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Chapter 1 The Unthinkable
There is no such thing as changing a husband. In my experience, a woman either lives with her man and deals with the good, the bad, and the ugly, or she divorces him. If neither option is viable, she must come up with a different plan.
The idea of murder first occurred to me in the kitchen, on a Thursday evening, halfway through football season. As I squeezed garlic into a mixing bowl of steaming potatoes, I tried to squash the dastardly thought.
Stop it! You can’t kill your husband! That’s crazy!
Yet by the time I finished whipping the potatoes, I decided it wouldn’t hurt to make a list of the pros and cons, something I liked to do for every important decision in my life.
“Charlie, I’m starving.”
“It’s coming,” I hollered over the thunderous sound of cheering fans. For the hundredth time, I wondered why my husband Billy couldn’t mute the volume for five seconds, the length of his average sentence. I hated screaming over the surround sound speaker system.
Pulling a brown meatloaf covered in burnt red ketchup out of the oven, I stabbed it with a giant fork. Then I cut the loaf in half and threw one chunk on a plate positioned in the middle of a serving tray. The mashed potatoes followed, along with silverware, several napkins, and two beers.
Biceps braced, I hoisted the order and carried it into the family room to its final destination, a TV tray. It was parked in front of Billy who sat sprawled in his chair, an oversized recliner covered in butt-worn chocolate leather. Billy ate all of his meals in the chair. He spent most of his non-working hours there as well, including the nocturnal ones, watching men run, throw, catch, hit, kick, block, and score. So many channels, so many sports, so many hours logged in the chair.
Back in the kitchen, I nuked a leftover chicken breast, a scoop of mashed potatoes, and six baby carrots in the microwave. After I cleaned my plate, I grabbed a notepad and pen, and a glass of water, then began my list.
“Always start with the pros.” I spoke out loud as I wrote the words, a habit I started when Billy became seriously involved with the TV.
“In no particular order,” I added for clarity’s sake.
The Pros and Cons of Murdering Billy
Pros
1. I can get rid of Mistress A, the chair.
2. I can get rid of Mistress B, the TV.
3. I can get rid of Mistress C, ESPN.
4. Billy will no longer be a permanent fixture in the family room.
5. Death is cleaner, quicker, and less expensive than divorce. No lawyers. No loose ends. No lingering paperwork.
6. I can have sex somewhere other than in a chair. I can get it on with an active and interested partner who will do his part. *Note to self. Get instructional book like The Karma Sutra and review all possible positions.
Sex with Billy had become an express workout in the chair, usually occurring during half-time of a televised game. The workouts consisted of me climbing onto his lap and bouncing up and down for three to four minutes. Often, I would throw a bag of popcorn in the microwave before I started, confident that he’d reach a conclusion before the last kernel popped. Billy always seemed grateful to have a snack ready for the second half.
7. Financial advantages. Money from the life insurance policy. Money from Billy’s sports memorabilia collection?
I put a question mark next to money from his sports memorabilia collection. If I sold it, Billy might come back and haunt me. The longer I looked at number seven, the more I felt inclined to cross it out. If I went through with the dirty deed, money would come as a result of his death. It wasn’t a motivating factor. Still, brainstorming meant writing down every idea that popped into my head, no matter how distasteful.
“Charlie, I need more beer.”
I jerked at the sound of Billy’s bellow and dropped my pen. As I watched it roll off the table, I waited to hear if a second sentence would follow his first.
When I felt confident another request wasn’t imminent, I hollered back, “okay,” then pushed back the chair and grabbed two icy cold brewskis out of the fridge. Two beers would buy me another half-hour of writing. After the hand-off, I retrieved my pen from the floor and continued the list.
8. Mother Mona will be out of my life.
Billy’s mother was a piece of work. Not having to deal with her anymore…priceless.
Number nine. Almost too obvious to mention.
9. I’ll be free to start a new life.
I underlined it for emphasis. Could be a theme for all the pros.
Number ten? I waited a few minutes, but nothing came. Too bad. The top ten reasons for murdering your husband had a nice ring to it.
I moved to the other side of the paper and began with the obvious.
Cons
1. I will have to commit a heinous crime. I will have to MURDER my husband.
2. Making it look like an accident or a natural death will be a challenge.
3. If I get caught, I could go to jail for life or worse unless the majority of the jury is made up of married women.
4. Guilt. If I succeed, will I be able to live with myself?
I stared at the white space, wracking my brain for another con. But I couldn’t come up with anything else. Sighing, I closed my eyes and gave my subconscious a few more moments to produce a heartfelt objection.
Nothing.
I totaled the list. Nine pros vs. four cons. Holy Cow. As Billy would say, the pros just kicked the shit out of the cons.
A buzz of adrenaline zapped me. Leaping to my feet, I shoved the chair back and lurched over to the fridge for a beer. I gulped down half a can in one swig then whispered nine pros vs. four cons over and over, until the words turned into a sick sort of mantra.
The spell broke when Billy yelled, “Hey Charlie, how about I buy you a new sixty-five inch Digital Light Processing TV for your birthday next week? The screen can split into four pictures. Wouldn’t that be great?”
Wow. Three complete sentences from the man in the chair. I didn’t bother to respond. Regardless of what I said, tomorrow, or the day after, a sleeker, smarter, better endowed mistress B would show up in my house posing as my birthday present.
I chuckled at the irony and slammed the rest of my beer. Then I dug two more out of the fridge for Billy. My half-hour just expired.
Chapter 2 So Lucky
Pros and cons. That’s all I could think about for a week. Not that I studied the list, didn’t have to, I pretty much memorized it.
As I prepared Billy’s fourth favorite meal, beef stew served with an entire loaf of crusty Italian bread and a stick of real butter, I tried to think of more cons. Nine to four in favor of murdering one’s husband felt like a death sentence rendered by an unfeeling bitch. Nine to six sounded a little better. Nine to eight sounded the best. Nine to eight meant I gave Billy every benefit of the doubt. If only I could think of some more cons.
While I wracked my brain, the sound of my new birthday present, sixty-five inches wide by thirty inches tall, blared from the family room. Earlier, Billy activated the split-screen feature. Now, two different games shared the screen space. Thankfully, the receiver could only broadcast audio from one event at a time. I couldn’t imagine listening to two games simultaneously.
After loading the dishwasher, I made a cup of tea, and wandered into the living room. When I passed in front of the enormous television, I ducked down, feeling as though the super-sized screen transformed the space into a drive-in for recliners.
When I reached my side of the room, I dropped into a wooden mission-style rocker positioned kitty-corner from Billy’s chair. From my corner, I couldn’t see the TV, but I had a perfect view of Billy and Mistress A, the armchair.
A year ago, after catching a rerun of Archie Bunker, I crafted a short essay about Billy’s chair and sent it out to half a dozen women’s magazines. I hoped a savvy editor would recognize the relevance of the topic for thousands, maybe millions, of married women.
Reflections on Man and His Beloved Recliner
If man’s best friend is a dog, then man’s best mistress is his recliner, commonly referred to as THE CHAIR. THE CHAIR provides a refuge of comfort and total acceptance. Wrapped in THE CHAIR’S loving embrace, a man can relax to the point of letting it all (see enclosed picture) hang out.
A most savvy mistress, THE CHAIR demands nothing but a warm body. She doesn’t expect flowers or expensive jewelry. Conversation is not required. Eye contact is never an issue. THE CHAIR tolerates mood swings, profanity, and flatulence. She doesn’t nag about date night or sex. She doesn’t care about dirty dishes or unfinished household projects.
Most importantly, THE CHAIR loves televised sports. She offers multiple positions suitable for watching sports, reading about sports, eating and drinking while watching sports, and dreaming about sports.
THE CHAIR is the perfect mistress. No woman could ever compare. No woman should ever try.
Sadly, the essay was rejected by all six publications. Only one editor provided feedback. In capital red letters she wrote, THIS TOPIC IS TOO DEPRESSING FOR WOMEN. Underneath, in faint, barely legible print, she added; just ignore the chair, that’s what I do.
In retrospect, I realized I should have sent the essay to a men’s periodical like Sports Illustrated. There, it might have won an award for insightful journalism.
I rocked back and forth for several minutes and studied Billy’s face as he stared at the gigantic screen. Contrary to what the salesman told him, I observed his two eyeballs moving as a set between the two pictures. There was no way his left eyeball could watch one game while his right watched the other.
At the thought of one dedicated eyeball per game, I chuckled out loud. Billy didn’t even glance up. Maybe if I fell to the ground and pretended to pass out, he would notice. Of course in order to get his attention, I would need to make a really loud thump when I struck the floor.
Or, I might catch his eye if I posed in front of the screen dressed in a tiny red, white, and blue string bikini with a six-pack nestled in each arm.
Boobs and beer. Budweiser increased their sales a thousand times using that lethal combination.
A last option was the old standby, no clothes at all, just green body paint and a pair of gold pom-poms. If I stood directly in front of his chair and jumped up and down while shouting, go Packers, go Packers, go Green Bay, go Packers, well at the very least, he’d tell me to move.
After the imagery faded, I rocked faster. Gazing at the face of my beloved should kindle some additions to the con side of the list.
Ten minutes later, the score remained unchanged. I shut my eyes. Maybe if I went back to the beginning, back to the man I fell in love with….
“Hey beautiful where are you?”
At the sound of Billy’s voice, I ran from the bedroom to the front door and launched myself into his waiting arms.
“Whoa.” He set me down carefully then said, “I have a surprise for you.”
Clapping my hands together I squealed, “What? Where is it?”
Turning his back to me, he reached around the corner of the front door and brought forth a large white box, dressed in a red ribbon.
“You went shopping for me?”
“Not quite, open it,” he commanded with a straight face.
I grabbed the box out of his hands and plopped down on the hallway floor. In four quick motions I had the ribbon untied and was about to raise the lid, when suddenly my hands froze. I glanced at him with suspicion. “Is something going to jump out at me?”
Billy hooted and slapped his leg. “Not this time, babe.”
Somewhat reassured, I pulled the top off the box and lifted up two layers of tissue paper to reveal a black dress with spaghetti straps. As I stood up, I unfolded the dress and let it fall to the ground. For a long minute I gazed at it in awe, admiring its simple lines and sexy details like a curved bodice that sparkled with jet beads and a slit that appeared at mid-thigh. My hands couldn’t stop stroking the silky material. “I love it.” Where did you get it?” As I waited for Billy’s answer, I searched in vain for a label or a tag. Puzzled, I looked over at him.
He grinned and said, “Arlene.”
“Who the hell is Arlene?” Preparing myself for battle, I dropped the dress back into the box and put my hands on my hips.
Billy rubbed his hands together in satisfaction. “I told Arlene that’s what you’d say.”
“You better tell me who she is right now.” I took three steps toward Billy. If necessary, I would make him confess.
He held up his arms in mock defense. “All right. Take it easy. Arlene is a lady, a much older lady, from work. She walked by my desk one day and saw your picture.”
I frowned in concentration, trying to remember what photos Billy kept on his desk.
“You know, the honeymoon shot. You’re posing next to a palm tree on the beach in Cabo. You’re wearing that highlighter yellow bikini. Anyway, she said you looked like an Italian model. That’s when I remembered Darla in Human Resources going on and on about Arlene’s sewing abilities. I gave her your measurements and—”
“Wait a minute. How do you know my measurements?”
“I saw you write them down in your planner. Heard you mumbling something about checking them in ten years. To see how your body was holding up. I jotted the numbers down and passed them along to Arlene with instructions to make something sexy.” He glanced down at the dress then looked back at me with a devilish glint in his eye. “I think she nailed it, don’t you?”
My suspicions evaporated when Billy described Arlene as old, although I did make a mental note to meet her the next time I dropped by his office. As for my planner, I would excuse the trespassing violation in light of the unexpected gift.
Lowering my hands from my hips, I cleared my throat. “Yes, it’s lovely. Thank you.” I edged closer, intending to show my appreciation, but he put out his hand and stopped me.
“Put it on.” He whispered.
“Now?”
“Yeah. Right now.”
“Okay. I’ll be right back.” Scooping the dress up, I turned and took a step toward the bedroom.
“No. Do it here.”
I spun around to face him and dropped the dress on top of the box. In slow motion, I released the button on my jeans, slid the zipper down, and wiggled out of the denim. Panties went next, because underwear wouldn’t work with a dress like this. Naked from the waist down, I held Billy’s gaze as I peeled off my t-shirt and flung it over my shoulder with a nervous laugh. I never stripped for him before.
His baby browns gleamed with pleasure.
I hesitated for a moment, then with both hands, reached around my back and pried apart the metal fasteners that held my bra together. With a snap, it fell to the floor. Completely nude, I picked up the dress, and with the utmost care, slithered into it. I drew the silk upward until the thin straps rested on my shoulders.
“Need a zip?”
“Sure.” The touch of his warm hands moving up my back set a shiver through my body.
As soon as he finished, I twirled around and curtseyed. “What do you think?”
Billy didn’t say anything right away, just folded his arms and stared. After a minute, he made a circular motion with his hand, indicating I should turn around.
I did as he asked, then rotated to face him again. “Well?”
He nodded with a satisfied look. “It’s a perfect fit. Makes you look incredibly sexy.” He paused. “You better change right now, before I rip that gorgeous dress off your body.”
I laughed and felt the strangeness of a blush warm my cheeks. Grabbing his hand, I began pulling him toward the bedroom, “Why don’t you help me with it?”
The next morning, the first thing I saw was the dress hanging on the back of the closet door. Leaping out of bed, I ran over and buried my face in the silky material. I felt like a princess. I felt like the luckiest woman in the whole world.
A boisterous crowd erupting into cheers brought me back to the present. I opened my eyes and focused on Billy’s face. Chin number three was threatening to hatch. A tear rolled down his right cheekbone, probably due to eye fatigue. Billy seldom blinked when he watched TV. The strain of moving back and forth between two games must be taxing his retinas more than usual.
Standing up, I stretched my arms toward the ceiling and mentally checked the score. Nine to six. The cons gained a measly two points. Apparently, old memories weren’t enough to even the score.
Chapter 3 The Buckin’ Bronco
Billy first laid eyes on Charlene at the unlikeliest of places, a country bar named The Buckin’ Bronco.
A friend from his touch football team had been pitching the joint for weeks. “I know you’re not a big fan of country music, but you won’t regret it, dude,” said his buddy after a Saturday morning game. “The place is packed with tipsy chicks ripe for the picking. By the way, I always drive separately, in case I get lucky. Wouldn’t want to leave you high and dry,” he said with a laugh.
Billy rolled his eyes but agreed to go that night.
After a thirty minute wait outside, the bouncer, dressed in denim overalls and a straw hat, opened an oversized red door for Billy and his friend. Billy crossed the threshold and stopped short. “Holy Crap.”
The Buckin’ Bronco looked like the interior of a barn. Hay bales dotted every corner. Picnic tables and overturned barrels bordered a huge rectangular dance floor. Mobiles with pictures and facts about horses, cows, and pigs dangled from twenty-foot high rafters. In the far corner, a crowd of people swarmed around a mechanical bull, cheering on a male rider who whooped and waved his hat. Billy could have sworn he smelled manure.
A pat on his shoulder caught his attention from behind.
“Our odds of scoring are better if we hunt alone,” his buddy shouted over the music. “Good luck, man.”
Billy nodded and watched him strut over to a game room filled with women in matching short denim skirts.
At the bar, he ordered a beer then headed in the direction of the dance floor. Finding an empty barrel seat, he sat and surveyed the line dancers. At the end of the last row, his eyes settled on a tall woman wearing a tie-dye dress. She looked distinctly out-of-place, like a Peace Corps Volunteer at a rodeo. She was trying to heel-and-toe it, barefoot.
He stared at her for several minutes. She reminded him of someone. Long, straight black hair, dark complexion …. He snapped his fingers. “Cher. When she was younger. With a better nose.”
Billy nursed his beer and continued to watch the woman, concerned that someone might tread on her toes with his or her shit kickers. He could tell she wasn’t into it, but despite the lack of enthusiasm, her face displayed a determined look.
Blond women wearing Wrangler jeans and t-shirts a size too small giggled with each other as they stumbled through the moves. Men, clad in western shirts, strutted and smirked like roosters showing off for a clutch of hens. In contrast, Cher didn’t even crack a smile as she tiptoed from one position to the next.
As soon as he finished his second brewskie, Billy decided to go for it. His above average statistics in the playing field, combined with the alcohol, gave him the confidence to make his move. He bought two more beers and crossed the dance floor during an old song about an achy-breaky heart.
He maneuvered in as close as he could without standing on top of her and shouted, “Hey, you thirsty?”
The woman froze in the middle of the dance and stared while the rest of the line shuffled, kicked, and turned. To avoid a collision, Billy pushed a beer into her right hand and gently guided her off the floor.
Out of danger, the woman snatched a menu off a table and fanned herself before taking a long pull off the bottle. When she came up for air, she reached out a hand and drawled, “Hi, I’m Charlene. But you can call me Charlie.”
He laughed at her fake accent and shook her hand. “Billy.” He gaped in amazement as she downed the remainder of her beer in single gulp.
“Oh, that’s good. Thanks for the drink and for rescuing me. Country dancing is not my thing.” She threw a quick glance at the dance floor then looked back at him with a smile and a shrug.
“I know how you feel.” He added, “I only came because my friend dragged me here.”
“Me too.” Charlie nodded toward a tiny blonde in the front line, flirting with a cowboy the size of a linebacker. “And now it looks as though my girlfriend doesn’t need me anymore.”
Billy turned in the opposite direction and saw his buddy hunched over a pool table, demonstrating the correct way to hold the cue stick for a buxom brunette. “My buddy seems to be holding his own.” He tipped his bottle back and tried to think of something else to talk about.
Charlie slapped the side of the barrel. “You know what? I’m starving. Dancing, if you can call this dancing, always makes me hungry. Would you like to grab a bite to eat? I know of a good place around the corner.”
Surprised by the quick invitation, Billy stumbled over his words. “Ah, okay. Sure. Sounds good.”
Charlie grinned. “Don’t worry. It’s only a meal, not a date. I don’t expect anything in return.”
Billy laughed and pretended to wipe the sweat from his forehead. “That’s a relief.”
“Great. I’ll go tell my girlfriend we’re taking off and grab my purse and sandals. Be right back.”
Billy told his preoccupied friend goodbye and hurried back to the barrel. A minute later, Charlie returned carrying an enormous denim bag, big enough to fit all of his football equipment or a small tent. He grinned at the thought.
“Something funny?” Charlie asked, eyebrows raised high.
Billy tried to look serious. “Just thinking about your lack of dancing shoes.”
She lifted her foot and waggled a purple flip-flop. “I don’t own cowboy boots.”
“Me neither.” Billy said, pointing to his sneakers. “Drink up. It’s a crime to waste beer.” When she was finished he tossed both bootles into a nearby recycling container.
“Do you like Indian food?” Charlie asked as they headed to the nearest barn door exit.
“Indian food? You mean like American Indian food? Don’t think I’ve ever had it.”
Charlie chuckled, “The other Indian, like the country and the continent. This place is one of my favorites. They make the best curries.”
Not wanting to appear stupid again, Billy nodded but kept his mouth shut as he followed her out onto the sidewalk.
Billy was use to eating American food. Except for the occasional taco, he didn’t eat food from any other country, certainly not one as exotic as India. But Charlie was hot and she seemed pretty nice. And he was always hungry. Of course, he didn’t realize they would be dining on the floor, on top of cushions, cushions made for short people with short legs. Billy repositioned his body and considered asking for another pillow. Sitting cross-legged for the entire meal wasn’t going to work. He could feel his legs cramping already.
“So let’s take care of the routine questions before the food comes. What do you do for a living?”
“Ouch.” Billy rubbed the knee he just smacked on the low table. “Ah, I work for HUD, section 8, public housing, that kind of thing. Been there since I graduated from college.”
“Interesting.” She sipped her water before continuing. “In a way, I work for Uncle Sam as well.”
She laughed at Billy’s puzzled expression. “I’m a trainer for Lead On. We provide leadership seminars. My firm has contracts with Health and Human Services and the Department of Education. Good old Uncle Sam is our bread and butter.”
“Oh. Leadership training.” Billy wasn’t quite sure what that meant.
“You know. How to motivate people. Self-actualization. That kind of thing. But enough about me. What do you like to do for fun? What inspires you? What are your goals?” Charlie dipped a piece of flatbread into a bowl of hummus and popped it in her mouth.
The questions hit him like a trio of linebackers. What happened to the conversation about jobs? Fortunately the Tandori chicken and a belly dancer arrived, giving him time to come up with something halfway intelligent. While Billy ate, he tried not to stare at the exotic woman with the gyrating hips.
“Isn’t the food great?” Charlie gestured to her plate filled with different colored dips, fried balls, and something wrapped in leaves.
“Not bad.” He risked a forkful of rice and found it tasted pretty much the same as good old American rice.
After he cleared his plate, Billy began to speak about his passion for football and a few of the NFL heroes of his youth who had inspired him. As for the question about goals, a delay of game would buy him more time.
“What are your goals?” He asked in his idea of a professional voice.
Charlie dabbed at her mouth with a black napkin. “In what area?”
“Area?” Billy’s mind went blank.
“Well I have goals for different parts of my life, career, fitness, spiritual, and so on.”
“Oh.” He watched her spear one of the balls, dip it into something white, and bite into it. He wondered if he missed the goal setting course at college. As she gave him a rundown, Billy’s gut tightened. He could handle a beautiful girl, but a beautiful girl with brains and all those goals?
And yet, when it was his turn to answer the question, the answer he pulled out of his ass at the last second must have satisfied her. At the end of the evening, she not only allowed him to kiss her, but she agreed to go out on an official first date.
Maybe it was the volunteer work he threw in at the last second. Her eyes really sparkled when he brought that up. Of course he didn’t mention that his time involved coaching youth football. He was careful to use only generic terms like mentoring and team-building. He didn’t want her to think he was obsessed by the sport.
At his apartment, Billy grabbed a quart of double chocolate chunk ice cream. He turned on the TV and dropped into his chair. After a while, he set down the carton, reclined, and fell into a light slumber.
The sound of booing jerked him awake. On Sports Center, the announcers were featuring highlights from a big football match-up. The clips showed a brilliant defense sacking the opposing quarterback six times. The commentators claimed the man had been too scared to run with the ball and too rattled to make any offensive adjustments. When the guy walked off the field, head hung low, the fans voiced their displeasure at his poor performance.
As a former high school and college quarterback, Billy felt sympathy for the man. It was tough to move out of your comfort zone and try something new when you were being pummeled.
His thoughts returned to Charlie. There was no doubt she was way smarter than him. Plus, she was into all that touchy-feely spiritual stuff. She threw out terms like synergy and capacity-building as if a regular guy would know what that shit meant. Yeah, dating her would be a challenge, similar to mastering a really complicated playbook. For a second, Billy wondered if he made a mistake asking her out.
But damn, there was something about her. No there were lots of things about her. She was down-to-earth and confident and even though she was drop-dead gorgeous, she wasn’t the least bit stuck-up.
“Don’t sell yourself short, dude,” his ego reminded him. “You got strengths.”
Hadn’t every chick he ever dated told him, and her friends, he possessed mucho talent in the bedroom department? And they all said he look like Keanu Reeves but with a much better body. Billy knew good looks and a six-pack weren’t enough to win a woman. A guy had to have some manners too. At least that’s what his mother always reminded him. She called it practicing good sportsmanship off the field.
Billy flipped his chair to the erect position and picked up the ice cream carton. As he spooned the melted remains into his mouth, he decided to go for it. He’d just take his game up another notch. Act like a gentleman at all times. Dazzle her with his moves in the bedroom, especially the famous trinity which included an extra long warm-up, a couple of interesting positions, and the all important stamina.
As for the intellectual disadvantage, he could always Google the stuff he didn’t know about beginning with transformational leadership. A former all American quarterback, Billy felt confident in his game plan. He knew what it took to win.
That evening, he dreamed about the goal he shared with her. “Someday I’d like to coach a football team. Maybe win a championship.”
Until he met Charlie, Billy didn’t even know he had goals.
Chapter 4 The Defense Crumbles
By date number three, Billy was hooked on the idea of winning Charlie’s hand. Since he could not compete on an intellectual level, he went with a defensive strategy. His one and only goal—to keep Charlie from discovering his weaknesses.
Billy encouraged Charlie to talk about herself. He supported her opinions on politics, the environment, movies, and the educational system. Not wanting to appear superficial, he complimented her on her compassionate nature and sense of humor rather than on her smoking hot bod and gorgeous face. He kept a close check on his moods and his male habits. He hiked nature trails and attended blues and jazz concerts. He shared meals at Ethiopian, Korean, and vegetarian restaurants. Most importantly, Billy rarely talked about or watched sports when Charlie was around.
When their relationship reached the bedroom, Billy spent the first two quarters of every game taking care of her needs. He capitalized on his legendary stamina and carried them both across the finish line in the third quarter, and again, in the fourth.
The game plan worked. On the anniversary of their first date, Billy and Charlie flew to Cabo San Lucas and rented a dune buggy and a licensed minister. Dressed in jeans and matching tie die t-shirts, they rode out to a deserted beach and recited their vows. Tears in his eyes, Billy pumped his fist in the air afterward. He felt like he won the national high school football championship for a second time.
Never a slacker, Billy maintained his strategy for another year, fortified by a disciplined regimen of two football games per week. But then one fateful evening, an unexpected opponent blasted a hole straight through his line of defense.
“Come on in.” Billy opened the door wide to accommodate Beth, a petite red head, carrying a six- pack of beer and a board game. She was followed by her spouse Joe, a tall, fair-haired, bearded man who bore a striking resemblance to the Minnesota Vikings mascot, minus the animal furs. Joe cradled a gigantic bowl heaped with buttery popcorn.
“Ready to get your butt kicked, buddy?” Joe teased as he looked around for a place to unload the bowl.
Billy sniffed at the movie theater aroma. “What’s up with bringing your own popcorn? Our kind not good enough for you?” He grinned and pointed a finger at the formal dining room table. “You can put the monster bowl in there.”
“We like yours just fine. We were just worried you wouldn’t have enough, so we brought extra.” Joe slapped Billy on the shoulder. “Nobody can put it away like you man…and still no gut.” He shook his head. “Life’s not fair or else your metabolism hasn’t slowed down yet.”
After putting the beer in the refrigerator, Beth returned to the dining room. “Where’s Charlie?”
“She’ll be out in a minute. She was reading all day, some book she couldn’t put down until she finished it, which was about ten minutes ago.”
“Oh. Do you happen to know the title?” Beth grabbed a handful of peanut M & M’s from a bowl on the table and shoved them in her mouth.
Before Billy could answer, Joe snorted. “Come on Beth. How would he know? We boys only read Sports Illustrated and the newspaper.”
Billy laughed. “Hey, don’t forget about TV Guide. Seriously Beth, I don’t know what she was reading, but I’m sure she’ll tell you all about it.” He rubbed his palms together, “Now, what’s your pleasure tonight, folks?”
Joe wiggled his eyebrows. “What kind of pleasure are you referring to buddy?”
Billy ignored the innuendo. “Alcoholic pleasures. Your choices are…the fancy beer you brought, an icy cold Bud, white wine, rum and coke, and we got a fresh bottle of Jack.”
“A glass of wine for me, please.” Beth flopped onto a dining room chair.
“I’ll start with one of the beers we brought.” Joe joined Beth at the table.
“I’ll have wine too, please,” said Charlie as she entered the room. “Hi guys. Ready to get your butts kicked?”
“Hey, that’s my line.” Joe stood up and hugged Charlie then passed her along to Beth.
Beth released Charlie’s waist then looked up at her and sighed. “Hugging you always makes me feel like a little girl. Now, tell me about the book you couldn’t put down. Did you finish it? Can I borrow it?”
Charlie was giving a rundown of the plot when Billy returned from the kitchen with two cans of beer, a bottle of wine, and two glasses.
“Whoa. Stop right there,” He commanded. “No talking about the book until after the game. Otherwise we’ll never get started.” He glanced over at the cover of the game box and frowned. “Looks like a new game. What are we playing?”
“An old favorite,” Beth replied. I found at a garage sale last weekend. Remember Trivial Pursuit?” She downed half her glass in one swallow and pushed it over to Billy. “Fill me up, bartender.”
“Hey, don’t get too far ahead of me.” Charlie drained the same amount out of hers then lined it up next to Beth’s. “There, we’re even.”
Billy refilled both glasses. “Want a hugger for your beer, Joe?”
“Sure. I wouldn’t want to get the game cards sweaty.”
Beth opened the box and set up the game. “Come on folks, let’s go.” When everyone was settled in their seats she explained the rules. “Okay. Here’s the quick and dirty refresher. The object of the game is to answer as many questions as possible in the following categories: Geography, History, Art and Literature, Science and Nature, Entertainment, and Sports and Leisure, each represented by a color. If you land on a category headquarters and answer the questions right, you receive a colored pie piece which you put in your token. Once you filled your token, head toward the hub.”
She pointed to the space in the middle of the board. “When you land on it, the other players get to pick a question from any category. If you answer correctly, you win the game.” Beth looked up. “That’s it. You guys ready?”
Joe raised his hand. “Wait a second. Let me see if I understand. The first person to fill up his token with all the different colored pie pieces then answer one last question wins?”
“Correct.” Beth began distributing tokens.
Billy grimaced as he studied the game board. “What happened to poker and monopoly?”
“I thought we’d challenge our brains a little tonight.” Beth sorted the question and answer cards then stuck them in their holders. “I paid a whopping three dollars for this baby,” she said, patting the box top. “A killer deal if I don’t say so myself.”
Charlie smiled at Billy. “Hon, you’ve played this game before, haven’t you?”
“Nope. Never seen it before.” No use pretending he had. Billy wiped his forehead with the beer.
“Are you serious, guy? Trivial Pursuit is as popular as Monopoly or Scrabble. It was the game back in the eighties. I can’t believe you’ve never heard of it.” Joe shook his head.
“My family didn’t really play games.” Billy wiped his forehead again and tried to focus on the board. “Um, is there only one category of sports?”
“Sorry. One category per subject area.” Beth threw him the directions. “The colors for each category are on there.” She took a sip of her wine. “Ok, people. Let’s roll the die to see who goes first.”
An hour later, Beth called for a break to replenish beverages and food. After using the john, Billy shuffled into the kitchen and found Charlie standing by the microwave, waiting on a batch of popcorn to finish popping.
Looking down at his sneakers, he rattled off the first thing that came to mind. “I can’t believe we put away that huge bowl.”
“I can’t believe you don’t even try to answer anything but the sports questions.” Charlie yanked open the microwave door and pulled out the piping hot bag.
“I’ve never played the game before.” Billy hated the whine in his voice. He cleared his throat and changed tactics. “Besides, you know you’re the brains of this operation.”
“Honey, you graduated from high school and college. You must have learned some of this stuff. Maybe not art or literature, or science, but everybody had to take a basic social studies and history class. For Pete’s sake, the questions are multiple choice.”
Charlie dumped the popped corn into Joe’s ridiculously large bowl. She placed another bag in the microwave and hit the four minute button.
“You can try, Billy. We’re all guessing.” She studied him, fingers tapping against the bowl. “What’s up with you?”
Billy’s gut tightened. He opened the fridge and grabbed two beers off the top shelf. He drank half of one before responding. “Well, if I could land on a few more sport questions, I’d have a shot at winning.” He tried to laugh, but when he saw the disappointment in her eyes, he stopped. “I’m better at physical games,” he said with a wink.
Charlie didn't take the bait. “All you have to do is roll the die and answer questions. There’s practically no strategy involved. It shouldn’t matter if you’ve never played before.” She poured the second bag of popcorn into the bowl and began to shake it. “I don’t understand you. You act like you think you’re too stupid to answer any other questions.”
“Maybe I am.” Billy’s head spun.
“Give me a break. If you were a moron, I wouldn’t have married you.”
“Yeah, maybe you don’t really know me, Charlie.” He raised a shaky hand and drained the rest of the beer. She knew the truth now.
“Where is this lack of confidence coming from?” Charlie stopped shaking the bowl and turned toward him.
Billy couldn’t meet her gaze. “Just forget it. He picked up the remainder of the six-pack and stepped toward the dining room. “I’ll try not to embarrass you anymore.”
He heard her call his name but he kept on walking.
Who would have thought a stupid board game would be his undoing? “Dumb-ass jock. You just lost the match. Hell, you just lost the whole damn season.” He wanted to cry. Instead, he cracked another beer and drained it on his way back to the dining room.
As Billy approached the table, he tossed a full one at Joe.
Joe caught it with one hand. “Thanks buddy. You guys want to play something else? Truth or Dare? Quarters? Strip poker?” He waggled his eyebrows at his wife.
Beth rolled her eyes. “Down, boy.”
Billy ignored Joe’s question and focused on playing the perfect host. “Let’s kick this party up a notch. Beth, another bottle of vino?”
Beth raised her glass. “Sure. I’ll drink more if Charlie promises to help me.”
“Charlie, bring that other bottle of wine with you,” he yelled. Out of the corner of his eye he saw both Beth and Joe wince.
Yeah, that’s right. I’m stupid and I don’t have any manners. He took another swallow and babbled on. “Let the game continue. Maybe I’ll get lucky and land on another sports question.” He faked a chuckle but the sound got caught in his throat.
“How about we play hide and seek outside? I’m in the mood for something a little crazy,” Beth suggested.
“Nope. Let’s finish what we started.” Shit. He sounded like his old high school football coach. It didn’t matter if their team was winning or losing, his half-time pep talks always began with the same line.
Joe shrugged. “You’re the boss.”
Billy took a long pull of his beer and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. He felt like someone punched him in the gut and the balls at the same time. Nothing mattered anymore, the game, what Joe and Beth thought of him, nothing. Charlie now knew the truth. She had married an idiot. A loser with a capital L.
When Charlie came in with the wine bottle, he filled the glasses and forced himself to look up. They were all staring at the board. Everyone was avoiding eye contact with the stupid guy and the lone orange pie piece sitting in his token.
That night, Billy slept in his chair.
Chapter 5 Mother Mona
Billy always cleaned his plate. He left no crumbs, or crusts, or fatty bits of meat behind. Sometimes I caught him licking the plate clean, particularly if the meal came with gravy or some type of sauce. Twenty minutes ago, he polished off meal number five, lasagna served with a loaf of garlic bread. Removing the plate from the tray, I saw that it sparkled with a spit shine. For hygienic reasons, I placed it in the dishwasher anyway.
As I put away my cookbook, the front cover fell open revealing a photograph of Billy’s ass, clad in a pair of faded Levi jeans. Round and muscular, his buns filled out the pockets of the jeans in a tight, masculine way.
I snapped the picture a few days before our wedding. When I asked him to give me his best butt pose, he snorted and told me I was nuts. I explained to him that women considered a man’s backside every bit as important as his front.
Dish towel in hand, I studied the picture and stifled an urge to laugh…hysterically. That very photograph had inspired many of my culinary attempts to master his seven hungry man meals, as I liked to call them. Maybe if I hadn’t tried so hard to please his stomach, his buns would have retained their shape. Of course, all those hours logged in the chair hadn’t helped, either. If I shot a new picture today, his buttocks would appear as large flapjacks stuffed inside baggy sweatpants.
I slammed the cookbook shut and put it away, feeling depressed and angry. With increasing frequency, my fantasies revolved around dumping a giant bowl of mashed potatoes and gravy straight into Billy’s lap. That would get him out of the chair in a hurry. Tonight’s lasagna would have worked just as well. But it was too late to take action this evening, unless I used a gallon of softened ice cream. The sound of the phone interrupted my plotting.
I knew the identity of the caller without looking at the number. Only one person called every night at seven on the dot. If I declined to pick up, she would ring again and again. If I continued to ignore her, she’d show up at our door to…“make sure we were all right.” Wiping my hands on a dish towel, I took a deep breath and picked up the receiver.
“Hello, Charlene.”
“Hello, Mona.”
“What did you make for dinner tonight, dear?”
She asked the same damn question every night. “Lasagna.” After I answered, I mouthed her next question, half-wishing she could see me.
“Oh, did you use my recipe?”
“Yes.” I wanted to say no, or duh, but I refrained. Mona knew the answers to the questions she asked. She was the creator of the seven day menu featuring her son’s favorite meals. And I, God help me, had dutifully followed the plan for the last five years.
Billy’s Top Seven Meals
Created by yours truly, Mona Score
1. Roast Chicken with Mashed Potatoes and Gravy. Apple Pie.
2. Meatloaf and Mashed Potatoes. Coconut Cake.
3. Fried Chicken and Dumplings with Corn-On-The Cob. Peach Cobbler.
4. Beef Stew and Italian Bread with Garlic Butter. Vanilla Wafer Pudding.
5. Lasagna and French Bread with Garlic Butter. Cherry Cheesecake.
6. Steak (Prime Rib or New York Strip) with Mashed Potatoes and Gravy. Chocolate Cream Pie.
7. Spaghetti and Meatballs with French Bread and Garlic Butter. Hot Fudge Sundae.
Remember love is the most important ingredient!
Seconds before I walked down the aisle, Mona slipped a laminated copy of the menu in my hands. Since there was no time to ditch it, I rolled it around the stem of my bouquet. Exactly as Mona planned, the seven day menu received a blessing along with our union. For some twisted reason, I ended up pasting the damn thing in the cookbook next to the picture of Billy’s ass.
“Did you add extra ricotta cheese to the lasagna? That’s how Billy likes it. Real cheesy. Did he get enough?” Mona was convinced I deprived her son.
“Yes, Mona. He ate four huge pieces. I would say he had enough.” Even blatant sarcasm was lost on Mother Mona.
“What about dessert? Did you make him cherry cheesecake? An Italian meal requires an Italian dessert.”
I fought a momentary impulse to lie then braced myself and told the truth. “No, I didn’t make an Italian dessert tonight.” Man, I sounded bitchy. The woman brought out the worst in me.
Mona practically came through the phone. “You didn’t? Good gracious! Why not, dear?”
I whirled around and stared at the boring egg-shell white walls of the kitchen. The dear endearment always grated on my nerves.
Because he’s going to end up like his father, dear. Dead. Mona would keel over if I said that.
“Because I didn’t.” No excuses or explanations ever placated Mona. In her Betty Crocker world, a good wife always served dessert.
“Maybe I should whip one up and bring it by.”
“No, thank you.” The walls required a bold splash of color. Something loud and shocking, like red. I started calculating how many gallons of paint I would need.
“Dear, let me talk to Billy quick. I’ll ask him if he wants his mother to make him a cheesecake.”
Her tactical change didn’t fool me. “Billy is watching a game. You know he doesn’t like to be interrupted.” I kept my tone neutral and controlled.
“For my cherry cheesecake he might. Charlene, just run over and hold the phone up to his ear. He won’t have to take his eyes off the screen.”
The woman could put a bulldog to shame. Sure, love blinded a mother to her baby’s personality flaws, but how could Mona not see that her son had morphed into a heart attack waiting to happen? And yet, she continued to press the dessert.
“Just a minute.” held the receiver away from my ear and desperately searched for a diplomatic phrase to shut her down.
“Charlene.” Mona’s loud tone was insistent.
My mind refused to cooperate, so I opted for borderline rudeness. What did it matter? She already thought I sucked as a wife and a cook and a child-bearer. “Sorry, Mona. Need to go. Good night.” I banged the phone down in the middle of her sputtered protest.
“Damn that woman!” Slamming the rest of the dishes into the dishwasher, I gave serious consideration to taking her out as well, just for the satisfaction. After I cooled down, I tossed out the idea. I couldn’t murder a person because she pissed me off. All the time. Right?
I spent the remainder of the evening sipping a large glass of Cabernet on the back porch swing. By the time a harvest moon appeared, I had Billy tried and convicted by a jury of twelve married women on multiple charges: neglect, willful withholding of sexual relations, and adultery with inanimate objects. I cheered out loud when the female judge sentenced him to life without television.
Pain and hatred. When it came to Billy, sometimes I couldn’t distinguish between the two emotions. But it didn’t really matter. I was weary of both and I wanted out.
Divorce, the obvious solution, wouldn’t work. The respondent would not go peacefully, which meant the best I could hope for was prolonged emotional anguish and ridiculous expense.
And then there were all those horror stories to worry about. Some divorced people clung to the hope of reconciliation. They stalked. They threatened suicide. They played the pathetic game. What if Billy found a way to worm himself back into my life? What if I let him? Better to shoot the false hope, bury it, and move on. Death seemed like a more humane solution.
Especially for Billy. Spending sixteen hours a day in an armchair hardly qualified as living. But I had to be sure, one hundred percent sure, and despite the pros’ considerable lead over the cons, I wasn’t quite there yet.
When the moon ducked behind a caravan of clouds, I downed the last of my wine and stood up. As I passed through the family room, I heard a commentator remark that the current football game was tied at the end of the fourth quarter. He went on to say that right after the commercial break, sudden death overtime would begin. The team that scored first would prevail. According to the announcer, nine times out of ten, the gutsy or unexpected play secured the win.
I glanced at Billy and saw his face brighten, his spine straighten a little. Sports Center and he both thrived on these moments. Soon, a glorious victory for one team would result in agonizing defeat for the other.
Tired of waiting for her husband to snap out of his thirty-six month slump, suburban wife Charlie Score executes a gutsy and unexpected play to win the game. The crowd roars. The commentators go wild. The victorious woman starts a new life.
Chapter 6 A Nocturnal Event
Shortly after we were married, Billy and I created a master plan for our lives. Step one, move to the suburbs. Sacrifice the buzz and the convenience of the city in favor of a spacious, neighborly atmosphere, one conducive to child-raising. For months we drove around browsing established neighborhoods because I insisted I would only live in a house with character. Unfortunately, the older homes we toured came with high price tags and intimidating repair challenges.
A dozen fixer-uppers later, Billy pleaded with me to at least consider a newer community. He dangled multiple baits: more people our own age, modern appliances, and no major renovations.
One day he arrived home bearing a colorful brochure. It portrayed a picket fence community set around an eighty-acre nature preserve with running trails and a state-of-the-art playground. I agreed to take a look. On our fourth visit, we plunked down a good portion of our savings on a corner lot model in a sparely populated sub-division.
After a few months, the fact that every house on our street, and the next one down, and the one after that, gleamed the same shade of egg shell white, started to really bug me. So, one balmy spring morning, I marched off to the local nursery and purchased a trunk load of exotic (not native to the Midwest) flowers and bushes. Following the English gardening methodology, I planted them in clumps, rather than rows, along the walkway, the driveway, and underneath our front window. Now, at least our landscaping set us apart.
Much to my dismay, as soon as the neighbors discovered the sumptuous spread in the front yard, they rushed out and acquired the same flora. A week later, a half a dozen yards on the street had sprouted near identical front yards. Lesson number one, in a cookie cutter community, the cookies must all be decorated alike.
As a result of the copy cat incident, I began fantasizing about sneaking out during a full moon and painting our house eggplant purple. What would the neighbors say as they backed out of their driveways the next morning? How would they react to a house that screamed, “I’m not like you!” Would they force me to conform? Kick me out? Or would they imitate me a second time?
I never carried out the fantasy plan. I lacked the guts and the energy to paint the entire house by myself.
Contemplating whether to murder Billy felt similar to the purple paint job. The potential consequences were so huge they scared me away from making a final decision. But then a middle-of-the-night disturbance occurred, tipping the scales further in one direction.
The sound of something heavy hitting the floor jerked me awake. At first I thought Billy fell out of his chair until I realized the noise came from the entryway, not the family room.
Without thinking, I bolted out of bed and ran to the source. Fortunately, I didn’t stumble upon an armed burglar who just dropped his large gun. No, instead, smack dab in the middle of my brand new red and black-striped rug, a huge blonde guy was sucking face with a red-haired woman.
Was I still asleep? I flicked on the overhead light to get a better look.
The man lifted his head and squinted, “Hey, Charlie. What cha doing here?”
“Joe?”
“That’s my name, don’t wear it out,” he said.
Dumbfounded, I watched him push his upper body to a sitting position. With clumsy fingers, he began unbuttoning the red head’s shirt.
“Um, Charlie,” slurred Beth. “We’re kind of busy right now. Could you come back later?”
From underneath Joe’s body, I spied her unbuckling his belt. “Come back later?” I asked in a dazed voice.
“Yeah, like tomorrow.” Joe stripped off Beth’s shirt, revealing a scarlet push-up bra. “Turn over,” he ordered.
“No, I’m not done with your belt yet.” Beth’s fingers fumbled to pull the belt loose from the loops of his pants.
An alarm sounded in my head. “Whoa! Stop right now. You can’t do that here. Guys, you got the wrong house.”
“The wrong house?” Joe echoed, letting his hands drop.
“Yeah, this is my house and you’re about to have sex on my new rug.” I yanked my extra large t-shirt down as far as it would go then folded my arms across my chest. “My house,” I repeated, more firmly this time.
Beth squinted at me. “It is?”
I pointed a finger at the floor. “Look at the tile, black. Your tile is gray.”
Mouths agape, they turned their heads to stare at the squares.
“Look above you. Our light fixture is black. Yours is silver. And, if you still don’t believe me, the number outside the house reads 1755. You guys live at 1705. Go take a look.” I gestured toward the door, hoping they would go outside and confirm the information so I could lock them out and go back to bed.
But they didn’t. They appeared mesmerized by the light fixture. Suddenly, Joe’s shoulders began to heave. A howl of laughter erupted. Seconds later, Beth joined him. With an audible huff, she pushed him over and wiggled out from underneath his legs. Joe’s whooping increased in intensity. He rocked back and forth on his side, arms wrapped around his stomach.
I glanced over at the living room, wondering if the sound of two adults shrieking at the top of their lungs would penetrate Billy’s slumber. Probably not.
Beth’s laughter knocked her to the floor. Each time she tried to right herself, a new wave of mirth pulled her back down. Tears streamed down both their faces. I tried to remain stoic but their hilarity broke through my defenses. I felt a grin pull at my cheeks until a chuckle escaped. I finally broke down and laughed until my tummy ached.
Joe managed to compose himself first. In a hoarse voice he said, “Charlie, I can’t tell you how sorry we are. We had a couple of drinks tonight, got frisky and well, you know the rest. Guess we should have figured it out when we didn’t have to unlock the front door. We always lock ours.” He tucked his shirt into his pants and buckled his belt.
“Guess I forgot,” I said.
Beth giggled. “You have to admit it’s too funny that we almost had sex right on your entryway carpet!” She picked up her shirt from the floor and shrugged into it.
Suddenly my abs ached from something other than laughter. I yanked my shirt down again and rewrapped my arms. Counter pressure sometimes eased the pain.
“It was pretty funny,” I admitted.
Joe snorted. “Yeah, it was. Good thing you heard us sooner rather than later. Five minutes more and you would have seen Beth in a really compromising position.” He dodged her playful slap then stood up and whistled. “Man, do our houses look like clones or what?”
“I’d say,” Beth agreed. She smiled at Joe and held her hands up.
He grabbed a hold of her and whisked her upright. Before he let go, he gave her a pat on the butt.
Beth swayed for a moment then giggled as she steadied herself. “You can’t deny this little incident will make a great story at the next block party. The whole neighborhood will be talking.”
“Sorry about waking you up, Charlie.” Joe tried to look contrite.
“No problem.” Impulsively, I added, “I could use a little more excitement in my life.” As soon as the words left my mouth, I regretted them.
On cue, Beth and Joe stopped short of the front door and glanced toward the family room.
No one ever saw Billy anymore. Except to pick up the paper off the front step, he never went outside. A teenage boy mowed the lawn and trimmed the bushes. For all anyone knew, his body could be stuffed into the garage freezer. A dummy dressed in sweats, beer wired in one hand, the remote in the other, could be propped up in his chair right now.
Beth leaned against Joe’s arm and hiccupped. “Hey, let’s run together this weekend, after I’ve recovered. Maybe Sunday morning?”
“Sure,” I answered in a bright voice. “Good night.”
“Good night.” They said in unison, like a couple perfectly attuned with one another, like a couple madly in love.
I shut the door as softly as I could, even though I wanted to slam it again and again until Billy woke up.
Chapter 7 Game Interruption
Billy woke to the sound of pounding drums. It was pouring outside.
“Son of a bitch.” He closed his eyes in frustration. Rain increased his commute by twenty minutes, sometimes longer if there were more chicken shits than usual on the road.
Billy swore again, realizing he forgot to buy a new umbrella to replace the one he accidentally sat on last month. He’d have to hoof it from the back parking lot to the office building clad only in his limited edition Green Bay Packers jacket. What a crappy way to start the day.
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