t know I had one except when
I was ten and went to sleep-away camp.

And there it was. A wooden cubby with a
bunch of envelopes. I sank into the nearest chair. My desk had a
plaque engraved with Carly Evans. A desk, a plaque and a
cubby.

With the exception of Laney Raven who
sat typing so fast I expected smoke to rise, the staff gave me some
whistles. “Good first feature, Carly,” a deep voice called. “Open
your mail.”

No forwarding address on the first one,
a green envelope with no return address and no postage. I sliced
open the envelope , pulled out matching green paper and read,
“BITCH.”

Stephanie grabbed it when she saw my
face. “It’s hate mail. Sorry, Carly. Everyone finds at least one
from some sicko.”

Even the
weather reporter, garden news, recipe of the week?
I took a couple of deep breaths and settled down
to check out the mail my fans had taken time to write. To me—fan
mail. I wanted to hug the small pile of letters. Instead I opened
each one and typed addresses in duplicate on the hated electric
typewriter. I had to stop myself from slamming the carriage back at
the end of every sentence instead of pushing a button. The fans
were funny, sad, and interesting. I read slowly, relishing each
word until my eyes stung.

It wasn’t ‘til someone rapped on my
desk that I looked up. Jerry Donato, national news, flashed a
toothy grin. “Want to make a deli run?”

Dark wavy
hair slicked back, wide shoulders accented by red suspenders over a
long sleeve whit tee shirt, Jerry was attractive and young. Maybe
thirty, max. What in the world
did

he want with an old broad
like me? He’s a guy and you’re fresh territory. Or he’s just
friendly…Uh, Sure.

“Thanks Jerry. I brought
lunch. Another time?”

Some of the sparkle left his eyes.
“Another time,” he said and then sauntered off.

I multi-tasked at my desk, nibbling on
a ham sandwich, reading letters and typing addresses. The next time
I looked up, it was four o’clock. My head buzzed with ideas for the
next column. With a full briefcase on the desk, I decided to take
work home.

Gone was
the bright day, replaced by a faded chilly afternoon, wind whipping
across the parking lot. Late autumn never was my favorite season
with bare trees and a certain bleakness before snow soon to fall.
My bones were the ultimate weather forecasters this time of year. I
hated to face the winter without Bob to keep me warm. The dating
interval after I lost him, thoughts of men I’d been with had faded
to nothing. In retrospect, it was fun while it lasted. I realized
now, with hindsight that gives you 20/20 vision, I should have
taken time to mourn. Ah well, I hope my
behavior didn’t hurt anyone. Being out there was a learning
experience.

Before reaching the car, someone
barreled into me. Papers flew from the stuffed briefcase and I
landed in a crumpled heap.

“Sorry,” a familiar voice
said. “So sorry. I wasn’t looking and suddenly there you
were.”

Muscular arms lifted me and brushed
imaginary dirt from my breasts to my behind. What the hell? I
didn’t land in a mud pile. Jerry Donato was taking the opportunity
to feel me up even through my jacket! I shoved him away.

“Jerry keep your hands to
yourself. I’m all right and let me remind you this isn’t high
school. Sexual harassment is a punishable offense.”

He pretended not to understand; said it
was a stupid accident—nothing else. Asked if he could make it up by
taking me for dinner or a drink.

“No, no, no.”

Crestfallen, he apologized and begged my forgiveness as he
groveled while collecting my papers. I watched him crawl around the
parking lot in the back of the building. A few passersby did
double-takes and hurried past. He was attractive in a caveman kind
of way. When he rose and handed over the scraped case and rumpled
paperwork, he did appear to be contrite. I
have sons his age. He doesn’t know the movies or songs I grew up
with.

“Jerry, find a nice young girl your own
age and don’t ever pull a stunt like that again.”

I left him standing with his jaw
dropped, Neanderthal style.

 


The closest market on the way home
specialized in cheeses from around the world, chocolates, and wine.
I stopped to purchase goodies needed to draw on a delicious memory
of a trip to the Netherlands with Bob.

My home was dark. Again I’d forgotten
to leave welcoming lights on for me.

Up the stairs I ran, wincing from a
pain in one ankle caused , no doubt, by the parking lot
tackle.

I lit a fire in the old fireplace, ran
a hot tub while I set a tray with Gouda cheese, wine, tomato slices
and crackers. The old bones soaked while I devoured the snack set
on a little table next to the tub, indulging in memories of a few
distant hours in the small town of Gouda. Bob and I had selected a
perfect ball of smoked cheese for two and sat outside on a
spectacular sunny summer afternoon. He sliced fresh tomatoes with
his Boy Scout knife, opened a wine bottle with the cork screw
attachment. The crackers were crisp and we were still young with
many years ahead.

If tears splashed down now,
it was all right. Maybe I didn’t cry enough when he died but who’s
to say? I’m getting to know me. And what became of Bob’s Boy Scout
knife?



I curled up on the couch
facing the fireplace where flickering flames never ceased to lose
their hypnotic charm, almost like endless waves at the beach. There
wasn’t time to allow the seduction to lure me into peace. I
crackled with as much energy as the new log catching
fire.

Tonight I wanted to reread today’s mail
and incorporate appropriate ones in my next column.

“Oh my god!” Here’s one I
missed. John wants me to meet him at Mrs. O’Leary’s Saloon in
Evanston this Friday night at 10:30, shoot pool, have a few beers.
He’ll wear a black shirt with Goofy riding a broomstick.

Don’t think so, John. Thanks
a bunch.

This one
interested me. Sarah Braun, widowed last year, is thinking about
dating. Translation: she’s going out very
soon and needs help. What to eat on the
first date and will he expect me to go all the way just because he
pays for dinner? Dilemmas facing the now
single woman in today’s world. I jotted a
few notes. Food NOT to eat on first-second-third date. No barbequed
ribs, lobster tail with the dripping butter on your chin and
clothes, sweet corn—sticks between teeth, chef’s salad because the
more you eat—the more salad seems to show up in the bowl. I’ve
often wondered if the waiter drops a bucket of lettuce in when
you’re not looking. Order NEAT food. Drink only one glass of
something, preferably wine or Perrier. Carry floss and
toothpaste/brush in your bag. Don’t do anything you don’t want to
do and that includes holding his hand. Of course, if you don’t want
to hold his hand, why are you out with him?

Tired, suddenly I was oh so tired. I
left my dear fans downstairs and trudged up to sleep—and
dream.

 


The pink bustier kicked up long legs
never seen before. It perched on the lop-sided quilt. I heard a
throaty laugh. Who are you? I heard my sleeping voice say. Like an
Etch-a-Sketch drawing, an outline of a woman appeared. Slim arms
extended in a graceful wave, shoulders lifted above the bodice
revealing ample cleavage. Too much bosom, I cried out and like
magic, the cleavage stopped overflowing. Neck arched back, pointy
chin into a heart shaped face framed with long dark hair. Again the
throaty laugh.

 


I woke up the next morning sweaty in a
tangle of sheets and quilt. Post menopausal? No. The dream.
Reaching for a note pad and pen, I drew a recall of the picture in
my dream. She sprang to life. Did I have a pink bustier? No. Did I
take dancing lessons? Yes. What little girl my vintage didn’t. She
was me.

With not
a minute to waste to waste, I was in the shower to wash her out of
my hair and get ready for work. Under the pulsating water, the word
SYMBOL popped into my brain. She’s a symbol of the other part of me
I never knew existed until after Bob died. Oh, oh. Got to keep myself on a short
leash.

When I
folded the quilt, Bob’s Boy Scout knife, rusty with grass and dirt
stuck between the blades, lay in the folds. Sighing, I picked up
the knife, warm to the touch and looked around the room.
Thank you, oh thank you for this gift.
It was a prayer to the powers that be for gift of
inner sight and acceptance bestowed upon me long before I was
born.


 





CHAPTER 10

At last
the second column was put to bed. Signing off with Keep those cards
and letters coming, reader’s o’mine abd, I removed it from the
typewriter and dropped it in my out box.

Time to treat myself to lunch across
the street at Ye Olde Coffee Shoppe. Yes, indeedy. That’s the name
of this restaurant in Fairview, Illinois. Snowflakes fell as I left
the building.



Forty five minutes later, I returned to
find a commotion at my desk. Billy, the office boy, held a dripping
paper from his hand yelling “I didn’t do it.”

Stephanie, a wad of paper in her hand
blotting liquid on top of my desk, yelled back at him. “Then who
else spilled…”

I didn’t hear the rest as I sprinted
toward them. My desk. What was ruined on my desk?

“What happened?” I
said.

They talked at once. “Stop. Billy, you
first. What’s in your hand?” Already I knew the answer. My new
column dripping with…with what? A glance in the wastebasket, sodden
paper towels lumped together and a paper cup of coffee. I never
drank coffee at my desk.

His freckles stood out in a white face.
Clearly Billy was upset and innocent. “It’s not my fault, Carly. I
was collecting from out-boxes for deadline today and yours was all
splashed with coffee. I didn’t do it.”

“I believe you, Billy. The
coffee wasn’t there when I went out for lunch.” Glancing around the
large office, I raised my voice and watched the reaction of Laney
Raven as she tensed and swiveled her chair so her back was turned
toward me. “Someone here left a cup of coffee on my desk, spilled
it on my paper. I don’t know why. If I’ve hurt anyone inadvertently
please talk to me.”

“Stephanie, did you see
anybody around my desk?”

“No,” she said and kept
mopping. “I thought Billy did it. Sorry.”

“Wait a minute, Billy. I
have another copy.” Smug in the knowledge that I’d made three
copies and locked two in a cabinet next to my desk, I withdrew one
and handed it over. “Hurry now so I won’t miss deadline. Don’t want
the Andersons on my back.”

I thanked
Stephanie, used clear water to clean off any sticky residue from
the coffee, and finally sat down. Now
what? An unknown enemy, pretty sure it was
Laney, and I was not about to let this go. Inside, I declared war.
Not like me to get this angry but she better watch her bony butt.
Too jittery to stay, I packed up and made my way
out.

Max Abrams got to his feet and grasped
my hand. A Bassett-faced bull necked man, Max carried a portly
frame with military bearing. This was the first time he’d spoken to
me. His international news coverage and insight was as good as the
big papers coming out of Chicago. “You showed a lot of restraint,
Carly Evans. I had the feeling you were about to chew
nails.”

“Sorry, I never learned
to. Perhaps someday.”

I
slammed through the doors. One of them hit me in the ass. I slid to
the floor, face red. Nice exit,
Carly.

Righting
myself, I made it through the building to my car where I fell
apart. Key, please fit in
the first time. No. It
fell in slush from a melting puddle of snow. Snow fell, backlit by
the tall light poles in the parking lot. I cried. Sometimes the fight was too hard.
And speaking of too hard, familiar strong arms turned me around to
face him. Jerry Donato.

“Hey Ms. Carly, you showed
magnificent control in there.”

I buried my face in his jacket and
cried until tears ran out. “I’m not used to conflict,
Jerry.”

He moved
closer, if possible. I pushed him back, not too far, he was warm,
hot as a matter of fact, and masculine. No, no. Short leash, my little voice cried.

He
lifted my chin and I said, “What’s your favorite
movie?”

“Casablanca,” he said and
puckered his lips for a kiss.

Common sense took hold. “Let’s have
coffee across the street.” I knew he was disappointed, but flirting
with him was way out of line and one of my favorite movies is Scent
of a Woman. Guaranteed he made that up to please me.

We sat in a booth at the back of the
empty coffee shop. The flurry of snow ended; lunch crowd gone back
to wherever. The lull of mid afternoon. I ordered tea with lemon
from the bored waitress who perked up when she noticed my
companion.

“Coffee, tea, me?” She
grinned.

“Hey, Roxanne. Lookin’
good. I’ll have black coffee and a sweet roll.”

He reached for my hand across the
table. “Someone’s out to get you. How can I help?”

Music to my ears. “Any idea who’s
behind this?”

“Can’t swear to it but
Laney Raven is probably the one. She’s been here two years going
from one position to another step up each time. Slept with every
guy here to win points.”

“Even
Max?” Max was married, an older gentleman, former Marine, brilliant
analyst of international news. A guy,
after all.

“Yeah. Why not? Everyone
but Tommy; he just started a few weeks ago. Laney wanted the
feature spot so bad she could taste it and then you showed
up.”

I shook my head. “Damn, damn, damn. If
it’s Laney, she’s a sad woman to sell herself short.”

“You’d never sleep around
to get ahead.”

“No, Jerry. Never. Thanks
for telling me about her. Poor kid.” I glanced across the table to
find him staring at me. “What?”

“What about you and
me?”

He wasn’t going to let me off the hook
without squirming. “As much as I enjoy your company, I must say
there is no you and me…except as friends.”

The waitress came with our coffee and
tea. She bustled about, needlessly fussing as if preparing a feast.
She slipped her phone number on his sweet roll plate before
sashaying back to the kitchen.

“She’s pretty.”

“Yeah,” he said, biting
into the glazed roll. “About the problem. We’ll keep a
look-out.”

He paid for the snack, tipped Roxanne
and walked me to my car. Before I got in, before I had a chance to
say no, Jerry Donato crushed me in a bear hug, full body press and
kissed me--tongue and all. He was gone before I could knee him in
the groin. Nothing left but the echo of his size twelve shoes
hurrying across the parking lot.

I stood there, snow flurries swirling
around my head as I laughed and wondered if all jobs have the same
intrigue and back stabbing.


 





CHAPTER 11

The week passed uneventfully if I
didn’t count erotic dreams with my alter ego in the pink bustier
showing up more frequently, thoughts of all the men at the
newspaper taking numbers to have sex with Laney Raven, and
wondering when the other shoe would drop as to the
vandal.

A bag with double the amount of fan
mail showed up Monday morning in response to advice on dating and
everything else in the column. Flushed with success, I opened each
one with loving care, kept track of names and addresses, and sat
back to read and savor them.

Hey abd-who the hell you
tink you are? I eat what I want and niver had no truble gittin
dates. Course I’m nuts. Luv ya, babe. See ya next week.

Must be a joke, I thought and set it
aside, hoping for the best—expecting the worst.

Abd—about your advice to
get a dog, I got one. Took him for a walk on Saturday afternoon
hoping to meet a guy with a dog. He had a little dog, like a hot
dog-dog. My dog sniffed him all over, decided he didn’t need
mustard and ate him. So much for your great advice. I’m thinking
about suing you. My pit bull Zeus says thanks for lunch.

I held
my head and massaged the temples. Oh my god. Is this crazy or
what? Please let there be some decent
letters in this small stack of mail. Sure enough, after the two
crazies, the next batch was interesting. Some asked for advice,
some made comments about living alone and gave advice. Both men and
women wrote. Gratified to know I was doing some good, I worked ‘til
one and decided to run across the street for a
sandwich.

When I
passed Max Abrams’ desk where a smiling photograph of his wife and
children was displayed, I shivered. Who
was I to judge but I didn’t believe in adultery. He nodded a friendly greeting. I nodded in
return.

The back of my neck prickled as I
passed desk after desk. Guys with shirt sleeves rolled up, typing
fast and furious; women on the phones or typing. File cabinets
banging shut. The noise level seemed unusually high today or maybe
it was me, on edge expecting something to happen.

I assessed the situation at the
swinging doors. Why stay at the office when I was free to work at
home without pressure? Back to my desk, pack up and get the hell
out, I thought, in words containing four letters or
less.

 


An hour
later, I struggled up my slippery stairs laden with groceries. Two
perilous trips back and forth to the car to retrieve everything and
drive the car around back to the garage. Bob always meant to build
a covered walkway from the garage to the house. Too late, Bobby. I stopped in my
tracks. Literally. My snow boot tracks crisscrossed all over the
place. It’s not too late for me to have it
built. Cal Jefferson’s just the carpenter to call.
Briefcase and handbag tucked under one arm, I
opened the car door, slammed it shut and found myself doing a
perfect cheerleader split on the ice with my fifty year old body.
I’d pay for this tonight.


 





CHAPTER 12

The girlfriends tramped up the sanded
steps at six o’clock. Sarge and Jesse-girl did their doggie dance
in vain. No food came through the door. Entering without knocking
as always, they came empty handed since my message said this time
we’d be dining on take-out from our favorite Chinese restaurant, my
treat. I’d finished rereading the fan mail, cooked aching bones in
a hot bath and needed a powwow regarding the vandal at the
newspaper office. My problems would have to wait from the looks on
their faces.

“What’s going on?” I said
and Cindy burst into tears.

Jana spoke up, red lips set in a tight
line. “Cindy thinks Carl is having an affair.”

What in
the world? Cindy’s Carl? Unthinkable.

“Why would you think such
a thing, Cindy?” I said.

Myrna gave me a look to shut me up.
“Cindy thinks, only thinks, Carl is seeing another woman
because…”

“Because,” Cindy said,
“he’s always home at five-thirty and the past two weeks he’s been
late.”

“How late?” I
said.

“Half an hour. And he says
he has a headache when I want to make love.”

Jana said, “That’s my
line.”

“Not funny. When the kids
go to sleep, Carl and I always…”

I don’t know if the others heard it
but that got my attention. Hesitating for just a moment, I cleared
my throat. “Cindy honey, your kids are all grown up. No one lives
at home with you and Carl anymore, right?”

Bewildered, Cindy glanced at each of
us. “Did I say when the kids go to sleep?” We all nodded. “I’m
losing it. I’ve been so nervous…” She trailed off.

“Maybe he’s sick.” Myrna
took charge. “Has he complained of pains or needing to see a
doctor? That could explain a change in behavior.”

Cindy’s rosy complexion drained of
color. “I better go home.” She headed to the door, ran back for
keys and handbag and then she was gone.

The three of us looked at each
other.

Jana said, “If he’s not sick, I’ll
kill him.”

“Oh Jana, you’re as
worried as we are.” Myrna, the eternal peacemaker
murmured.

I had a flash of them in bed, Carl
protesting too much. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

The door chimes rang. My friends froze
in a tableau. I don’t know who they expected; I knew it must Chan,
the delivery man bearing renowned Chinese delicacies. The dogs got
in everyone’s way hoping to be invited to dinner. The ritual of
setting the table, opening cartons and passing them around,
restored normalcy. Exotic seasonings scented the air as we dug in.
Except for the click of chopsticks, dinner was quiet.

The phone rang. I answered. It was
Cindy. “What?” I listened and hung up.

I clung to some inner strength before
speaking. “Carl has prostate cancer.”

We stared at each other in stunned
silence. After a minute, Jana reached into her black leather bag
for a notebook. She made a note. “I have contacts at major
hospitals in Chicago. Carl must see the best specialist in the city
right away.”

“Cindy said they’re going
to see a top doctor in the city tomorrow. He was planning to tell
her tonight.”

Myrna bowed her head in prayer. When
she finished, she reached out and we bumped fists like in the old
days before going to cheer for the home team. “This calls for some
serious cheers.”

I took a deep breath and suggested we
have coffee or tea.

They wanted wine and so did I. Another
short ritual while Jana brought the glasses over, Myrna opened cold
Chardonnay, and I poured.

We toasted best wishes to Carl and
Cindy with the first sip.

My unknown vandal seemed like a blip
on a radar screen compared to what was happening with Cindy and
Carl.

As if she read my mind, Myrna said,
“Was there a specific reason you called for tonight’s
get-together?”

“It’s too trivial compared
to cancer,” I said.

Jana tossed her notebook in the black
leather handbag and glanced up. “What’s too trivial?” She studied
my face. “Carly Joy, something’s going on with you so ‘fess
up.”

When Jana got the down home speech
going, I had no choice but to ‘fess up.

Painting a verbal picture of the
office, I said, “From day one there was gossip about me being
hired.”

Jana lifted an elegant
eyebrow.

“Apparently, someone
resented me—a nobody in journalism—hired to write a feature column
when others with seniority wanted the spot. Then came the “Bitch”
letter, I called all of you about that, followed by the second
column with coffee spilled on it, and more gossip pointing toward a
woman reporter who supposedly hates me. The word from a reliable
source is she also slept with all the other reporters, just the
men—I think, to get ahead. I’m the new guy and don’t know anything
for sure. Now I’m on edge waiting for the other shoe to
drop.”

“Any allies?” Myrna
said.

Color
rose in my cheeks. Do I really want to
‘fess up about Jerry Donato?

“I think you’re
stalling.”

We know
each other so well. “I guess I am stalling
but here comes the funny part. There’s a hot reporter covering
national news, Jerry Donato. He appears to have a lech for me. And
here’s the catch, kids. I think he’s about thirty five or so.” I
sipped some wine and watched for a reaction.

Jana leaned in close, elbows on the
table, not concerned with wrinkling her black silk shirt. “Thirty
five years old? I’m salivating already. Tell us more.”

Myrna untied the scarf on her head
releasing a mass of curly auburn hair. “You’re a disgrace, Jana.
You, a married woman wanting to hear about a hunk lusting after our
friend. Carly, tell us more or we’ll torture you.”

I looked at my dearest friends
pressing me for office foolishness and sighed. “This doesn’t feel
right, talking about inconsequential issues when Cindy and Carl are
facing a major health crisis.”

Jana said, “You showed us the way,
Carly.”

“What way?”

“Even when we were kids,
you always used humor to help us through any bumps in the
road.”

Myrna nodded. “Oh yeah. Sometimes I
wanted to wallow in sadness over not getting an A or a date and
you’d say something hopeful and funny to snap me out of it. You
were our cheerleader before the four of us became
cheerleaders.”

“I got through law school
with your words in my head. ‘You can be whatever you want to be.’
That and sex with a professor or two did the job,” Jana
said.

“Sex with professors?
Shocking,” Myrna said. “You just ruined your bad
reputation.”

“I said that? Be whatever
you want to be?”

“Yes.”

“Me, who spouted words of
wisdom, then quit college, had a bunch of kids, and became a home
engineer.”

Myrna and Jana sang together, “And
baby, look at you now.”

“And don’t forget the
wonderful children’s books you wrote and got published. Add that to
your credits please,” Jana said. “Damn good those
books.”

We giggled, almost with the old
camaraderie, the specter of Cindy and Carl present; Myrna and I had
another glass of Chardonnay and Jana, the designated driver, had
Perrier. I regaled them with Jerry Donato’s full body press and
kiss with tongue action. Jana wanted his phone number.

In the middle of laughing, I
remembered I needed advice about the unknown perp.

“Any suggestions about
what to do if the bad stuff continues?”

“Send out an all points
bulletin or offer a reward, dust for fingerprints?” Myrna said.
“It’s the wine talking. I’m feeling silly.”

“Keep an eye out for
anyone suspicious. Ask lover boy to do the same. She may wait a
while before striking again. Shakespeare said it best. ‘Hell hath
no fury like a woman scorned.’ Don’t know if the saying applies
here but why not?” Jana pushed away from the table, turned in my
direction and flashed a grin. “How are Julie and Mike getting
along? The firm is eager to bring that smart young man on
board.”

I got lost for a moment as thoughts of
my only daughter washed over me, her first baby expected in a
couple of months. Julie, strong, independent, not asking for
anything. Julie and Mike, complete in each other. I looked up and
there were my friends, waiting for an answer.

“They’re so tight
together. A team. Julie’s due in two months. We call, she sends
pictures of her growth. She’s determined to log as many credit
hours toward her Master’s degree before the birth. Mike’s almost
ready for the law boards. It’s a girl. I told you, didn’t
I?”

Laughing, Myrna said, “Yes, we’re all
looking forward to being great aunts. My prediction.” Her graceful
hands waved in a magical gesture. “Julie Beth and Michael will have
a whole batch of kids. All girls.”

“That’s a lot of tampons,”
Jana said.

“If it
weren’t for you all, I’d be floundering now. Instead I have a
career, a stalker, a column to write.” And
the deepest secret love of my life. They’d
be stunned if I ever told them.

“And a possible young
lover.” Jana snapped her designer handbag shut. “Keep in touch.
Let’s saddle up, Myrna.”

I called
after them, “Never happen, kids. Too young. He doesn’t even know
the same songs we know.” And Bob would
never allow it.

What a night. Four different women. A
lifetime of closeness and love. I’m a lucky woman, I thought, and
once again climbed the stairs alone and not alone.

 



CHAPTER 13

The long course of treatment began for
Carl and between them, Cindy and Carl decided to keep his health
issues private. All we could do was offer help. Cindy turned us
down, she had their needs covered. Their wishes came first and we,
the closest friends, respected them. Frustration and worry set in.
We were in deep discussion over a quick lunch.

“Since when have the four
of us kept anything from each other?” said Myrna.

Inwardly I cringed at the
memory of certain events I’d kept from my friends. I feared they’d
scoff and think it was my imagination. Especially the way Bob kept
appearing at the edge of the woods at times when I looked out the
windows wrapped in the quilt I’d made from his shirts. Not Bob the
way he was before he died. And so often in my dreams. How can I
describe the indescribable? No, they’d think I was losing it.
Probably Jana and Myrna had their own private secrets.

I
said, “Carl and
Cindy’s issues are far different,” and
picked at an unending chef’s salad vowing never to order one
again.

Jana said she could find a way to
ferret information from an attractive young intern on the staff
where Carl was being treated. Myrna and I almost shouted NO! And so
it went. Myrna elected herself as spokesperson to at least get a
weekly update from Cindy. We hugged and parted to resume the day.
My head ached with all the talking. Work would be an escape. Little
did I guess what lay ahead.

 


Moving On was becoming popular
evidenced by the amount of mail I received every week and I found
many letters to be touching. Reading them made me understand why
people confide in hairdressers, barbers, or better—the anonymous
bartender or radio call-in, or…someone who writes a column. It was
about keeping a distance from people who know and care about you.
And maybe, just maybe, getting an objective opinion to a personal
problem. Like the one in today’s batch.

Dear ABD,

My wife went to the store
last week and never came home. I’m a recently retired cop, ashamed
to admit she’s gone missing because maybe she just got tired of our
life –me working long hours for years and now suddenly home
underfoot all day—maybe she left me for some other guy more fun,
more romantic. I don’t know. Using all my skills without alerting
anyone, I still have no idea where she is. Should I talk to someone
at the precinct in confidence? Don’t print this. Answer by using
the word Searching.

Thanking you in advance,
Searching

PS.

Almost none of the above is
true. Sorry. I wanted to catch your interest. I’ve been reading
your column since it began and like the way you cut to the
chase.

I’m a police detective and
an author. I’m writing a novel dealing with the scenario as
outlined above. I’d appreciate having a cup of coffee with you one
evening after work because I’m stuck on where my character should
go with his problem and think you might have some helpful
insight.

If this isn’t too much of
an imposition, please call 312-845-4210. Ask for Detective
Buchanan.

Sincerely,

Riley Buchanan

I read and reread this letter. Oh my.
He caught, grabbed my interest. Dilemma. To meet or not to meet.
Why bother on one hand. Sounds too interesting to pass up and kind
of flattering at the same time. Meet at the book shop where there’s
always a singles crowd on Thursday trying to arrange dates for the
weekend. Not that I’m interested in dating, heaven forbid. I’d
sworn off seeking comfort in strangers since impending Granny-hood
but the prospect of an author interested in my ideas might be too
good to pass up.

I dug a penny from the mess at the
bottom of my handbag and flipped the coin. It twirled too high and
rolled to the edge of my desk, perched precariously then dropped to
the floor rolling under my chair. Swell. Heads I call him, tails,
well I still might call. Heads. Hunting around for the coin, I
found five paper clips, a couple of tangled rubber bands, and there
was the coin. Heads up. Dusting off my clothes, I finished my
column and made the call.

 


This week’s column has to
do with giving back to the community any specialties you’ve
acquired over the years. For instance, you’re a woman who raised a
family now grown and moved away. You have time on your hands and
feel no one needs you anymore. How about volunteering to hold
infants in the nursery at the local hospital, read to confined
children, or just go over and offer your services telling the
person in charge what your specialties are. There is also a Welcome
Committee at O’Hare Airport needing volunteers. Lots of
possibilities. The important thing is to stop feeling sorry for
yourself and give back. You’ll be happy you did.

Here’s another thought.
You’re a business person with computer skills. Your company has
retired you yet you have so much knowledge to share. Call the local
library or Senior Center regarding a class you might teach. Write
to me for more ideas about scrubbing the rust off valuable
skills.

Searching for a new place
to meet and greet? The word is out that others are of the same
mind. Try the renovated Old/What’s New Book Shop in Fairview on
Main Street . Thursday’s at six is when the fun begins. Live music.
Coffee bar highly recommended.

Keep those cards and
letters coming, dear reader. ABD

 


I added some simpler replies to
letters regarding dating protocol after widowhood and divorce. The
readers never got enough of learning what I had to say about that
topic as if I were a guru. They should only know the mistakes I’d
made with no one to guide me. Me, old jump in the sack Carly, until
I wised up.

 


Indeed, Riley was at the number he’d
left. I said I’d wear a long red scarf over my coat. His reply was,
“Not a red carnation between your teeth?” Cute.

Definitely not one of my smarter
moves, I thought as I maneuvered through the slush Thursday evening
at 5:45. December in the Mid West. My car was safe in the lot at
work, destination book shop only three blocks north. I wore a power
red jacket, black jeans and black turtleneck. Over everything, a
belted black cashmere coat, a long red cashmere scarf and gloves.
High heel black leather boots completed the outfit. I was on my way
to meet Detective First Class Riley Buchanan.

Jana double checked his creds for me
just to be safe. That girl knew everyone. And she knew where I was
going, what time and all the particulars. I also left a note on my
desk to advise anyone looking for me that I’d be at the Book Shop.
Safe meeting, I called it. All bases covered. Uh huh. I wasn’t
prepared for the man himself.

Tugging at the solid oak door, I
lurched through and almost collided with wide shoulders, taller
than me, hunk of grown-up manhood. His ruddy face wrinkled into a
wide grin as he lifted the edge of my runaway red scarf from his
mug of coffee. A strong hand wrung the tips dry through paper
napkins pulled from under the mug.

“Sorry. I had a fight with
the door and the door won.”

“There. No damage,” he
said in a rich Irish brogue. “Name’s Riley Buchanan.”

Newcomers jostled their way past us
giving him wide berth. He steered me toward a small table for
two.

Regaining my composure, I walked
toward the cloak room and hung up my coat, taking time to catch my
breath.

Bent over the table, another coffee
mug in one hand, creamer and sugar bowl in the other, it wasn’t
until Riley Buchanan straightened that I caught the full force of
his blue eyes.

“Nice jacket. Red becomes
you,” Riley said. “Didn’t know what you liked with your coffee so I
brought a bit of everything.”

Still flustered, I sat down at the
small table. “Thanks so much. Have you been here
before?”

“No. I read about it in
Moving On.” A broad grin this time and blue eyes crinkled at the
corners. “Your name, please?”

“Carly Evans,” I said,
extending my hand for the traditional greeting. Instinct took over.
I had watched enough reporters interview to jump in with another
question. “Are you meeting someone here?”

He threw his head back and laughed.
“Are you always so direct?”

“No time
to waste, I always say.” I never say
that.

“Why do you
ask?”

The noise level in the shop rose with
meet and greeters; a trio of musicians wearing red bow ties tuned
up. This place had become a hot spot in little old Fairview. I
wondered if mentioning it in the column again boosted
business.

Leaning forward to talk over the din,
I was casual, almost flippant. “The way you introduced yourself
right away.”

Now Riley leaned so far forward our
foreheads almost touched. Electric shocks filled the
space.

“Yes, I am. Blew my cover
in the first minute or two. My turn. What are you in real life,
Carly Evans?”

I promised myself not to look sideways
to the left, a sure sign of a lie. No biggie. Pick something. I
pulled out what’s known as the widow card.

“A widow,” I said,
stirring sweetener in the mug.

A tilt of his head with another
question. “That’s a profession?”

“Um, not
really.” Cut to the chase and get it over
with.

He ran a finger around his turtleneck
collar in an attempt to loosen it. He lifted his hand and combed
his fingers through thick wavy reddish brown hair tinged with gray.
His chair was suddenly next to mine and we were nose to
nose.

“And you are ABD,” he
whispered in my ear.

Now my
cover was blown.

The trio announced a James Taylor
medley and began to play Sweet Baby James, a song about lost life,
and skies and sea. For just a moment I was swept back to a time of
fumbling with guitar chords and dreaming of songs.

“What do the initials
stand for?”

His question brought me back to the
reality of why we were here. Those blue eyes were impossible to
refuse. “After Bob Died,” I said. “To date, I’ve kept my name
private. Are you really an author?”

The deep breath he inhaled then
exhaled, smelled of testosterone mingled with peppermint. “I am.”
His face reddened. “I have a secret and promise not to tell yours
if you keep mine. Okay?”

Interest piqued, I said, “Let’s hear
it.”

“I’ve been writing romance
novels for several years under the name of Pandora Sweet.” When I
didn’t laugh, he continued. “I’m in the middle of my first mystery
and got stuck. I had this idea to write to you and get advice as if
it were true.”

We did a stare down and neither of us
blinked but we did laugh. His aura of greens spiked to
blues.

Inside me, I enjoyed the health and
heightened awareness he expressed and safe came to mind. Yes, safe
and fun. Good colors to allow into my life.

“Let’s talk about your
story,” I said as he removed a notebook, opened it and we began day
one of a collaboration.

We tossed ideas back and forth like a
softball; I suggested his protagonist use a detective agency if
privacy was needed and did he have a close friend at the station he
might confide in or… and he cut in with other what if’s. Before too
long, an outline of possibilities formed and Riley suggested
dinner. We’d spent an hour and a half becoming friends comfortable
working together.

A glance at my watch told me it was
time for dinner and we walked over to a Ristorante Italiano, a
block away. Riley had perfect manners, courtly even, and we ordered
antipasto, pasta primavera, and fine red wine. Not my favorite but
I went with the flow. Chardonnay didn’t seem to be the wine du
jour. Conversation between us became minimal and I attributed it to
the noise level in the restaurant; waiters running back and forth,
and singing musicians who strolled among the tables.

Afterward, he escorted me back to the
newspaper parking lot, we shook hands like old friends and said
goodnight. He thanked me for all the help and my time. As the car
warmed up and I observed his muscular shape fade away in the night,
I was vaguely disappointed. When we first met, his good looks and
energy were appealing and I thought, well, I thought this might be,
uh something special. And here I sat, pondering why he didn’t ask
to see me again or? Had I lost my sex appeal at fifty? Am I doomed
to attract a kid like Jerry Donato or what? Ah well.

I drove home thinking about
priorities. I hadn’t heard from the vandal in many weeks and my
guard was down. Better watch it, I thought. And time was moving on
for Julie. Granny-hood approached. Concentrate on column, prayers
for Cindy and Carl. Maybe Riley would call for another
collaboration meeting. It was exciting, stimulating. Visions of
pink bustier danced in my head. No, it just didn’t ring true
somehow. Not with Riley Buchanan. I made a mental note to check on
books written by Pandora Sweet. What a pseudonym. If I opened it,
would a can of worms spill out?


 





CHAPTER 14

What the hell? Someone had gotten hold
of the note I’d left last night and torn it to bits leaving the
mess strewn across my desk. My letter opener had been used to slash
several lines through the desk top. It lay bent in the debris. I
sank into my chair. She, whoever she is, wants me to know she hates
me. This time I dialed Riley Buchanan. Time to call in a marker. I
helped him out last night. He agreed to come over in an hour. His
entrance in the news office turned heads. Women and men. Zeroing in
on me, Riley cut a path to my desk.

“You’re distressed, Carly.
Where can we talk in private?”

I led the hunk detective to a side
room and closed the door. We sat. This time, I poured the coffee
and filled him in on the whole story from the day I was hired
almost three months ago.

“The stabs to your desk
mean the vandal’s anger is escalating. I’ll have Forensics come
over and dust for fingerprints. My educated guess is he or she
probably used gloves.”

“Everyone touches my desk
for one reason or another. Just take the letter opener and paper
with you and do your cop stuff. I don’t want to create more of a
scene than it is.”

Riley did that lean toward me ‘til our
foreheads meet thing he did at the Book Shop where electric shocks
happened. Sure enough, a few sparks flew. He grinned.

“Are ye tellin’ me how ta
run me business then?” he said, an Irish twinkle in his blue
eyes.

“Uh, yes.” I had to laugh.
“Is there anything else you can suggest to watch out
for?”

“It just so happens that a
surveillance camera might do the job. I can get a technician over
tonight, after hours, to install an available one and the next
time, we’ll catch the perp in action.”

“An available
one?”

He glanced around to see if anyone was
listening. “The department has a surplus. I’ll sign for
one.”

“Sounds perfect to me.” I
inhaled his sweet peppermint aroma and plunged right in. “And what
might I do for you to return the favor, Detective?” A leading
question.

“I need another
collaboration. Last night’s outline set me on a good path and I
have a few more thoughts to bounce about.” Again, he grinned. A
dimple magically appeared in his right cheek. “Might you be
available after Smitty finishes installing the camera? Say around
nine? Stay at the office while he works and I’ll pick you up when
he leaves.”

A date, I wonder? Kind of. “Okay. He
can come in at six. Friday everyone leaves early. I’ll wait for
him.”

After taking pictures of the gouges
and collecting the torn papers and opener, Riley raised his
eyebrows at Jerry Donato, who all but swung from the light fixture
to catch a glimpse at what was going on. I introduced the men.
Jerry looked puffed up enough to be an alpha male ready to protect
his mate until they shook hands. I said Jerry was my friend and
Riley told him briefly about the camera to be installed. Riley
left, Jerry’s feathers settled and I went to the ladies
room.

I almost
said, “No comment,” when inundated with questions about the hunk
from the women. I smiled a secret smile, it was a secret to me as well, and
called him a friend.

 


Dressed in softer colors tonight, a
satin ruffled front blue blouse, ivory tapered pants and shoe
boots, my long hair brushed straight, I thought I looked fairly
good. Smitty, the installer, worked fast and finished in two hours.
With an hour to kill, I walked over to the library down the street.
For a change, the weather was almost balmy, dry streets, no
precipitation in store for a few minutes. I searched in the Romance
section for Pandora Sweet. And there they were; a bunch of worn
paperbacks lined up. I pulled one out and sat down to read for a
few minutes. No picture of the author. Just a long list of titles.
This one was titled First Kiss.

 


Page One.

When Chastity finished dressing for
the party, mama hugged her and said, “Remember honey, when the
children want to play Spin the Bottle, just say no. Tell them you
are not allowed.” Chastity nodded. She would say yes to anything
her mother said just to get the hell out of the damn house. Mama
tightened the pink bow in Chastity’s hair and waved
goodnight.

“Good fuckin’ night,” she
cursed under her breath, racing down the steps, the bow already
untied and in her purse next to a pack of condoms. Claire, as she
was known to her friends, stopped to slip her pink panties off and
sighed in relief. Now the tiger striped thongs she wore underneath
let the breeze in where it counted. Spin the Bottle, my ass, Claire
laughed and slid into the waiting convertible and into the arms of
Leonardo Romano.

 


I gulped. Whoa. This is Pandora Sweet?
I checked the cover. Oh yes, it is and still page one. I didn’t
think romance novels were supposed to read like this but Pandora
Sweet was doing all right. Sweet old biddy that she is. Maybe this
is a slightly different genre and they lumped it in with romance. I
checked it out to read more at home, for investigative purposes, of
course. No wonder Riley wanted this to be a deep dark
secret.

What in the world am I reading, I
wondered? And where is this going? There’s an evil quality and a
mystery about it. Concealing the book at the bottom of my handbag I
hurried to meet my date.

Again, we crashed into each other at
the swinging doors to the newsroom.

Riley rubbed his shoulder where I
bumped into him. “We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” he said
laughing.

“How did you get
in?”

“Showed my badge to
security. Opens every door. Smitty did good work. Did he show you
how to use it?”

“No. Jerry Donato said
he’d take care of the tape.”

“Good. Let’s
go.”

Walking toward the entrance of the
great old building, our reflections shone in the mirror close to
the door. Riley stopped and turned to face me. “You look pretty
tonight.”

“Thanks.” So do
you.

The Book Shop band was in full swing.
I detected the sweet smell of marijuana and from the twitch of
Riley’s nose, so did he. He chose to ignore it. Selecting a small
table as far from others as possible, he dropped his notebook on
the small table and said he’d be right back. I settled in,
disturbed by thoughts of the book, First Kiss, burning a hole in my
handbag and wondered who exactly was the man with me
tonight.

He returned, a glass of Chardonnay in
one hand, red wine in the other. A waiter followed with a snack
tray of potato shells, chicken wings, and miniature wrapped hot
dogs. Riley dug in.

“No time for dinner,” he
said between bites. “How about you?”

“I’m okay, thanks.” I
wasn’t okay, much too troubled so I sipped the wine and waited.
Finally, I couldn’t hold back and blurted that I went to the
library and read the first two pages of First Kiss and was
completely mystified by it.

Unperturbed, Riley finished whatever
he was eating, wiped his hands and said, “As you read, you’ll
discover that Chrissy recently returned from a long term facility
for addiction. She had taken LSD along with other drugs and lost a
portion of her memory. She comes back into a society she knows
nothing about except what she’s learned from other kids with
addictions. Her morals are totally screwed up, her parents live in
another time zone believing their little girl will come back pure
and innocent. It’s a dark tale.”

I shook my head to clear it. “Then why
is it in the Romance section?”

“A mistake. After that
story, I began to write cozy romance and some lusty as well. You
happened to pick the wrong one.”

I had another question and went with
it. “Are you married?”

Those blue eyes gazed deep into mine.
“No.”

“Have you ever
been?”

His chest rose and fell, clearly
taking his time. “Once upon a long, long time ago.”

“Sorry I’m so nosy. May I
ask one more question?”

He gave me the saddest smile but it
never reached his eyes. “You are nosy and yes. This is the last
one, please.”

“Any children?”

His aura changed with each question
and now pain registered. I had forced him to a shadow place where
he didn’t want light to shine. I wanted to take back the question.
Too late. Pandora’s box was almost empty.

Pushing away the food, Riley emptied
the wine glass in one swallow and set it down. “A daughter. She
killed herself. First Kiss is about her.”

I wanted to embrace him, to soothe and
help the anguish relived in this book shop with a band playing The
Eagles “Hotel California” as people laughed, smoked joints, and
made out in dark corners. Instead I stroked his hand and hoped some
magical heat from me would be of comfort. His brow smoothed, tears
that never fell dried, and after a long while, we both were
calm.

“I like men,” I said,
surprising myself by the admission.

Blue eyes sparkled into mine. “So do
I,” he said.

My intuitive mystery solved, smoke
cleared from our relationship. We were on the way to becoming good
friends.


 





CHAPTER 15

Two weeks passed with no action from
the vandal. Jerry checked on the tape to make sure; my good friend
Riley and I continued to collaborate on his story. He came up with
bizarre ideas straying from our outline and we had laughs over the
one where the protagonist found his wife in the upright freezer
holding an axe dripping with blood. He almost felt comfortable
enough to introduce me to his significant other but not quite. The
word from Cindy was more upbeat. So far, so good.

 


I stopped for a sandwich to bring in
for lunch one cold snowy day. Back at the office, I brushed more
snow flurries from my new gray wool pants. It was difficult to keep
up with the weather before winter settled in. Each day brought
either hail, sleet, or snow flurries, and sometimes everyone’s
favorite, freezing rain. The Mid West just before blizzards. What
to wear to the office was always a challenge. Black, dark or light
gray, uh more black. Oh, navy blue. Almost forgot.

Eat at my desk or in the coffee room?
Choices. The desk won. I couldn’t wait to bite into the sandwich
and read more letters. Fan mail increased week by week. I kicked
off my heels and plopped into the leather chair brought from home.
Something sticky clung to my new pants. I stood, touched my rear
end and checked my hand now covered with what? Brown and gooey. I
smelled it. Peanut butter. Someone had thrown a giant glob of
peanut butter on my chair. I yelled, “Jerry.” Riley was on vacation
or I’d have called him, too.

He ran over. “What
happened?”

“Someone did this while I
was out.” I pointed to the chair and my pants, fighting back tears
and anger. “Quick, check the tape.”

“How long were you
out?

“About a half hour. One to
one thirty, give or take.”

He removed the tape and hurried to a
monitor on his desk hooked up for display. We watched. Meanwhile a
buzz went around the office that we were on to something. Jerry
waved away anyone who approached. We waited. A woman walked into
the frame with something in one hand. She leaned over as if papers
dropped on the floor and stopped to pick them up but it was clearly
visible when she placed the mess on my chair. Loosely wrapped in
plastic, the peanut butter slid off. Her hands were clean. A smile
crossed her lips and she moved away.

“It’s not Laney Raven.”
Jerry appeared to be stunned.

“Why Rebecca Seymour?”
Bewildered and hurt, I turned off the monitor. “I thought she liked
me.”

“I’ll hook this up in the
conference room and call her in. You can ask her.”

“Me? I don’t do
confrontations. I do nice.”

“See how nice you feel
when you clean off those new pants. Looks like you cut the tags off
this morning and they fit great.” He grimaced and green eyes
narrowed. “We’ve played pranks on each other in this office but
never anything vicious. Go on. Take this and cover your uh,
backside.” He handed over a legal pad. “Go on.”

I had to
pass Rebecca’s desk on the way to the bathroom. What stupidity. Why did I ever think I’d fit in a workplace
with hostile people hoping I’d fall on my face? Stephanie fell in step close behind my soggy behind. A
friendly presence.

“I keep a spare set of
clothes in my locker. Maybe something will fit,” she
whispered.

After my pants were pulled down below
the hip, Stephanie had me sit on a bench like a little kid, legs
straight out while she pulled off the pants. Laid out on the floor,
they appeared to be ruined. Oil from the peanut butter had seeped
and spread into the fabric. The glob resembled poop.

“Ruined?” I
said.

“Ya think? Beautiful
pants. You buy retail?”

“Sure did.
Yesterday.”

“Make the bitch reimburse.
Still have the receipt?”

“Uh huh.”

“I warned you to stay away
from Laney.”

“It wasn’t
her.”

Stephanie’s eyes widened. “No
shit?”

A toilet flushed and she motioned for
me to be quiet. We hurried to her locker where blue jeans and
sweats were stored. I tried the jeans. Whoa—my right and left
ovaries joined in the middle of my abdomen and got
acquainted.

Stephanie crowed. “Gorgeous. Fits
perfect.”

“If you’re not into
breathing. Let’s see the sweats.”

Not traditional regular sweats for
Stephanie. No. These were flaming pink jersey with Tastee written
in sparkles across the butt and huge numbers embroidered down the
legs. They fit but not by much and hung well below the navel. My
navel has seen better days. I tugged my conservative gray cashmere
sweater down as far as it would stretch, draped my coat over the
shoulders and left the locker room. Stephanie said she’d wrap my
pants, what we now called the evidence, in a bag and leave it at my
desk. What a pal.

Bolstered by friendship and tight
sparkly sweats, I marched back to Jerry’s desk where he was in a
heated conversation with Rebecca. Flames were about to erupt when I
arrived. He escorted the two of us into the conference room for a
private showing of the surveillance tape. Obviously, Rebecca didn’t
know what was coming or she would have headed for the
hills.

“What is this all about,
Carly? I’m too busy to waste time with both of you.”

Her eyes blinked rapidly behind the
big glasses she favored and I noticed perspiration break out on her
forehead.

“Someone’s been sabotaging
Carly’s work and in general making her uncomfortable in our happy
home at Fairview Weekly. A detective friend of hers decided to set
up a surveillance camera trained on her desk in an effort to find
out who dunnit, so to speak.”

Rapid breathing from Rebecca, and then
she sank into a chair.

“Today we caught this
action.” He pressed the On button, tape rolled and Rebecca Seymour
made her movie debut.

For a few moments the room was still
while the tape continued to roll. Carly getting comfortable in the
chair, jumping up to feel the mess, smelling it and shouting for
Jerry. He entered the scene, indistinguishable murmuring between
both of them and click. Over.

“Well?” Jerry
said.

Shaken, Rebecca huddled in the chair,
no longer the bright laughing woman I met the first day. The one
who planted the idea about Laney Raven’s jealousy; shrunken and
appearing much older than the forty years she claimed to
be.

“Why?” Carly said. “Why
would you undermine my work and, and, do something so disgusting?
It’s like a sophomore dare to see if you could get away with
it.”

Over Rebecca’s bent head, gray roots
showing in her brown hair, Jerry asked me to call the Andersons in
to view the tape. They were aware of a problem but didn’t know the
havoc it caused for me, their new columnist.

“Not yet. I want Rebecca
to tell us why. And we’re wasting time. Jerry has work to do and so
do I. I’m sure you have things to do unless you want to clean out
your desk without an explanation and get the hell out. Once the
Andersons see the tape, you’re history with no
recommendation.”

The tear streaked face lifted and a
look of defiance replaced sadness.

“When you,” she stabbed a
finger toward Carly, “first walked in, I felt it in my gut. I
thought, that’s it. They’ll hire this twit who knows nothing about
writing and journalism while I, who knows more than you will,”
again with the finger, “ever know, I will go nowhere with this
rinky dink rag of a paper.” As she shrieked the last few words, the
Andersons marched in.

Bruce said, “What’s this about a
rinky…”

“dink rag of a paper,”
Grace finished.

The room heated up with all the
emotions flying. I, the injured party, became the watcher, as Jerry
rode over Rebecca’s ravings until she yelled the words ‘book deal’
and ‘publisher’ halting the shouting match.

“What book deal and what
publisher?” said Bruce and Grace.

The only word to describe Rebecca was
smug. “Yes, I sent an outline of a book I’m writing about a new
columnist hired by a small town newspaper. She writes a column
about grief and how to deal with it etcetera, etcetera. The agent
loved the idea and spoke to a publisher who wants to read the first
section about the jealous reporter and,” she stood up and started
for the door, “the rest is history.”

I barred her way. “You think you can
leave without paying for my new pants? They’re ruined. I bought
them yesterday retail on Michigan Avenue at Lord &
Taylor.”

Rebecca laughed. “With the six figure
advance I will get for movie rights, what the hell. How
much?”

Without batting an eyelash, I said,
“Three hundred twenty five.”

It was a stare down at the OK
corral.

She said, “Receipt.”

I reached deep in my coat pocket for
the wallet and there it was. The receipt. Yes, I actually paid that
much for a pair of pants.

“Follow me,” Rebecca
said.

At her desk, she opened a fat wallet
and surprised me by peeling off the cash from a stack of bills. I
pocketed the money.

“You didn’t have to be so
vicious, you know.”

Rebecca’s words spit at me. “Oh yes I
did. That’s what the book is all about.”

The last I saw of her was when she
carried all her belongings through the swinging doors without a
word of goodbye to anyone.

 











 





CHAPTER 16

Stephanie yelled across the room,
“Carly, your son-in-law, Mike called. Julie’s in labor.”

Not exactly the way a
personal message should be delivered but oh, my god.

“What’ll I do? They live
in Madison. It’s a long way to drive.” I wrung my hands and cried.
“My daughter.”

Great show of strength,
Carly and there I was, a tower of Jello again.

The Andersons came through. It just so
happened they had a private plane. Their driver would take me to
the airport where the plane would be waiting.

Before I knew it, Jerry had loaded fan
mail in my briefcase, said he’d call Mike and say I was on the way.
I scribbled the phone number on an envelope and stuffed it in my
coat calling thanks to the Andersons as I flew out the door and
into a limousine still wearing Stephanie’s sparkle plenty sweats.
Granny-hood, here I come.

 


The plane sliced through layers of
billowing clouds. I glanced around for Bob. At such a time, he
should be with me waiting for the birth of our first grandchild.
The old anger returned. Why was he taken when I needed him—Julie
Beth needed him. The deeper I focused , the more I felt his
presence. How I missed the warmth of his hands on me; the curl of
our bodies together, the way he’d press his heat between my legs
and wait for me to accept his love. He knew all the ways to excite
and bring me to ecstasy. My eyes closed--a dream opened.

 


The two of us, Mr. and Mrs,
in a hotel room. The very words had conjured up sex, passion, and
naked bodies since the day we met two years ago when our auras
merged into a rainbow. I wanted to jump his bones right away; he
said we should wait until we were married. All of a sudden I’m shy,
standing there in my white satin wedding gown, alone with my
darling Bobby. He had experience. I, the virgin, expect him to show
me the way. Yet we stand there, awkward at being alone in a room
with a bed. “Now what?” I say and break the ice.

“First, I better take off
my top hat.” He twirls it across the room where it lands on the
floor with a plop. “These shoes are killing me.” He unlaces and
throws them near the hat. Socks fly, jacket, shirt with studs and
cufflinks follow all carefully placed on a hanger and hung in the
closet. Bobby is down to his pants and breathing funny.

I watch fully dressed as if
I’m ready to walk down the aisle again except for my bouquet. My
good pal Cindy caught it.

His chest appeals to me,
all tan and muscled from baseball. Bobby loves three things; me,
numbers, baseball. My fingers itch to touch him.

A sweet smile lights up his
face as he moves to me. “Hey wife, need some help with all those
little buttons?” Shivers reach all the way down my legs while he
releases each satin button from the tiny loop starting with the top
one at my sweetheart neckline between my boobs. I giggle as the
opening gets wider and wider and soon the dress falls away to the
floor. Carefully I step out of it and lay it over a big chair. Now
I’m down to a strapless bra, slip, satin pumps and hose. My heart
begins to thump.

When I turn around he’s
there, arms out-stretched, and just like we’ve done this a million
times, we hug and kiss. Suddenly everything’s different. Bobby
nibbles my neck and sucks one spot like he’s trying to drink from
it. Oh my, I love that feeling. He kisses around to my front and
kisses the dip of cleavage.

I don’t know what else to
do so I turn around and ask him to unhook my bra. Fumbling fingers
finally free the small hooks and we’re both bare-chested. He moans,
pulls me to him and rubs me back and forth across his chest ‘til
the friction’s almost unbearable. I’m melting all over him. Next
thing I know, he places me on the bed, pulls off my slip, rolls
down the white stockings and breathes so hard I worry he might have
a heart attack. Okay. All that’s left are my white lace panties and
my husband’s wearing his pants and shorts.

“This is kind of like
strip poker, isn’t it, honey?” I say.

And he laughs and I laugh
and he yanks off the rest of his clothes and it isn’t so funny
anymore. We’re married and naked. And so hungry for each other, so
eager to explore, and oh the first touch; the feel of his hard hot
member. I run tentative fingers along the stiffness at first, then
grasp the smooth and rough of him and feel his power. My Bob, my
man, and when he’s tasted every part of me, he poises above me, and
says, “Are you ready, dearest wife? I’ll be careful.” I can only
plead yes.

Tucking
a pillow under my hips, he draws up my knees and moves down to
where my center waits, slick with desire. For the first time, I
feel the hot tip touch then enter just a little and I buck up, so
eager for more. “More, more.” Slowly, slowly he plunges a little
deeper and stops when I cry out. We
breathe together. “It’s okay, okay,” I say and lift my hips again.
And then he’s inside gasping, in and out, in and out, ‘til I scream
with the volcano of passion erupting.

 


“Mrs. Evans,” the pilot
called. We just landed in Madison. Keep your seat belt buckled
until we are completely stopped. Hope you enjoyed the
ride.”

Still caught up in the dream yet half
way back, I feel the satisfied smile on my face and open my eyes in
time to watch with regret, my beloved’s special glow
fade.

 



CHAPTER 17

To my surprise, a limousine waited.
The liveried driver came forward and escorted me to into the plush
car.

“Ms. Evans,” crooned the
young man with a Wisconsin twang, “I’m Ted. Mr. and Miz Anderson
asked our service to escort you to University Hospital. Flowers and
champagne are for you and your family. It’s a twenty minute ride.
No snow in the forecast.”

Ted tipped his hat, smiled and we were
off.

Well, I thought, the Andersons are
remarkably generous to their newest columnist. I guess they like me
or maybe they’re concerned I might make trouble over the harassment
by Rebecca Seymour. No. I think they’re generous. And here I am, in
good old Madison, Wisconsin where I, a sophomore in college, met
the love of my life, Bob Evans, a senior.

During the trip I examined the
fragrant bouquet of exotic bird of paradise, orchids, baby’s breath
and greens in a large crystal container. Dom Perignon with four
crystal glasses was in a gift box. The card said: Best Wishes and
Happiness from your friends at The Fairview Weekly.

Twenty minutes on the dot, Ted pulled
up to the main entrance. When I tried to tip him, he said
gratuities were taken care of. He carried the packages up to the
front door, asked the receptionist where maternity was, introduced
me and left. Hi Ho Teddy and away.

“Jensen,” I said. “I’m her mother. Did she have the baby yet?”
Perspiration gathered on my nose and dripped down to my
chin. Lovely.

“Fourth floor.”

Staggering with my packages to the
bank of elevators, I managed to press the up button with an elbow.
By now the time was seven o’clock. I was anxious, hungry and tired.
Hurrying to the desk, I asked about Julie Beth Jensen. A nurse
checked her chart and directed me to Room 425. Practically crawling
on my knees I reached 425, barged in to find no one. So I left the
packages and ran back to the desk ready to scream until I caught
sight of familiar people down the hall. Julie standing with Michael
pointing and giggling as they looked through a window. A big
window. A nursery window where babies are. Where my grandest baby
was.

Energy surged through my body. Fifty
year old legs raced toward the finish line, the beginning line, and
I was there. With hugs and tears and questions. Mike pointed to a
pink wrapped bundle with a red face. “That’s her, Mom. That’s our
girl.”

“Just two weeks early. Not
too bad. She came kind of fast.” Julie laughed. “We’re so lucky.”
She whispered, “Dad was here, Mom. I’m sure of it. A glowing light
shimmered all around in a circle and then it touched my cheek and
faded.” We hugged some more.

Just then the baby opened her eyes and
gazed at me. “Oh, oh, oh. What’s her name, kids?”

Mike said “We thought about Patti and
we love Rea for your mother.”

Julie said, “Mike wanted Patti Cake
but I vetoed it. So is Patti Rea good for you, Mom?”
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