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It was the lunch hour. Brent Schoenfeld swiveled his chair around to look out the large window of his second floor office. In a moment, the sidewalk was flooded with pretty young women; blondes, brunettes, and redheads from the office building across the street. As he did every workday, he watched and he longed. This was his life in microcosm. He could see them, but they could not see him. The physical separation of the window was redundant; they would not have seen him if he had been right on the street among them. He was invisible to them. They would walk around him as if he were a lamp post. There would be no flirtatious glances, not even a friendly smile.
Along came his absolute favorite: the tall, cool blonde, sweeping with an unconscious elegance through the doors of her building. Her long, blonde hair was wafting slightly from her movement or perhaps a light breeze. She was wearing that beautiful red dress he liked so much. It was low-cut enough to tantalize, but not so low as to seem inappropriate. Her hem line was just a few inches above the knee, and allowed a glimpse of flawless legs. She glided like a model down the street, turning the heads of every man she passed. She walked briskly, fishing something from her purse as she went. In just a moment, she was out of sight.
Brent sighed heavily. He caught his own ghostly reflection in the window. There was nothing physically attractive about him. He was sallow, thin, and gangly. His nose was too large, his ears stuck out, and though he was not yet thirty, his hair was now thinning. He knew that pretty women just laughed at him. He knew that from long, painful experience.
He was wealthy now. He had built a rapidly growing business from information security software he had developed himself. He owned this building; two hundred people were now on his payroll. He was only months away from becoming a billionaire instead of a multi-millionaire. Still, he looked like this. Who would ever really want him, desire him? They might want his money; they might even want his name. That wasn’t enough, though. He wanted to be the object of their desire. He wanted them to want him, to ache for him the way he ached for them.
This afternoon, he was going to take an important step. He had the money now; the money to right all the wrongs he had suffered. He was going to have a procedure that would correct the one thing that nature had denied him. He was going to be made beautiful. Then he could go among them at last, not as a desperate outsider, but as one of them – as one of the beautiful people.
He gathered himself and walked out his office door. There was his secretary, clattering away on her keyboard. Marcy was certainly pretty enough, and rather buxom as well. She never looked at him though. She was always courteous, but cool and distant. It could not be clearer to him that she found him unattractive. He vaguely wondered what she’d think if she knew.
“Marcy, I’m leaving now. Simmons will be in charge while I’m gone. You can reach me on mobile if there’s an emergency.”
“Yes sir. Have a good trip,” Marcy said without looking up from her keyboard.
When Brent walked into the clinic, he was a little surprised to find no one else was in the waiting room. It was just him and the receptionist, an attractive slender girl with long auburn hair and a vacuous, disinterested air about her. She told him Dr. Clark would be with him in a moment, and then returned to leafing through her copy of Cosmo.
Brent was the only patient in the waiting room. He found that a little disconcerting, but he knew Dr. Clark saw only a select few very wealthy patients. Brent was happy to finally get a chance for an evaluation; a kind of interview Dr. Clark held with his clients.
Eventually, an elderly man in a lab coat poked his head through the door next to the receptionist’s cubicle and said, “Mr. Schoenfeld? Why don’t you come on back?”
Brent followed the man through the door and down a short hallway, not to an exam room, but to what was clearly the doctor’s private office. The elderly man sat down behind the desk and gestured to the large, leather wing-back chair opposite. Brent sat down.
“You’re Dr. Clark?” Brent asked.
Instead of answering, the man said, “I assume you are here to seek redress for an injustice.”
Brent blinked and looked at him blankly for a moment. “I – I don’t know what you mean.”
“You are healthy and young and intelligent and financially successful.” The elderly man looked at him over the rim of thick glasses. “But still, you feel nature has cheated you. You wish to be physically attractive in addition to all your other attributes. You are here because you feel you are unattractive, and you are. You want me to change that, and of course, I can.”
Brent opened and closed his mouth hesitantly a couple of times. It was all true, of course but the man was so irritatingly blunt and insensitive.
The doctor leaned back in his chair and gazed at the ceiling. “Let me give you a little background on the principles behind my procedure.” Clark leaned back in his chair and put his hands behind his head and donned a distant gaze. “We attribute the decisions we make to the cognitive processes of our minds. This is largely true for the processing of intellectual information; however, all the decisions made that relate to the body’s sensory array – our senses of touch, taste, hearing, sight and taste – are actually made preconsciously by our brains rather than our minds. What you might think of as the hard wiring of the brain determines such things as whether we like the taste of broccoli, what our favorite color is, the type of music we like and also who we find attractive. What we think of as the decisions we make in this regard are actually just elaborate rationales the conscious mind uses to support a decision already made without our knowledge by our brains. This difference engine in the brain is unique to each person and is an evolutionary device necessary to the survival of the species.”
“Necessary?” Brent asked.
“Yes, quite necessary. How do you think the species would have fared if only one member of the opposite sex was found attractive by all the others?”
Brent considered this for a moment and supposed it made sense. Still, he didn’t know why he had to be on the short end of the stick.
Clark continued, almost as if lecturing a student, “Picture for a moment the most beautiful woman you can imagine.”
Brent pictured the super blonde from across the street. She seemed quite perfect to him.
“Now ask yourself for the specific features you find so attractive in this person. You may say you like her eyes or her hair or her figure. These are the rationales of your conscious mind acting in support of a decision your physical brain has already made. You think you consciously decided this woman was attractive, but in fact that decision was made on your behalf and instantaneously by your brain and without your knowledge.”
“Well, how does the brain make these decisions?” Brent asked.
“That is an excellent question, Mr. Schoenfeld. Very simply put, the brain looks for thirty specific points of symmetry in the faces of others. The more of these points it finds, the more attractive the person will appear to be. Likewise, the fewer of these points that are found, the less attractive the person will be found. The most curious thing about it is that these points of symmetry are almost indiscernible to the naked eye. In other words, our conscious minds do not look for this specific information at all.”
“So, if I understand you correctly – your procedure would adjust my face to approximate these points of symmetry?” Brent asked, finally thinking he was beginning to understand.
“Not exactly, no. The procedure provides a series of microadjustments that act to counterbalance the asymmetries. This has the effect of confusing the processing of your visual image in the brain and triggers a default decision in your favor. People will simply find you attractive instead of unattractive even though your actual facial contours would be changed in a way consciously imperceptible to them. You wouldn’t notice any change in your own reflection at all.”
“So I wouldn’t really look any different? I guess I don’t know what you mean.” Brent was totally lost.
Dr. Clark looked at him again. “You’re in the computer software game, are you not?” Brent nodded. “Well, then I imagine you know what it is like to look at a page of code for a program. If one, just one of those numbers that was supposed to be a zero is instead a one, the program will not operate properly, will it?”
Brent found the analogy a little dated, but a gleam of understanding was slowly dawning. The doctor continued, “The core principles of attractiveness operate in the same way. What others perceive in you as unattractive, is simply the result of some bad code. I can correct this code. I can make you irresistible to women. These virtually imperceptible changes make a much greater difference than you can possibly imagine.”
This was starting to make sense to Brent in a way no other explanation could have. The procedure would work along the lines of a software patch – not changing the original code, just providing new code to override and address the errors. He was becoming excited by the possibility.
They talked on for the better part of an hour. Brent understood there would be no scalpel, no bandages, no recovery time. The whole thing would be accomplished with some sort of concentrated sonic pulses or something like that. He understood that he would have to be unconscious for the procedure, but only to assure his complete immobilization so there could be no mishaps with the microadjustments.
He was told that he would become immediately attractive to people he’d never met before, or those who had not seen him in a long time, but that the effect would be more gradual on those to whom his face was familiar.
“I want this. Let’s go forward,” Brent said, anxiously.
The doctor pursed his lips and squinted thoughtfully at Brent for a moment. “You must be sure, Mr. Schoenfeld. I must warn you that beautiful people have their own crosses to bear. This procedure will merely address the issue of your appearance to others. People often think this will bring them happiness, just as so many believe wealth will bring them happiness, but you know yourself that this is not true.”
Brent was beginning to think the guy was daft. If he was young and healthy and rich and beautiful, what else could he possibly want? If all that couldn’t make you happy, what could? No, this would complete him, that’s all.
“Of course,” Brent lied anyway. “I know just what you mean.”
“Well then, you will come in tomorrow at 1:00, and we will do the procedure.”
“Yes?” Brent was expecting to hear more, but the doctor did not speak. He was looking down at some paperwork on his desk. “Is that it, then?”
“Oh, I’m sorry. Yes, you may go now. No alcohol tonight, and do not eat anything after midnight.”
Brent stood and extended his hand, but the doctor’s attention was back on his paperwork. Brent felt momentarily awkward. He cleared his throat nervously, and then left. On the way out, he stopped at the receptionist’s desk, and asked if he needed to make the appointment for tomorrow.
“It’s already done,” she said without looking up from her magazine.
The next day, he returned to the clinic at the prescribed time. This time, the same pretty redhead was handing him papers and telling him where to sign. The whole time, she never looked at him. When he had signed and initialed the last form, she stood up and led him back to the procedure room, and sat him in a chair that looked rather like the chair in a dentist’s office.
Dr. Clark came in shortly, and began examining Brent. As he poked and prodded Brent’s face with what appeared to be a pair of calipers, he was mumbling figures to his pretty red haired assistant, who was scribbling furiously in a chart as he spoke, evidently writing down what he was saying.
Then the doctor leaned down behind the chair, and turned some sort of valve. Brent could hear a faint hiss. Clark came back up wielding a mask not unlike an oxygen mask, and the last thing Brent remembered before waking up was the mask coming down gradually over his mouth and nose. Then he was floating, not a care in the world.
Someone was stroking his forehead gently. “Hi handsome, are we waking up now?” said a female voice that seemed only vaguely familiar. His eyes fluttered open to a slightly blurry world. Someone was leaning over him, caressing his head.
He closed his eyes tight and started smacking his very dry mouth. When he opened them again, the young redhead was leaning over him, sporting a dazzling smile. She caressed him again, looking at him with something well beyond clinical tenderness.
His throat was so dry. He tried to talk, saying “Muth, mumf?”
“Shhhh…” she said, and took his hand, and held it to her small, firm breast. “Don’t try to talk yet; you’re still a little groggy. Would you like a sip of water?”
He nodded, and she reached over to a tray, still holding his hand to her breast. “Here, sweetie – just sips for now, okay?”
He lifted his head a bit unsteadily, and sipped at the water cup. He looked over the paper rim at her, and she was looking back at him with a look he’d never seen before. It – it was absolute adoration.
He reached up with his free hand to feel his face. He expected to find some evidence of the procedure; but there was no numbness, swelling, not even any tenderness. What the hell?
“How are you feeling now, handsome? Want another sip?” she cooed at him. He nodded, and craned his head forward again. In a way, he felt like a baby bird. When he finished the sip, a little water dribbled out of his mouth.
“Oops, I better get that.” The redhead said, and then she slowly and meaningfully licked the droplet from his face.
He blinked rapidly. “Thank you,” he said groggily.
She looked evenly into his eyes and said, “Listen, I wrote down my cell number and slipped it into your pocket. If you need anything - anything at all, you just call me, and I’ll come right over and take care of you.” And as if to make her meaning clear, she pressed his hand tighter into her breast.
He closed his eyes and smiled. He liked this. He wanted this to continue. He tried to give her breast a weak squeeze with his hand.
“Don’t do that.” said Dr. Clark brusquely. Brent opened his eyes to see the doctor looming over him. He scanned the room to see if the redhead was there. No redhead. He’d heard of people having hallucinations like this. It seemed so real.
Clark leaned over Brent and looked at him intently and clinically, moving his head from side to side, yanking down his lower eyelids, and then letting them snap back. Brent was feeling a little more oriented after a few minutes, and asked Dr. Clark for a mirror.
“It’s not necessary.” Clark said dismissively. “You won’t see anything different.”
“Well, did we do the actual procedure, or was this just, I don’t know, measuring or something?” Brent was a little confused, as he had been ever since he met Dr. Clark.
For the first time, Clark smiled benevolently at him, and said, “Nope, you’re all done, Mr. Schoenfeld. From this point on, your life is going to be very different. Let’s see you try to stand.”
Brent got up slowly, and stood. He weaved slightly, or the room did, he couldn’t be sure. Either way, he wasn’t quite one hundred percent. Clark frowned a bit, and told him to sit back down and rest for another few minutes.
He did, and Clark left the room. Brent rested a few more minutes, taking occasional deep breaths, as the doctor had instructed until his head felt fully clear. He kept thinking about the redhead. It was a nice dream, even if that’s all it was.
“All right, how are we doing?” Clark’s head poked around the corner of the doorway to the procedure room.
“I think it’s all good, Doc.” Brent said, and he stood up to show he was steady.
“Good. Good. You can go, then.” Clark said.
“Do I need to schedule a follow-up visit or anything?”
Clark had already disappeared, but from down the hall, he heard the crisp reply, “Nope, you’re done. Go enjoy life.”
He headed down the hall, and was anxious to see if the girl was there at her reception desk. He wanted to see her – see if there was any reaction. Damn! She wasn’t there, so he headed out the door, down the hallway and out into the parking garage, where he got into his car.
As he slid into the driver seat, he tilted the rear view mirror so he could see his face. There was nothing different at all. He sighed. What if this whole thing is just a big scam? I already wired the million dollars to his off-shore account. Suddenly, he felt very stupid, and a little angry. He wanted to go back inside and confront this fraud. No, better to get my legal team on this. I’ll sue the son of a bitch!
He reached for the seatbelt, and pulled it across his chest. As he did so, he felt something in his pocket. He reached in and fished it out. It read in a pretty, feminine hand:
Kim – 883-1945 (anything at all)
****
It was already after five; his office would be closed. He drove home instead. He kept running his hand over his face to see if he could feel anything, any difference from before, even a slight tenderness from one of these supposed microscopic adjustments. There was nothing, though, and it began to creep into his consciousness that Kim (if that was her name) might be part of the con. He was going to have to conduct an independent test somehow; maybe go out to dinner or to a bar or something. Where the hell would I go to find some women at this time of day?
He parked, and headed up to his apartment. Well, even if I decide to go out, I’m going to need to shower and change. In the bathroom, he looked at himself long and hard in the mirror, and again was skeptical that anything at all was different. He took a long, luxurious shower and thought about Kim. He allowed himself to wonder: what if it was real, though? He fished her note to him out of the pocket of the shirt he had tossed in the hamper and read it again. He started to throw it away, but decided to put it away in a drawer instead.
Ultimately, he decided he didn’t feel like going out tonight. Actually, he was just tired of acknowledging that he didn’t know of any night spots – he’d never had occasion to know before. He sat on the couch and slipped comfortably into his habit of reading the trade magazines. Wired magazine actually had an article praising one of his new product lines. By nine o’clock he had fallen asleep on the couch.
In his dreams, the procedure worked and he was surrounded by beautiful women. Kim was there, and so was that stunning blonde from the building across the street from his office. Then he was in his office, and Marcy followed him in, and closed the door behind her and began unbuttoning her blouse and walking toward him with a hunger in her eyes.
Then he woke up. He glanced at the clock - one in the morning. He sat up, trying to cling to the unresolved but quickly evaporating dream. He got up and went to the bathroom, then went to bed, hoping for an encore or a conclusion to the previous dream, but as far as he could remember, he didn’t dream any more that night.
He woke up at his regular time, but it was Saturday. No office, no lunchtime floodgate of beautiful women from across the street. He still hadn’t a clue where to find any women; least of all on a Saturday morning. He decided to get dressed and head over to the Hilton, and have breakfast there at the Top of the Round, the revolving restaurant atop the 30-story building. They offered weekend brunches there.
The experiment was a bust, though. The waitress did seem particularly solicitous, but she wasn’t really very pretty. The only other women in the restaurant were a couple of middle-aged women obviously involved in some kind of business dealings. All the hotel staffers he ran into were male.
If it was a con, they had the timing worked out very nicely. They’ve probably skipped the country by now. He decided he would have to wait for Monday, then it occurred to him he had Kim’s phone number, or at least her supposed phone number. He could at least call and see if the number was valid; that would tell him something. Still, the idea of the possibility of this thing working was so powerful, he tended to vacillate.
When he got back to his apartment building, he had decided to just wait until Monday, and go into the office as usual. Maybe at lunchtime, he would go down on the street and see if any of the women he ogled at every day would give him a look.
On his way into the building, the doorman stopped him and handed him a note. He said a pretty red haired girl had left it for him. It seemed a little dream-like. He thanked the doorman and slipped him a ten spot, and read the note on the way up in the elevator.
I was in the neighborhood, and thought I would just stop by and see how you were doing. Give me a call at 883-1945 if you want to get together and do anything tonight.
Kim
He kept reading and re-reading the note as he walked down the hall to his door. Maybe it wasn’t real, maybe it was all part of the con, but it was making him feel good. He sat down on the couch, still holding the note. He tried alternately to talk himself out of it and in to it.
Finally, he picked up the phone and tapped out 883-1945. She picked up after the first ring.
“This is Kim.”
“Hi Kim, it’s Brent Schoenfeld. Uh - I got your note.” Suddenly, he was aware he didn’t have any idea what to say next.
“Hi Brent! I was hoping it was you! So…what do you think? You want to get together tonight?” She certainly sounded interested; still he couldn’t quite let himself fully believe it. Even so, he invited her over, saying they could decide what to do when she got there. She eagerly accepted, and showed up at his door promptly at six.
She was wearing a dark blue dress that looked great with her red hair; and spike heels that actually made her a bit taller than him. Her legs looked incredibly long. His impression of her was greatly improved.
He invited her in and offered her some wine. She made some small talk. He was terrible at this; it felt very awkward to him. He knew what he wanted; he just didn’t have a clue how to get there from here. She seemed to sense this, and suggested they stay in and order a pizza. Then she moved closer to him on the couch, and slid her hands up his chest to his shoulders, leaned forward and whispered into his ear, “Maybe we should do something to work up an appetite first.” Then she kissed his neck.
Things moved quickly from there. They never did get around to ordering the pizza. Brent had a lot of pent-up passion, and she was just the remedy for him. The best part was that she was just so eager to please him; she didn’t hesitate for even a moment at anything he suggested. She even anticipated him.
They fell asleep cradled in each other’s arms. When he woke up, she was gone, but she had left a note in her lovely handwriting saying that she’d had a great time, and that he’d better call her soon. He wanted to call her already.
He slept later than was his custom, and when he did get up he felt indescribably happy. He wanted to send her some flowers and a note, but he realized he didn’t know her address. He didn’t even know her last name. He considered for a moment just sending the flowers to the clinic address, but ruled that out as he did not want to embarrass her. He dialed her number, but got voice mail. That wasn’t what he’d expected, and he hadn’t prepared anything to say; he got flustered and hung up without leaving a message. Guess I’ll try her again later.
He made himself a little breakfast, and plopped down in a chair to read the Sunday morning paper, but his mind kept wandering back to the night before, how really very pretty Kim was and those long, elegant legs and the incredible softness of her skin.
The apartment seemed very empty to him, and he began to feel restless. He dealt with this the way he always did: by powering up his notebook, and immersing himself in his work. Time passes quickly in “computer reality,” as he called it. He had always used this as a way to keep the sorry state of his real life at bay.
By bedtime, Kim was well in the back of his thoughts and instead he was eagerly looking forward to going in to the office tomorrow. Certainly the staff would be surprised to see him, since he had scheduled a two-week vacation. He was most curious to see if Marcy noticed anything different at all, but he was particularly looking forward to lunchtime and the floodgate of beautiful women. He had resolved that tomorrow, he would contrive to go among them. That would be the real test. He drifted off to sleep thinking of future conquests.
In the morning he had to fight the urge to go in early, and just barely managed to prevail on that front. As he walked in, a couple of people waved at him, but these were underlings who probably weren’t aware he had planned to be on vacation anyway. When he arrived at his second floor office, he found Marcy struggling with the sticking drawer on the small filing cabinet under her desk. Each time she yanked on the cabinet drawer, her considerable breasts jiggled tantalizingly under her otherwise modest blouse.
“Hi Marcy,” he said casually.
She looked up at him for the first time in he didn’t know how long, and her eyes locked right onto his.
“Mr. Schoenfeld! I thought you were going out of town for a couple of weeks,” she responded. She didn’t look away as she usually did, but if she was finding him at all attractive, she was revealing nothing.
He waved a hand dismissively. “Plans fell through. You got anything for me?”
She glanced at the folders on her desk, then back at him and shrugged. “I’m sorry, I already gave everything to Mr. Simmons. He’s in a meeting with the Microsoft people right now. Do you want me to get him?”
“No, no. That’s all right. I’ll be in my office, Marcy.” And he walked over to his desk and powered up his computer. He felt Marcy’s gaze follow him as he walked by her. This proves nothing, of course. She’s probably just shocked to see me back this morning.
He started, as he did every workday morning by checking his e-mail. In a moment, Marcy stuck her head in the office and asked if there was anything he needed. Had he been paying much attention at all, he would have found that unusual, but he was engrossed in e-mail, so he just indicated he didn’t need anything. He didn’t even look up from his monitor.
The morning was filled with answering e-mails and taking telephone calls. After a while, Simmons came in and welcomed him back, then filled him in on the meeting with the Microsoft people. A few minutes before lunch time, he scooted out of the office, and told Marcy that he had an errand to run.
Once he got to the street level, he decided that rather than waiting right at the door of the opposing building, he would linger near a corner. This would give him a fifty-fifty chance of being in the path of his super blonde when she exited the building. He pulled out his cell phone, and leaned up against the wall, pretending to be involved in a conversation.
After a moment’s wait, the flood of women began exiting the building, and he tried to spot his favorite, but he could not see her in the throng. Roughly half the women headed towards him and the other half in the opposite direction. As they approached, he began nodding his head, and saying to his fake caller “That’s right. Okay, what else. Uh huh, uh huh.”
As the women streamed by him, he realized that he recognized most of them, even though he had only previously seen them from his office window. Most of them smiled engagingly as they walked by; some eyed him in a more predatory way. He saw one girl he recognized actually nudge her girlfriend and incline her head towards him. The girlfriend looked in his direction then casually away, but as they passed, he heard one of them say, “Mega-cute!”
Eventually the stream thinned then stopped altogether. He was disappointed that he had not seen the blonde, but he counted the experiment a success. He put his phone back in his jacket pocket, and walked back to the office. This would not do. He couldn’t stand on the street corner at lunch every day. That would be just too conspicuous.
This conundrum alternately occupied the fore or the back of his thoughts the rest of the afternoon. By the day’s end, he still had not decided what to do about it. He drove home in a bit of a funk, stopping only to buy a newspaper.
****
When he got home, he skimmed the news section, and then read the business section with great interest as was his custom. When he was finished, he tossed the paper at an ottoman, and the Metro section slid out and hit the floor. On the front page was a picture of the night life at one of the local clubs. He sat where he was, turning his head sideways for a moment, staring at the picture from afar.
He had never been a drinker, but he decided he might just need to check out the night club scene. Still, Monday night didn’t seem the most promising. He picked up the Metro section, made mental notes of the locations of some of the more upscale clubs and once deciding he had nothing better to do, set out. He really didn’t intend to drink, but he decided to have the doorman hail him a cab anyway, because he was concerned about leaving his Lexus in the parking lot of a bar.
The first place he went was the one he’d seen written up in the paper: la Luna Azul. He arrived far too early for the evening crowd, but it just so happened that this particular club had a very popular happy hour.
There were actually a couple of dozen people in the place, and some techno-pop music was playing rather too loudly. Most of the people were in booths arranged on the other side of the dance floor. He grabbed a stool at the bar and in a moment, the pretty brunette barkeep, whose nametag said she was “Kelly”, came to take his order. He had to think about it for a moment. “Do you have any wine?”
She nodded, but then leaned in toward him to whisper in his ear that the wine was really crappy. As she leaned forward, she brushed her breast against his hand. “Well, I don’t drink very often. What’s a good drink?”
“Have you ever had Sex on the Beach?” she gave him a lascivious smile, then leaned forward, once more brushing his hand with her breast and whispered, “It’s a drink. You’ll love it.”
In a moment, she was back with his drink. The bar wasn’t very busy, so she stayed and chatted with him. He told her that he wasn’t very well acquainted with the night life. Without hesitation, she offered that she got off in a couple of hours and volunteered to be his guide to some of the better clubs.
He nursed his drink as best he could, but ended up ordering and finishing another before Kelly got off duty. He felt a little woozy by the time they actually headed out, so he suggested they get a bite to eat before they continued. She eagerly agreed, and they settled on a nice steak house that was within walking distance.
The lights in the restaurant were low, but seemed as broad daylight compared to the lighting in her club. Kelly was even prettier than he’d first thought, and turned out to be a great conversationalist.
After dinner, they went to a few clubs, but his instinct about Monday not being the best night for clubbing seemed more and more prophetic. Eventually, they took a cab to her place, where he actually had decided he was just going to drop her off before heading home himself, but she invited him up for a nightcap.
He started to search for a way to politely decline. It was late, and he had to work the next day, but he looked into her lustrous dark chocolate eyes and put his protestations aside. He followed her up the stairs to her second story apartment. As they entered her modest but neat little apartment, she tossed the keys casually on the coffee table, then turned to him and planted a long and passionate kiss on him.
She then bounced away saying, “I can’t wait to get out of these clothes! Booze is in the kitchen – help yourself.”
He went into the kitchen as instructed and stood there looking at the several bottles of spirits. “You know, I’m not sure I should have any more to drink,” he said with a voice raised just enough that he thought it would reach her in the bedroom.
She emerged from the bedroom wearing only a red silk robe in an oriental design that barely managed to cover her at all. “Hey, if you’re okay, I’m okay!” Then she held her arms out and twirled for him asking, “So, what do you think?”
His expression answered for him. He was right, the robe was only barley able to cover her when her arms were not held high, and when they were; it failed gloriously on all counts. She flounced down on the couch and patted the spot beside her.
When he sat down, she leaned toward him and kissed him again, long and wet and probing. As they kissed, she moved his hand to her breast, and moaned pleasurably as he squeezed her gently. Then she bounced up and took him by the hand and led him to her bedroom.
The lovemaking was vigorous, bordering on acrobatic. Kelly was quite noisy about it, so much so that it became almost embarrassing for Brent. As much as he wanted not to, he couldn’t help comparing Kelly to Kim. After all, Kim was the only other woman he’d been with sexually. They were so very different. Kelly was quite upfront about being in charge of the whole endeavor. She chose the positions and when they would switch, and was constantly urging him on with loud moans and occasional screams of ecstasy. Kim had been so gentle and slow, and Kelly was actually rather rough - almost frantic.
After she had finally brought him to the moment of truth, he felt an almost overwhelming urge to leave, but she put her head on his shoulder, and gazed admiringly at him asking, ‘Was that good for you, baby?”
He smiled and kissed her, then squeezed her tight. In five minutes, he was out cold. He woke to the smell of cooking, and was briefly disoriented until he remembered the previous night. His head pounded, and his mouth felt like he had been drinking Elmer’s glue. He sat up on the edge of the bed and looked at his wristwatch. It was almost nine o’clock! He should have been in his office an hour ago.
He looked around, found his pants and fished his cell phone out to call Marcy. She answered on the second ring, and he explained that he would not be in until the afternoon. Kelly came in with the food on a tray and a gorgeous smile. He tried to beg off. He wasn’t at all sure he could eat anything, but she insisted and began feeding him pieces of toast.
He managed to get down one piece of toast and a half cup of rather awful coffee. Kelly finally let him go when he made clear just how badly he felt by throwing up everything she’d just forced upon him.
“Oh, baby! You really are a rookie, aren’t you?” She rubbed a warm damp washcloth over his face. “Next time, we’ll take it a little easier. You go home and take a long hot shower and get some rest. Call me when you feel better, okay?” He nodded feebly, got dressed the rest of the way, then climbed into a cab and headed home.
When he got there, he took Kelly’s advice regarding the long hot shower. He took a couple of Advil, then gauging his headache, took two more, then flopped face-first on his bed, falling into a dead sleep right after promising himself that he would never drink again.
He didn’t wake up until eight in the evening, and he felt ravenous but at least his headache was gone. He took another long hot shower, put on fresh clothes and felt like a new man. He headed out in the Lexus to a nearby favorite restaurant and had his supper.
Then, with all the misery incurred by the previous night’s drinking, he decided to head out to some of the clubs Kelly had shown him. It is amazing how quickly a man can adapt to a new lifestyle when given the proper motivation. He wanted to experience women, and he wasn’t going to let one bad experience put him off. Well, it wasn’t that bad an experience really – just different, that’s all.
****
Nightclubbing in the evenings became his new routine though he was much more careful about how much alcohol he consumed. Sometimes he would get a girl, and sometimes things never progressed beyond a little flirtation; but it was all endlessly fascinating to him. The girls were all so different, some were meek and others were real wildcats. Within two weeks, he’d been with seven girls, and felt he now had a real basis upon which to decide what he liked and did not.
Kim was still his very favorite, and he wondered if it was because she was his first. She was the only one he’d gotten together with more than once – three times now actually. He’d seen her every Saturday night. He was becoming quite taken with her and was beginning to wonder if he’d fall in love with her, or she with him. That would wreck everything. He still had a lot of wild oats to sow, but she was just too good to give up.
Things were going very well in his private life, but he also felt a change in his work life. Maybe it was because he just seemed more confident or happier, but his people were engaging him more than before. Everyone smiled when they saw him. His male employees seemed more respectful and his female employees more friendly.
Even Marcy had changed the way she acted. She was friendlier and chattier than she used to be, and always made eye contact with him. Often, she would come into his office just to see if he needed her to do anything for him. She’d changed the way she dressed at the office, too. Her outfits were more revealing than before – lower necklines and shorter hemlines than before; nothing approaching lewd, but still quite noticeable.
Simmons was Brent’s right hand man at the company and had been since its inception. Brent had always allowed Simmons a great deal of autonomy, but lately, Simmons was being more consultative. Much of the conversation between the two of late had centered on the idea of contracting out some of the legal work to an outside firm. The company was poised for a quantum increase in the market, especially if their dealings with Microsoft went through.
Simmons was uncharacteristically pressuring Brent to take a personal role in this process. He had relied on Simmons for a lot, and he felt if Simmons needed him to take the lead on this one, he could do that, so he finally acceded.
Once the process began, it did not take long to realize why Simmons was anxious to get out from under this particular responsibility. The meetings largely consisted of the four staff lawyers arguing with each other about what seemed rather esoteric points. Brent came to the conclusion that what was really at issue was whether the in-house legal staff would be considered necessary if any of the company’s legal work could be contracted out.
After a few of these meetings, in which nothing at all was accomplished except for scheduling another meeting, Brent took it upon himself to pronounce an ultimatum: “I want a proposal by the end of business today that will recommend the specific legal services that should be outsourced to a firm specializing in software law, and a list of such firms in the area. If I do not receive this proposal by the close of business today, I will find a firm on my own that can handle all our needs, including those currently managed by in-house counsel. Is that perfectly clear?” It was perfectly clear, and well before the end of the day he had the requested proposal and a list of suitable law firms.
He reviewed the proposal, and had Marcy send a copy to each law firm on the list. He instructed her to schedule interviews for him with each firm that responded to the request for services.
“Do you want to do this at your place or theirs?” Marcy asked.
“Set the interviews up here. Get the big conference room.” Brent responded. He looked at his watch – almost quitting time. He walked back to his desk to check e-mail before shutting down his computer.
In a moment, Marcy stuck her head around the door and knocked quietly on the doorframe to get his attention. “Mr. Schoenfeld? Some of us were going to get together down at Friday’s, and – um, well, would you want to come along – you know, have a couple of beers and some snacks, or whatever?”
He looked up from his monitor at Marcy. She looked hopeful. “I guess I could go for a little while. Who all is going to be there?”
“Oh, it’s just going to be a few of the girls from clerical and accounting; five or six, tops,” she responded.
“Okay. Sure, I guess so. When is it? Is it now?” he asked.
“Yea.” She scrunched up her face as if wincing at asking him the next question. “Could I ride with you? I carpooled today, and thought I could catch a ride, but everyone else has already left.” Then she stuck her lower lip out in an attractive pout, and batted her eyelashes playfully.
He laughed, and said, “Now your ulterior motive is revealed.”
“No, that’s not it at all. We want you to come. I want you to come,” she protested.
He grabbed his jacket and walked toward the door, flipping the light out on his way and said, ‘All right, but it’s only because I hate to see you beg. No, wait. I liked that part a little.”
She playfully slapped at his arms, and they walked together to his car. She slid into the passenger seat, allowing a brief glimpse of her rather nice legs, and then fastened her seat belt. When he started the engine, the shoulder restraint moved back and situated itself by forcing a deep valley between her breasts. Marcy looked sideways at him and said, “These things could kill a girl, you know.”
“Still, it’s very becoming on you” he quipped as he looked over his shoulder to back out. On the way to the restaurant, they made small talk about work. The top button of her white silk blouse was undone, but she was nervously fidgeting with the second button on the way. On her figure, this button might be referred to as the gatekeeper button, the main button keeping the show from becoming an order of magnitude more interesting. When they pulled into the parking lot, Brent whipped into a slot, and turned off the ignition. The automatic shoulder harness crawled forward, and as it did so, he saw Marcy give the button she’d been working a little yank. It flew off, and her blouse gaped open, showing a rather amazing amount of cleavage.
“Oh, shoot!” Marcy exclaimed. “That seatbelt caught my button and pulled it off.” She leaned toward him, jutting her bosom forward and asked, ‘Would you be embarrassed to be seen with me like this?”
Since he’d been invited, he looked. He tried to look only briefly, but he wasn’t sure he’d pulled it off quite convincingly. He forced his gaze upward to her eyes, to see her smiling coquettishly at him. “I can take you home, if you’d rather,” he said.
“Rather what?” she teased. “Oh, let’s just go on in. We’re off the clock, right?” She reached for the door handle and was out before Brent could think of anything to say. They walked together inside the main door and Marcy craned her neck looking around for the people they were supposed to meet.
“Well, I don’t see anybody yet. Maybe they went home to change first. Shall we just get a table?”
“Sure. Maybe they can give us something where we can see the door.”
In a moment they were seated in a booth. They ordered a couple of beers and an appetizer platter of hot wings and raw vegetables with ranch dressing. She sat across from him, affording him an excellent view of her ample femininity.
The platter came, and Marcy leaned forward over the table top and craned her neck to her left toward the entrance to see if anybody had come yet. As she did this, of course Brent got the main benefit of the view.
“She sat back and shrugged nonchalantly, “Nobody yet.”
“Do you want to call anyone? Maybe we went to the wrong Friday’s,” he said.
“I don’t know their cell numbers. Anyway, who cares - or am I boring you?”
He put his hands up in protestation. “Not one bit. Honestly, I don’t care if they come or not at this point.”
“Sure. We don’t need them to have fun, do we?” Marcy said. She picked up a celery stick from the platter, dipped it in ranch dressing, and raised it to her lips, where she let it linger tantalizingly, making sure Brent’s attention was riveted before biting it abruptly and cruelly. He started a bit at that and she laughed.
They laughed and talked and teased for two hours. When it became apparent that no one else was coming, Brent offered to give her a ride home. She gratefully accepted. She directed him into the suburbs, where in about half an hour they pulled up in front of an older but elegant house.
“This is where you live?” Brent asked. He couldn’t see how she could afford what a place like this probably cost on her salary.
“Well, yeah. It was my parents’ house. They deeded it to me when they moved to Florida after Daddy retired.”
“Well, it’s a very nice house, Marcy.”
“Thanks. Do you want to come in and see the inside?”
He hesitated. “Oh come on. I’m not going to bite you – not too hard anyway.” And she leaned toward him again, watching his eyes the whole time to make sure his gaze went just where she directed.
He let out a long sigh and finally relinquished his excellent view to look her in the eyes. “I appreciate the offer Marcy, I really do. I just – I don’t know – work and everything – I mean, don’t you think it could get awkward?”
“All right, I guess I understand. You really know how to take the personal out of personal secretary, though.” She gave him a brilliant smile and got slowly out of the car and walked away, shouting over her shoulder, “See you tomorrow!”
He was well on his way home when it first occurred to him that maybe the whole evening had been a setup. Maybe Marcy had fabricated the whole thing about some of the girls getting together just to get him to herself for a little while. He considered this for a moment. He completely accepted that she was very openly flirting with him. There was the thing with the button, which he knew she faked. Then too, she didn’t seem to want to call her friends to see where they were. Ultimately he decided it didn’t really matter much to him. It had been a very enjoyable evening.
****
That night, he dreamed of Marcy and all that might have followed had he only chosen to accept her invitation to be bitten – but not too hard. In spite of the pleasant fantasy of the dream and the pleasurable nature of the preceding evening with Marcy, he felt a gnawing uneasiness as he prepared for work the next morning.
All the way there, he wondered if she would be there; would she be embarrassed and uncomfortable; were things going to be awkward? As he walked into the building, he exchanged salutations and smiles with various staff members who used to pretty much ignore him. Marcy was at her desk as usual and at least outwardly, no different than yesterday. She greeted him with a radiant smile and indicated she had mailed out the proposal guidelines to all the law firms as per his instructions.
He was greatly relieved to see her this way. “Thank you, Marcy, and thanks for letting me tag along last night. I had a wonderful time.”
“I had fun too. We should do it again sometime.” Then she went back to her keyboarding, eliminating the need for him to accept or decline or to feel awkward about it. He couldn’t quite decide whether she had just dismissed the whole evening as if it had never happened or whether she just wanted to show how well she could separate her business and personal lives.
Brent went to work and the rest of the day was unremarkable except for one thing he didn’t even notice: when lunchtime came, he did not wheel around in his chair to look out his window. It did not even occur to him. From that time on, the women from the building across the street would come and go as they always did, but without their secret admirer.
For the next couple of weeks, life was pretty much just so. Marcy continued to be very friendly but professional. She still wore clothes that were appropriate yet sensual. She flirted with him in such a subtle manner that it never made him uncomfortable. She began coming in to visit at the end of the day and she and Brent would spend a half hour or so after regular business hours just chatting and joking and innocuously flirting.
He continued to see Kim every Saturday night, and maybe once or twice during a week he would look for new adventures elsewhere. He had become more comfortable with the nightlife, and could find attractive women when he wanted, and could usually get what he wanted from them. Perhaps this kept his appetite dulled just enough that he was able to restrain himself with Marcy.
Brent was comfortable in his new routine. Marcy came into his office one Friday a little after five and sat down in the chair opposite his. She was wearing a dark form-fitting knit blouse and a snug dark red skirt that hit her just at the knee when she was standing, but that rode up mercilessly when she sat and crossed her shapely legs. He watched almost mesmerized as the skirt rose to her mid-thigh. Once she was assured his attention was riveted there, she wiggled slightly and scooted down in the chair a bit to bring the skirt nearly to her hip, showing him almost her entire thigh. His eyes widened and she giggled, “I have to make sure you’re going to miss me.”
He looked up at her pretty face, framed in ringlets of light brown and tastefully highlighted hair. She batted long, dark lashes at him. “Miss you?” he asked, absently.
“Don’t give me that! I’m on vacation for the next two weeks – you approved the request months ago.”
He dropped his shoulders as a sense of resignation set in. Of course he remembered. He signed the request back when Marcy barely spoke to him, barely acknowledged his existence, back when she came to work in thick, figure-concealing clothing that was always buttoned up to the very top and beyond, if that was possible.
“Crap. You know how to spoil a guy’s whole day,” he sighed heavily. “So, where are you going?”
“Florida. I’m going to visit with my folks for a while; probably hit the beaches and get a little sun. I got a new swimsuit I’m dying to try out.” She looked at him wickedly.
He leaned forward, putting both elbows on his desk, and cradled his chin in his hands and said, “Well, all right. I don’t know how you can possibly have a good time, though. The interviews with the law firms start on Monday. I’m sure you will be haunted by guilt the whole time. How am I supposed to get along without you?”
“Don’t worry, I got Susan to fill in while I’m gone.”
“Susan? The girl who always wears the corduroy pants?” He looked as mildly horrified as was possible.
Marcy feigned an indignant air, sat straight up and abruptly yanked her hem back down to just above knee level. “Susan will do just fine for you. I’ll be shocked if the two of you aren’t married when I return.”
He winced. “Well, what she lacks in looks, she more than makes up for in the absence of personality.” Marcy giggled a little at this. He slapped a hand over his mouth in what Marcy took to be mock horror at his insensitive remark; but it was not mock horror. He couldn’t believe he’d just said that. How quickly he’d adapted to being one of the beautiful people, how quickly he’d gladly joined the ranks of the aesthetic aristocracy in sneering down his nose at the less fortunate. “I’m sorry, Marcy. That was insensitive.”
She waved a hand dismissively at him. She then slid down in the chair again, bringing the skirt even higher upon her gorgeous thighs than before, and swung her chair slowly and slightly side to side. She watched his eyes the whole time, making sure she was having just the effect she wanted. “Promise to miss me?” she said in a sultry voice.
“Miss you? God, I’m halfway to going with you!” He said in an agonized tone.
She smiled prettily, then sat up and smoothed her outfit. He got up and they walked to the parking lot together. They chatted a bit longer before parting ways. She playfully flipped a finger down his lip and said she’d better not find Susan sitting in his lap when she got back.
He waved as he watched her drive away. He was going to miss her. She was pretty and flirty – yes, but she made work so much more fun than it had been before – than it had ever been. He decided he was going to have to give her a raise. He drove home in a bit of a funk.
After puttering around his apartment for an hour or so, he decided to give Kim a call. They got together every Saturday night, but he usually called on Friday just to confirm. As it turned out, Kim was sick with the flu and was going to try to call him later to cancel. He wanted to see her anyway; try to take care of her. No, she just wanted to rest, and she didn’t want him to see her all “hagged” out. He asked if he could do anything – send a doctor, anything at all. She assured him she just needed to rest.
This is turning into a hell of a weekend. He didn’t even feel like going out. Instead, he decided to work. He needed to review the proposals the law firms had sent in so he could ask intelligent questions. His briefcase was not there, though. He had gotten distracted by his conversation with Marcy and had left it on his desk. He toyed briefly with the idea of going back to get it, then decided he’d just go in to the office tomorrow and kill the day poring over the proposals. That still left the evening. What to do?
His mood was too sour for an evening out. He flipped on the television, but his mind kept wandering. He thought about Kim and wondered: should he go to her anyway? He could take her some soup and tissues or whatever. On the other hand, she had asked him specifically not to come – she didn’t want him to see her when she was not at her best. Then his mind wandered to work and the paperwork he’d left at the office. The office? What will it be like working with Susan instead of Marcy the next two weeks? He sighed heavily, realizing how very, very much he was going to miss Marcy.
He wondered what kind of mischief she would wreak on the young men of Florida. He wondered what that new swimming suit looked like on her. He wondered how she’d look when she returned all tan and rested. Maybe she’d show him her tan lines. Maybe she’d show him there were no tan lines.
He gave up the television and grabbed his notebook computer. After powering up, he checked e-mail and found he had a new message from Marcy’s home address:
I thought you might be a little distracted at the end of the day. Just in case, I attached file copies of the proposals from all the law firms you are scheduled to meet with next week, and a copy of the schedule for interviews.
At the bottom, beside her signature was a little winking emoticon. He checked the time the message was sent and discovered it had only been a few minutes. He answered:
I was a lot distracted, actually. Thanks, Marcy! You’re a lifesaver. I don’t know what I’ll do without you.
He placed a frowny-face emoticon by his signature and waited, hoping she would respond. In a moment, the incoming mail alarm chimed, and he had another e-mail from Marcy, with a J-PEG file attached. Her message read:
You didn’t get a chance to see my new swimsuit, so I thought you might like a picture. Enjoy! I’ll see you in two weeks.
He excitedly opened the file, only to find a picture of a swimming suit hanging on a hanger. It was a scoop-backed, one-piece, wrap-style red and white suit that was cut very high on the hip, and was open from well below the navel, crossing below the bosom then opening widely again to the shoulders. He couldn’t quite imagine how all of Marcy was going to fit in that suit, but he would have liked to have seen.
He answered:
You have a real mean streak, Marcy! Have a good trip.
She only sent back a smiley-face emoticon. The conversation was over. He couldn’t stop thinking about her, though. He had never known a woman who was such an adroit flirt. She was so amazingly expert at getting a man to look just where and just how she wanted; and alternatively, to prevent it. He had always thought she had a pretty face, but he’d really had no clue about her amazing body until she’d wanted him to know.
It was a most exquisite torture, really. He knew he had really already crossed the line of appropriate workplace behavior, but he assuaged himself by clinging to the fact he hadn’t actually done anything other than cast his eyes wherever she directed. Sometimes he wondered if that wasn’t a very thin straw to cling to, and whether Marcy was just the express route to big, big trouble.
He sighed longingly, and then buried himself for the rest of the evening in reviewing the files Marcy had sent. It wasn’t as complicated as he’d thought. Lawyers tend to be as evasive as possible in such matters; no use being overly specific in answering questions a prospective client may not even have.
****
He woke Saturday with a vague disgruntlement haunting him. He waited till noon to call Kim, hoping by then she’d be feeling well enough to get together. She sounded as bad as yesterday, and had also developed a nasty rattling cough.
He knew he should feel for Kim. She was sick, after all, but he hadn’t spent a Saturday night without her since the first time they got together. He felt cheated and this only increased the cloud of frustration hanging over him. By evening time he was in such a foul mood, he’d written off trying to go out to find a companion for the evening.
Sunday he went to the country club for brunch then for a drive in the country. Still, the cloud hung over his mood that prevented him from enjoying anything he did. On Monday, he awoke in a pleasant mood until he remembered Marcy would not be at the office.
As he walked into the building, various staffers greeted him with friendly smiles and waves. He responded with half-hearted grunts and a scowl he wasn’t even aware was on his face. Susan was at Marcy’s desk, wearing her corduroy pants and some kind of oversized top that didn’t seem to go at all. Her short, blonde hair looked greasy. Brent couldn’t decide if she was using the wrong hair product or whether she didn’t wash her hair often enough.
“Good morning, Mr. Schoenfeld!” She gave him a wan smile. She had pronounced his name “Shone-field.” It irritated him. He was the President of the Goddamn company. You’d think people’d know who the hell they work for!
“Actually, it’s pronounced Show-en-feld, Susan – not SHONE and not FIELD,” he snapped. She flushed deeply, but he just turned and went right to his desk without inviting any further conversation. He booted up his computer and stood looking out his window at a sky that more or less matched his dark mood.
It took but a moment for him to feel bad about the exchange and he walked back out to tell Susan he was sorry if he seemed snippy – bad weekend, that’s all. She looked up at him with watering eyes magnified by thick glasses and in return stammered out an apology for mispronouncing his name. If she was nervous before, this little incident just made it much worse.
He raised a hand and rubbed his temple as if he was getting a headache. “Well, Susan never mind all that. When does the first firm come in for interviews? I left my schedule at home.”
Susan looked at the computer monitor, grabbed the mouse and started clicking. In a moment, she was becoming plainly flustered. “I’m sorry, sir. I just – I don’t know where Marcy keeps that information. I, uh – could I bring you the schedule in a few minutes?”
He tried to smile beneficently at her, but his expression was more of a grimace. “Sure,” he said, and then returned to his desk. As he sat there, he heard Susan on the phone talking to somebody, asking if they knew Marcy’s scheduling program. It took her twenty minutes to timidly present herself at his door with a copy of the schedule.
“Thank you, Susan,” he said, but she just stood there as if waiting for further instructions. “You can just bring that over here to me.” She quick-stepped over to his desk and placed the schedule right in the center of his desk instead of in the inbox. He sighed. She waited, expectantly. He looked up at her and said, “That’ll be all, Susan.” She scurried away.
He picked up the schedule and saw that the first interview was scheduled at 9:00 AM. He looked at his watch and saw that it was 9:15. “Susan!” he yelled. Her head appeared from low around the corner as if she were stretching across the desk rather than getting up.
“The first meeting was supposed to start fifteen minutes ago. Did Stanford and Associates cancel?”
“No sir, I put them in the conference room,” she said.
He blinked incredulously. “Well, is there a reason you didn’t tell me they were here?”
“I was getting you the schedule – I – I thought you wanted that first,” she responded, meekly.
He took in a deep breath and was about to say something profane, but he held his tongue and instead said in a carefully measured tone, “Thank you Susan.” Then he grabbed his briefcase with all the paperwork in it and headed down the hall to the large conference room.
Two men in dark suits were waiting at the conference table, both rising when he entered. Brent offered hasty apologies for keeping them waiting; they waved it off. Brent conducted the interview at a brisk pace, making a few notes to himself as it progressed. Thankfully, Marcy had actually set up the interview schedule and had provided some time between interviews so he could catch up.
He spent the rest of the day meeting with representatives of various local law firms. None seemed too different from the others. All of them had some experience in software piracy litigation and all of them had ample corporate litigation experience.
He concluded the last interview of the day with a firm called Somers, Somers and Sloane a little after five o’clock and headed back down the hall to his office. Susan was gone, thankfully. He turned the corner to go into his office and saw his Vice President, Simmons sitting on his desk.
“How did it go, Brent?” he asked.
“Fine, I guess. I’ve got three more firms to interview tomorrow,” he tossed his briefcase onto his desk and looked evenly at Simmons. “So, what’s up?” He knew Simmons very well, and he was not a just-dropped-by-to-see-how-it’s-going kind of a guy.
“It’s Susan,” he said.
Brent rolled his eyes. “What now?” Brent asked, expecting to hear about something else she’d screwed up.
“She’s a little intimidated by you, I guess. I’m sending her back to the engineering department, and I’m sending you my secretary,” he said very matter-of-factly.
“Margaret? Sure, she’s good. What are you going to do, though?” Brent said, though he was a little relieved that he wouldn’t have to put up with Susan anymore.
“I’ll make do. I just wanted you to be aware of the change, that’s all.” Simmons slid down off the desk, but turned when he reached the door. “Brent,” he said in a paternal tone, “These girls don’t make jack shit for salary. I know sometimes they’re not perfect, but take it easy, will you?”
Brent nodded just as if his daddy had scolded him. “You’re right. I know you’re right. I guess Marcy just raised the bar for performance around here.”
Simmons looked as if he were trying to decide whether to say something or not. It was unlike him to be hesitant in communicating with Brent. Finally, he tilted his head downward and looked at Brent over his wire-framed glasses saying, “Speaking of Marcy, I guess – how can I put this delicately?” his penetrating gaze never left Brent’s face. “I notice she’s been, well let’s just say dressing for success lately.”
Brent flushed a little. Simmons continued, “It’s your company, Brent. Do what you want, but I’m just warning you there is nothing but misery down this road,” he waited a moment to see if Brent was going to say anything. When he didn’t, Simmons walked out and said over his shoulder, “Last you’ll hear from me on the matter.”
He sat there for a moment balancing somewhere between stunned and humiliated at Simmons’ perspicacity. I haven’t done anything wrong, dammit! There is nothing wrong with what Marcy and I have. How the hell did Simmons – aw, screw it!
He gave his briefcase a shove, knocking it onto the floor and just left it there. He stomped down to his car and drove home in a much worse mood than he’d been in yet. He stormed past the doorman and into his apartment in a fit of pique unlike any he’d remembered. He just wanted to hit something or someone. He picked up a throw pillow and buried his face in it and screamed at the top of his lungs. After repeating this several times, he eventually regained some semblance of calm.
After a few more minutes, he had collected himself to the point he was in no worse mood than he’d been all weekend. He called Kim to see how she was doing. She was still sick and drowsy with medication, but she was sure she’d be better in just a few more days, and she would make it up to him. He smiled. She’s so sweet.
That exchange with Kim, even though she was obviously still sick made him feel a lot better. He plopped down on the couch and flipped on the television, but his phone rang. It was Marcy!
“Hi, boss! I just wanted you to know I made it to Florida without a hitch. How’s Susan doing for you?”
He said he’d fill her in when she got back. “Simmons is going to loan me Margaret,” he wavered a moment, trying to decide whether to share the other part of his conversation with Simmons. Just hearing Marcy’s voice had put him back at ease, though and he decided to forget the whole thing.
“Sorry, big guy. I really thought Susan could handle it. I guess I’ll owe you one when I get back, huh?” he closed his eyes, imagining her making it up to him and smiled.
“No big deal. I am glad you called, though. It’s good to hear your voice,” He had no idea he’d miss her so much so quickly.
They chatted just a moment longer. She promised to call in again later in the week. She signed off with a kissing sound and said in a seductive tone, “Sweet dreams, Mr. Schoenfeld!”
He hung up, but held the phone to his chest with a very satisfied expression. A moment before he’d been thinking of sweet Kim and now Marcy was filling his thoughts. He never even realized it.
****
The next morning, he was in a terrific mood. He had hoped to dream of Marcy, but he hadn’t, or at least couldn’t remember it if he had. He went down stairs humming some tune that was stuck in his head and made a bowl of cereal, which he ate in front of the television morning news.
As he drove in to work, he felt better just knowing Margaret would be there instead of Susan. Margaret was a consummate executive assistant. She was a middle-aged woman who had been a career professional secretary, very highly organized and thorough in every detail. She was undoubtedly part of the reason that Simmons was always on top of everything in the company. Where Susan was concerned, he was just amazed she didn’t drown when it rained.
He breezed into his office with a cavalier attitude. “Good morning, Margaret!”
“Good morning, sir. I have printed out your schedule for today and it is on the top of your inbox. Three sets of interviews this morning. I also have these letters for you to sign.” And she pushed a small pile of letters before him. He bent down and signed his name with a flourish. Each time he did so, she would slide the top, signed letter, leaving the unsigned next letter in its place. It was like watching a well-done card trick.
The phone rang, and she reached over and picked it up, saying, “Mr. Schoenfeld’s office.” But she continued moving the letters with her other hand. As he signed the last one, she looked up at him and gave him a smile, and he walked into his office to review the schedule. It only took a moment, but when he returned through the doorway to head for the conference room, Margaret had all the letters he’d just signed already in envelopes and metered sitting in her outbox.
“Margaret, I’ll be in the conference room,” he said.
“Thank you, Mr. Schoenfeld. I have coffee and danish set up in there for you,” she said.
“Spectacular!” he responded. He felt absolutely exuberant. He did a little dance step as he walked down the hall. He found his briefcase already in the conference room, as well as pencils and notepads, in case he needed them. He helped himself to a cup of fresh coffee. In a moment, the conference room intercom buzzed. Margaret announced his first appointment was here.
It was largely a repeat of the day before. Two distinguished looking lawyers trying to make the case as to why he should work with their firm. He asked occasional questions regarding their experience with software companies. He made a few notes, then he stood up and he shook their hands, took their business cards, and informed them he had a few more interviews to do, but he’d be in contact soon.
The ten o’clock appointment went much the same way. This time it was a woman and a man. They gave him basically the same pitch, the same good reasons to go with their firm. In the middle of it, there was a knock on the door. It was Margaret asking if she could speak with him for a moment.
He stepped into the hallway, and she told him that she had his eleven o’clock appointment on hold. The woman was asking if she could move the interview to three o’clock. “I know you have a staff meeting this afternoon, but I took the liberty of checking with Mr. Simmons and he said he’d be glad to take the staff meeting if you wanted to wrap up the interviews today.”
“Sounds good, Margaret. Thanks.” He was slightly annoyed that the interviews wouldn’t wrap up as quickly as he’d hoped; still, Margaret had handled the whole thing with such competence, he marveled a little at it. He returned to the conference room and finished up with the pair he was interviewing, and again shook their hands, took their business cards and said he’d be in touch soon with his decision.
It was eleven o’clock and he was free. He wanted to call Kim and see if maybe he could get together with her over a long lunch. She had sounded pretty rough the last time he’d talked to her, though; so he put that thought out of his head and just went back to his office. He collected a few phone messages from Margaret and went into his office to check e-mail and return calls.
Simmons came in and they reviewed the agenda of topics for the staff meeting he was going to cover for Brent. “So, how’s Margaret doing for you?” Simmons asked.
“Fantastic.” Brent replied.
“So, you just have one more firm to interview? Are you leaning any which way yet?” Simmons asked.
“Honestly, they all seem quite alike to me. None of them really specialize in our field, but each has had some experience.” He looked at his schedule before continuing, “This last one, D. Taylor and Associates seems to be the smallest firm we’re looking at. I don’t know – small might mean they don’t have the resources to really address our needs.”
“Or it might mean that we wouldn’t have to compete with a lot of other clients for access to their senior staff.” Simmons countered. Brent nodded thoughtfully. They talked briefly about a request from the software engineers to add some additional positions. Brent gave Simmons the go-ahead to have their senior engineer develop a cost-benefit proposal on the issue.
Simmons left and Brent finished returning calls, one to a new client, and one to his Midwest distributor. While he was on the phone, Margaret brought him another message; this one from a vendor. Brent eyed the note while he was talking with the distributor, recognized the name of the company, crumpled the note into a little ball, and tossed it toward his wastebasket. He missed, and the paper ball skittered across the floor towards the large potted plant in the corner.
“Mr. Schoenfeld?” Margaret peered around the corner. “Your three o’clock appointment is here. She’s in the conference room.” Brent nodded gratefully and quickly wrapped things up with the distributor.
He nodded to Margaret as he headed down the hall to the conference room. When he opened the door to walk inside, his jaw dropped. There, sitting at the conference room table was the super blonde from across the street. She was even more gorgeous close up. She was wearing a pinstripe jacket with matching skirt and a white button-up blouse with an open collar. She stood, extending a slender manicured hand and gave him a devastatingly beautiful smile.
“Mr. Schoenfeld? I’m Danielle Taylor,” she said in the most mellifluous voice he’d ever heard. He took her hand in his and marveled at her firm but feminine handshake and her silken skin. As the handshake ended, her nails traced lightly across his palm and sent a thrill down his spine.
“You’re D. Taylor? I mean – you – you’re a lawyer?” He stammered.
She smiled at him and said, “Why yes, I am. Were you expecting some stodgy silver-haired gentleman? Perhaps I could introduce you to my father, he’s an attorney too.”
“No. I’m sorry. Please have a seat.” He gestured to the chair behind her. As she sat, her skirt slid just a touch along her thigh to allow him to see that her legs were perfect as well – curvaceous without a hint of plumpness. She quickly and unconsciously reached down and tugged at the hem.
She sat expectantly, with her hands folded on her lap, gazing at him with deep blue sparkling eyes. He remained silent. After a moment, she asked, “Would you like me to begin, or did you have some questions?”
He blinked, realizing in a moment how he must be coming across and made an effort to compose himself. “Please, go ahead.”
She bent forward to retrieve some papers from the satchel she had situated at her feet, and as she did so, he caught a glimpse, just a glimpse of cleavage. Her hair fell in golden splendor down along the sides of her face as she bent. As she righted herself, she put the whole mane right again with a casual flip of her head.
She began speaking to him in her soft, cool voice. She was not talking about her firm, but about his. She had done some extensive research on his company, it seemed. Then she began going piece by piece over the areas where she saw the potential for legal exposure, and how she could help him. He was mesmerized more at how she spoke than what she said, and in all probability, could not have related any of her presentation even a minute afterwards.
When she finished speaking, she bent back over to return the papers to her satchel, and again offered him a fleeting look at the land of milk and honey. He scooted as subtly as possible to improve his vantage point.
She flipped her hair again, restoring everything to its silken perfection and gazed evenly into his eyes, “So, what do you think? Can we do business?”
He looked quickly at his wristwatch. It was four o’clock. How the hell can an hour pass this quickly? He started to give her the prepared speech he’d given the other firms: thanks for your time – not quite ready to make a decision yet – we’ll be in touch. Instead, he just blurted out, “The contract is yours, Danielle.”
She extended her pretty hand again and beamed her wonderful smile upon him. He took her hand, holding it a bit longer than was truly proper, and said, “I’ll have the papers sent to your office first thing in the morning.” Then he felt a wave of panic at the idea that the meeting was about to end, and he did not really know how he could credibly contrive to see her again.
“Well, I’ll take a look as soon as I get them. Maybe we should set up a meeting to review any details that might require attention?”
“Sure, yes, of course.” He fairly spluttered. “Listen, why not do it over dinner, say Friday night?” He almost held his breath for her response – not just her answer, but what he would see in her eyes and on her face.
She dug into her satchel again, withdrew a PDA and slid the stylus out. She tapped the screen what seemed like a hundred times, then her eyes brightened and she said, “How about eight o’clock? You pick the place.”
“Deal!” he said, and shook her hand again and once more her nails traced just ever so lightly across his hand as he released her grip. She gathered her things and walked out of the conference room. He stayed behind and watched her go. He was riveted to the very pleasing sway of her hips, when she turned her head back and saw him watching her. She shot him another brilliant smile and a little wave, and then was gone.
He sat back down and sighed dreamily. He closed his eyes and inhaled the faint trace of her perfume lingering in the air. He replayed the visual image of every square inch of velvety skin she’d deigned to show him, and imagined the rest. She is so – sexy isn’t even the word. She wasn’t really at all flirty, but just so damn beautiful!
In a few minutes, he composed himself and walked slowly down the hall back to his office in a kind of trance-like state. He walked into his office without even acknowledging Margaret. She arched a knowing eyebrow at him, and began drafting the boilerplate contract for D. Taylor and Associates. She was pretty sure he’d want it right away. She had escorted the young lady to the conference room, after all.
When he was reviewing the paperwork, he noticed the address was not the building across the street. He asked Margaret about this. She verified that the firm had relocated three weeks ago to an uptown building. He was a little disappointed to learn his angel was no longer across the street from him.
****
The rest of the week couldn’t pass quickly enough for him. Every day since they’d met, he’d found some pretense to call Danielle, just to hear the sound of her voice. It carried him away. As for the rest of the week, he was unconsciously willing time forward, keeping himself busy as possible to avoid the anxiety of waiting and waiting for Friday to come. He produced a prodigious amount of work, but Margaret always seemed to stay one step ahead of him.
Friday finally arrived. He’d made reservations at his favorite upscale Italian restaurant, la Vita Ricca. He had taken the Lexus to be detailed. Twice, he had called her himself when he could have had Margaret do it just because he wanted to hear her voice.
Her home was in a gated community on the West side of town. He couldn’t help showing up a few minutes early. She answered the door on the third ring. She protested that she wasn’t quite ready yet, and invited him to come in and fix himself a drink.
Looking at her, he couldn’t tell exactly how she wasn’t ready. She looked fantastic. He made himself a drink while she padded around upstairs doing something or other. It took an additional half an hour, but she came down the staircase like a debutant looking resplendent in a cobalt blue dress with a plunging neckline that cinched in at her tiny waist and flowed elegantly away from her hips to her knees. She descended the gentle spiral with the grace of royalty, all the while bestowing upon him the most serene and beautiful smile.
She could see he was awestruck, and was pleased about it. When she had reached the landing, she twirled for him and said, “Well?”
“I don’t have the words,” he said in an almost hypnotized voice. “What’s the word above beautiful?”
She giggled pleasingly and plucked at the lapel of his Armani suit jacket, “Well, you’re no slouch yourself. If I didn’t know better, I’d think we were on a date.”
He extended his arm as he thought a gentleman should, and she accepted immediately, “And why shouldn’t we be?” she returned a pleased look. He opened the car door for her, and watched as she gave him just a flash of thigh before getting her skirt situated.
They arrived at the restaurant, and Alberto, the Maître d' led them to a wonderful secluded table on the balcony level with a spectacular view of the city lights. He sent for an excellent vintage Tuscan wine of his acquaintance; a wine that is discreet and elegant, rich of bouquet, with a supple texture and a great finish.
The food was excellent as always. The symphonies of Giovanni Sammartini and Antonio Brioschi lilted softly in the candlelit air. The restaurant owner came to their table to see if everything was proceeding according to their every wish; and it was.
Her conversation was as sparkling as her eyes in the candlelight. She was so easy to talk to, so easy to listen to. Her voice carried a faint trace of an accent. He couldn’t quite peg it, but it seemed vaguely Southern. Everything was perfect – simply perfect. Just as dessert came, his phone vibrated and he reflexively reached down to get it. Kim’s voice said, “Hi honey, I’m fine, thank you.”
His brow knit as he wondered whether Danielle could hear. He made a quarter turn in his chair and said in a hoarse whisper, “I’m sorry. Listen can I call you back? I’m in the middle of something.”
“Can you just tell me if we’re on for tomorrow night?” she insisted.
“Let me just call you later, okay. I really have to go now, goodbye.” Then he hurriedly hung up and switched his phone off.
He looked at Danielle. She had an amused look on her face. “Oops!” she said. “Was that a girlfriend? Did we forget a date?”
“No, no, it was just an acquaintance – I mean, I see her sometimes, nothing serious.” He flushed and turned to his dessert. “I’m sorry about that.”
“Oh, don’t worry, Brent. I can see I’ve got my work cut out for me, though,” she said, and smiled flirtatiously. He began to feel a little better. The conversation continued as if the untimely interruption had never occurred and they enjoyed their desserts and coffee.
He drove her home and walked her to her door. He rather expected to be invited in for a nightcap, or perhaps more. Instead, she turned to him after unlocking the door and planted a long and tender closed-mouth kiss on his lips. He embraced her and slid his hand slowly up from her waist toward her breast, but she gave a little laugh and intercepted him with her own hand, pushing him back in place on her waist.
She pulled slightly back from him and gazed into his eyes and said, “Thank you for a wonderful evening, Brent. I hope we can do it again sometime.”
He didn’t say anything, but the expression of confusion and disappointment on his face spoke volumes. She tilted her head a little, affecting a look of minor, if not mock sympathy. “Brent, I think you’re wonderful. You are smart and charming and sophisticated. Maybe we could have something special, but you’re still sowing your wild oats. I don’t think you’re ready for any kind of real relationship yet.”
He started to speak, but she put her fingers to his lips and continued, “I don’t want you to misunderstand me. I am very attracted to you, but I am not about to become any man’s plaything. If that’s what you want, you’re barking up the wrong tree. I’m a good girl and I intend to stay that way until I’m with the right man.”
“Are you saying you’ve never – I mean, never, ever uh, you know?” He was trying to get his mind around what she was telling him.
She put her arms around his shoulders and kissed him lightly again and said, “Never, ever, and it’s going to stay that way until my wedding night. I want to give my husband something very special – something that can only be given once.”
His mouth opened and closed a couple of times, but no words came out, so she spoke again, “I’d like to see you again. I already told you I’m very attracted to you. It’s also clear to me that I’m not the only girl in the game. I’m willing to fight to win your heart, but I won’t compete that way.”
He was flustered and still trying to think of something – anything to say that might move things a little bit in his favor. “But, Danielle…” nothing came to fill the void.
She smiled benevolently at him, patted his hand and said “Now, I think you have a phone call to return and maybe even an apology to make. Go ahead and sow your wild oats while you can. Good night,” she turned away and went inside, giving him one last glance with her dancing azure eyes and blowing a kiss to him.
He stood there for a moment unsure of what had just happened. It somehow did not seem real to him. He walked back to his car in a state of bewilderment. All the way home, he fought a floodtide of conflicting emotions. He felt sexually frustrated and a little cheated. He felt exhilarated that she said she really liked him. He felt angry that Kim’s timing was so unfortunate. He felt guilty for forgetting to call her; one simple act that could have prevented the whole embarrassing incident.
He replayed and parsed everything he could remember that she’d said to him. The thing he settled on was that Danielle said she knew he still had wild oats to sew, but that she’d continue seeing him. That was what made him feel it was perfectly all right to call Kim.
****
It was after midnight when he called, but Kim answered on the first ring. She started with an apology for calling him when he was busy, and for the tone she’d taken with him – she just missed him, and she hoped he’d missed her. She wanted to come over and make it up to him. He acceded. It had been about two weeks since he’d had any sexual release, and he really needed it now.
She showed up at his door in about forty-five minutes, looking long and lean and delicious. Their congress was more vigorous than usual, and was repeated several times. As dawn neared, they lay together exhausted and Brent finally quenched of his lust, Kim rubbed his chest lovingly and said, “Wow! That was powerful. I guess your other date didn’t put out, huh?”
He gave her a surprised look, but she smiled seductively and then kissed him tenderly on the nose. She put her head down on his chest, and they slept.
When he awoke, it was near noon. Kim was no longer next to him. He sat up and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. He could hear the shower running. In a moment, Kim emerged from the steamy bathroom in naked splendor, pausing and posing for him a bit in the doorway.
He looked her up and down appreciatively and said, “Woman, you better not have used all the hot water.”
She donned a coquettish attitude, biting at one finger, and said, “Oh, no! Maybe we should do something else for a few minutes while the hot water heater replenishes.”
He bolted predatorily from the bed toward her. She squealed and pretended to run. He caught her and threw her on the bed and once more, she quelled the fire in him as she had done so often and so well.
As he showered, she made him breakfast. They spent the day together, cuddling on the couch and watching old movies on channel 21. When dinner time came, they had some Chinese food delivered from Kim’s favorite place. That night, the normal tone and tempo of their passion had returned, and they resumed their customarily more tender and leisurely ways.
Sunday, he woke alone, as usual. Kim always left early on Sunday; he wasn’t sure why. She had left a note on the pillow beside him in her pretty handwriting thanking him for a wonderful weekend, and promising never to be sick again.
He lay there reflecting on how good life was at that very moment. Kim was just so good to him. Danielle might be a harder case to crack. Still he assured himself that, in spite of her words Friday night, he would eventually wear Danielle down and she would give herself to him. The very thought of that stimulated him again and he wished for a moment that Kim had still been there.
He decided to give Simmons a call to see if he was up for a round of golf at the club. Simmons was an accomplished player and Brent was a novice, but he’d been taking lessons from the club pro and his game was improving incrementally. Simmons eagerly agreed, and Brent arranged a two o’clock tee time.
It was a glorious day, but by the time they teed off a bit of gusty wind had come up, and Brent was having trouble with his long shots. Up until the fourth hole, they had mostly chatted about work-related matters. Simmons could see that something was troubling Brent, though and asked him what was up.
Gnawing at the back of Brent’s mind was how Danielle knew he was talking to a girlfriend and how Kim knew his date didn’t put out. “I was just kind of wondering: how is it that men are so transparent to women and women are such mysteries to us?” Brent said.
Simmons addressed his ball, and took a fluid graceful swing that landed him near the green. He turned to Brent and said, “That’s an easy one, Grasshopper. All men ever think about is sex. Women know this. Women on the other hand think about all kinds of stuff. They wonder if the living room would look better arranged a different way; they wonder where some other girl got that dress and if it would look as good on them; they wonder if they’re fat; they wonder if they should change their hair color. Sex is probably about number one thousand thirty two on their list of the top one thousand things they ever think about.”
“Why do you think it’s that way?” Brent asked.
Simmons shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s because women can always get sex any time they want it. Maybe they take it for granted. Maybe it’s just nature’s way of protecting the species.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, how many more people would be crawling over the surface of this planet if women wanted sex as much as men do?” Simmons said with a wry smile.
They walked toward the green. Brent said, ‘So, that’s it? It doesn’t seem like the rules of the game are quite fair.”
“It may be unfair, but it’s still the best game in town.” Simmons put his hand on Brent’s shoulder in a fatherly fashion and gave him a big smile. They went on to finish their round of golf just before a light rain set in.
Simmons headed home right away. He said, “All this talk about sex makes me want to get home and see what the wife is up to.” Brent had a beer at the clubhouse before he left.
On Monday, Brent ordered a bouquet of roses delivered to Danielle’s office with a card that read, simply: Thinking of you. She called him at work and exulted. They made another date for the following Friday night; this time for the symphony.
****
The week seemed to go by a little more quickly. Perhaps it was because the anxiety of the first date was past, or perhaps because Kim had so thoroughly slaked him. Margaret continued in her acting capacity with the composure and professional diligence that was her nature.
Thursday night, he received another e-mail from Marcy, describing the vacation and her visits with her parents, and the sights she’d seen. She also said she felt bad about sending the picture of the swimsuit on the hanger, so she was attaching one of her in the suit. He opened the file with some skepticism and found a picture of Marcy in her swimming suit; but it was cropped just so that it was essentially a picture only of her smiling face. Marcy, you are a first-class tease.
Still, it was quite a nice picture of her. She really was a very pretty girl, especially when she smiled like that. Her dark enchanting eyes just glistened with life and energy, even in a still photo. Her light brown hair framed her face in loose curls. The photo had a caption that read: I’ll have pics more to your liking to show you when I get back on Monday! He fully expected they would be pictures of citrus orchards, but hoped for something else anyway. Either way, she’d be back on Monday. He missed his end-of-the-day visits with her and what he regarded as their innocuous flirtations.
Friday came and he picked Danielle up from her house. She looked more beautiful than before, if such a thing was possible. He’d remembered to call Kim and schedule their usual Saturday visit. He was sure that he’d want her even if he got farther with Danielle than he expected.
As it turned out, he got no further with Danielle than he’d expected, and in fact got no further than his first date with her. He got the same wonderful but closed-mouth kiss at the door; the same firm feminine hand guiding his own more ambitious hands back towards her waist; the same knowing encouragement to get all his wild oats sown. He was sure it was having just the effect she intended – he wanted her even more, and this agitated him.
His regular Saturday session with Kim was all the more vigorous because of it, and he’d actually begun fantasizing he was with Danielle instead. Kim was wonderful about it though. She was always up for anything to please him, only remarking at parting something about getting all the benefit from whomever he was seeing that was getting him so worked up. She said it with a confident smile, and he felt not one pang of guilt.
Monday morning, he had to fight the urge to go in early. He was very excited about seeing Marcy and returning to their normal routine. Margaret had done a wonderful job the whole time; in reality, she was better than Marcy as professional secretaries go. Still, he had a comfort level with Marcy that just couldn’t be replaced. At least, that’s what he told himself.
He managed to arrive no earlier and no later than he was supposed to, and found Marcy standing at her desk, talking with Margaret. When she saw him, her face lit up and she said, “Hi, Boss!”
She was wearing a yellow dress that accentuated the color she’d gotten from sunbathing. Her hair looked a shade lighter, and she looked just a tad thinner, or perhaps the dress was cut in a way that accentuated her small waist. He returned a warm smile, and stopped for a moment to ask if Margaret was getting her caught up.
“I’m almost up to speed. Fresh coffee is brewing; do you want me to bring you some in a minute?” she asked.
“Yes, that’d be nice. Thank you, Marcy,” he said, and proceeded on to his desk.
In a few minutes, she came in with two cups of black coffee, handing him one, and then sitting in the chair opposite him. The dress was rather longer than many others she’d worn, so she didn’t show much leg when she sat, and he was a little disappointed at that.
“I believe you said something about pictures?” he prompted.
She made a bit of a face. “Well, I have some pictures, but I’m not sure you’d be interested; the word is you’ve become kind of smitten with some kitten while I was away,” she sipped her coffee, looking at him over the rim.
So that’s what Margaret was filling her in on. He looked wounded. “I’m hurt, Marcy.” He protested. “Of course I’m interested in your pictures. You are very important to me. I missed you terribly while you were away and this is the way you treat me?”
She returned a mock look of concern, “Poor baby – so lonely.” Then she stood up and smoothed the front of her dress quite unnecessarily with gentle slow brushing motions, “Well, all right. If you really want to see them, I suppose I can bring them in at the end of the day – if you have time,” she looked to make sure his eyes followed just where she wanted.
When she’d quit speaking, Brent’s gaze returned to her face and he smiled, really quite happy at being manipulated thusly. “I’ll look forward to it, Marcy.” She smiled alluringly and turned gracefully, dress flaring away from her body just a bit, to saunter slowly back to her desk.
He felt very good indeed to have Marcy back. Although he looked forward to the end of the day, he was happy to immerse himself back in the routine, for the most part happy to know she was just outside his door.
As with most office environments, at five o’clock there was a rush for the door. Only he and Marcy lingered, he at his computer and she making a show of gathering up her things. Finally, he heard her high heels clicking and she peeked around the corner of his door, tapping on the doorframe. “Hi, boss. Have you got a few minutes?”
He smiled and waved her over. She sat and crossed her legs. The hem of the dress was still below her knee. She watched Brent’s face as she reached down and made an overt show of hiking the skirt up a few inches above her knee. His eyes widened a bit and she issued forth a pleased and delicate giggle.
He continued looking at her legs as he said, “I was quite concerned for your safety considering the swimsuit you showed me. Of course, it was hard to tell from the pictures I got. Do you have any others you’d like to share?”
She reached down to her purse and with an excruciating slowness withdrew about three pictures. These, she started to extend to him, then as if changing her mind suddenly, snapped them back, holding them face down upon her breast. “These are not really work-appropriate Brent. Are you sure you want to see them? I don’t want you to feel like you’re crossing some line that will make you uncomfortable around me.”
He arched his eyebrow at her and said, “You are a mean thing. I kind of like that about you.” Then he sighed and said with mock resignation, “Well, you know best. If you don’t think I should see them, I guess that’s all there is to it.”
“Spoil sport!” she exclaimed. She stuck her tongue out at him like a school kid then tossed the pictures face-down on his desk. “You always have to have things your way. I don’t know what I’m going to do with you.”
He smiled triumphantly and picked up the pictures. The first was a picture of her in a Hollywood style glamour pose, back arched, eyes turned away, her arms flexed upward, hands behind her head. He was amazed at how the girl filled out that swim suit. She looked even better than he could have imagined. He lingered on the first picture, and he heard Marcy ask if the suit made her look fat. He looked her in the eyes and said unequivocally and emphatically that it did not. She smiled.
In the next picture, she was lying on her stomach on a beach towel, with the top of the suit undone. Her arms were stretched out above her head, her bare breasts were crushed into the beach towel, but there was an excellent side view of that glorious real estate. Her legs looked long and lovely.
The final shot was the uncropped version of the one she’d sent him. He recognized the angle and the same pretty smile from the other picture. This one was taken from the front instead of the side. She was on the same towel, head raised, top still undone, propped up on her crossed arms, which just barely hid the final full measure of her magnificent breasts from the camera.
“Beautiful.” He whispered. He looked at her appreciatively and said, “So, I’ll be needing prints of these.”
She smiled seductively and said, “Oh, those are for you – if you want them.” Then she leaned forward, putting a hand on his desk and looked serious for a moment. “Just don’t be showing those around.”
He flipped through them again and then tucked them in his shirt pocket. “My eyes only – got it. You know what? We really should go have a drink or something to celebrate your return.”
Her face brightened. “How about beer and pizza?” she asked.
“That sounds good.” He responded.
“I’d like to change clothes first. Let me just run home for a few minutes and I’ll meet you at Pizza Delmonico in about an hour,” she suggested.
He agreed and she left to go home. He stayed a moment to perform a final e-mail check before shutting down.
He had tried to take his time, but as it turned out, he still got to the restaurant before Marcy. He secured a secluded table and asked to see a menu. The place was dark and a little run down, but the food smelled wonderful.
On his drive over, he’d noticed the sky had clouded up and rain was threatening. The first few drizzles had hit his windshield on the way there. After a few more minutes, a very hard rain started, making it difficult to even make out the cars in the parking lot. The hour was up and there was still no sign of Marcy. He was beginning to think maybe the rain had given her second thoughts. He ordered a beer and decided to stay in place at least until the weather relinquished a bit.
Instead of diminishing at all, the rain became absolutely torrential. He had finished his first beer and started a second when Marcy came running through the door, holding a magazine over her head with both hands in a vain effort to shield her from the downpour. She was wearing a white and quite sheer tank top and a very short denim skirt and was soaked through to the skin. She paused just inside the doorway and stomped her feet a little, jiggling up and down in a very pleasing way. She scouted the room for a moment and flashed him a big smile when she saw him watching her.
She came over, shaking water from her hands and arms and scooted into the booth across from him. He noticed right away that not only was her tank top sheer, but the bra beneath was evidently not quite up to the task of fully containing the evidence that it was a cold rain. She saw him looking and jutted her breasts even farther out, looking down at herself and exclaiming, “Oh, my!” yet, she made no effort to make the splendid spectacle of her wet tee shirt less entertaining for him.
The waitress came over and Marcy started to order a beer, then thought better of it and asked Brent if they should just get a pitcher. “Looks like we might be here a while,” she smiled. He eagerly agreed. Marcy spread the menu before her on the table instead of holding it up. She placed crossed arms upon the bottom of the open menu and then leaned forward to place her breasts on top of her arms. She did not look up to see if Brent was looking, but she knew. Nonetheless, she coolly perused the menu for some little while before suggesting the hand-tossed pepperoni and a big salad to share.
While waiting for their order, Marcy prompted him to fill her in on his misadventures with Susan, which he did with a comic flair and only a slight amount of exaggeration. Marcy giggled and apologized profusely for selecting Susan. He dismissed her apology out of hand, saying it was all merely amusing to him now.
Then he got serious. “These two weeks without you did remind me of how important you’ve become to me, Marcy. That’s why – well, I was trying to save this for a surprise – anyway, you’ll notice a difference in your paycheck on Friday.”
“You’re so sweet!” she gushed and she ran her foot up along his lower leg gently.
He flushed, and waved her praise off, “You’ve earned it. Believe me, I learned that over the last two weeks.”
The food came and they ate and made easy small talk. He asked her who had taken those wonderful pictures of her. She told him it was an old girlfriend who had moved to Florida in the middle of their senior year of high school. Then she admonished him once more about keeping those pictures to himself. He put three fingers up in a “scout’s honor” and crossed his heart.
The pitcher of beer went quickly and well with the excellent pizza. Brent noticed with some regret that her top was beginning to dry out by the time they had finished their meal. The rain had abated as well.
He paid the check and left a handsome tip, then walked her to her car in the parking lot. She opened her car door and then turned to him and said, “I’d like to kiss you,” she said very matter-of-factly.
He smiled and leaned down to her, expecting something like a sisterly peck on the lips. Instead, she grabbed his shirt along the sides, and pressed her body into his, parting her lips as she bestowed a wonderful wet hungry kiss upon him, gently and slowly probing his mouth with her tongue. It was perhaps the best kiss he’d ever had. He felt as if he were being lifted up into the air on feathery currents.
When she finished, she relaxed her grip on his shirt, and smoothed away the wrinkles. Then she looked at him with an unquestionable passion in her eyes and said, “Don’t worry, Brent. That was just you and me – not boss and secretary; but if it makes you feel any better, I promise I’ll always ask permission before I thank you like that. That way, we’ll stay legal and you won’t have to worry about crossing lines.”
She smiled up at him and winked. She then got into her car slowly, making sure Brent had a good view of her long tan legs as she situated herself. She brought the shoulder harness over and between her ample breasts, jiggling slightly for him again as she snapped it into place. Then she drove away, waving at him in her rear-view mirror as she sped off.
He stood there just marveling at Marcy. He wanted her. That kiss made him ache for her. He had never known a woman who was such an expert flirt, but then Marcy had so much with which to work. As he started slowly heading for his car, his phone rang. He reached for it with an unconscious and comfortable ease.
“This is Brent.”
“Hi, Brent – It’s Danielle.”
He winced at what he thought he detected as a sort of coolness in her voice. With Marcy coming back today, he’d forgotten to call Danielle to set up another date for Friday night. He had also forgotten to send flowers, though he’d meant to. What he knew of her so far told him that she did not provide a lot of latitude in such matters. “Danielle! I’m so sorry. I meant to call you earlier and time just got away from me.”
“Well, don’t worry about it. I know how it is to be busy and have so many things going on at once,” she said. “I just wanted to let you know I went by your office to drop off some papers, but the place was closed up, so I’ll have them couriered over in the morning, okay?”
“Sure. Gosh, I’m so sorry you made the trip for nothing. I would have liked to have seen you,” he said, hearing only silence in return. This is trouble. “Are you available Friday night? I thought maybe we could go to the theater.”
“I’m sorry, Brent,” she said in a syrupy tone. “When I didn’t hear from you, I made other plans; maybe next week?”
He closed his eyes and went into a full body wince. “Please don’t put me off Danielle.” He pleaded. “I know I should have called earlier, and I meant to – you’re not that unforgiving are you?”
Her tone softened a tiny bit as she answered, “Oh Brent! Whatever am I going to do with you? I swear, you don’t give me a thought as soon as I’m out of sight, do you?”
In another fifteen minutes of abject verbal prostration and outright begging for forgiveness, he managed to talk her into cancelling her other plans and going to see a show with him on Friday. He didn’t know if she actually had made other plans or if she was just torturing him, but for a man who’d just spent the better part of 20 minutes begging, he felt curiously triumphant at her eventual, if grudging acquiescence. He drove home in a happy mood.
****
His elevated spirits were sustained through the week. At the end of each day, Marcy would come into his office and toy with him in her way. He remembered to call Kim on Friday to arrange for their usual Saturday get-together. At the end of the day Marcy received her pay envelope and saw her considerable raise. She came into his office and closed the door, giving him a predatory look.
She walked toward him, but passed the chair in which she usually sat, perching instead atop his desk. She crossed her attractive legs, giving him a rare close-up view of their tan splendor. She bent forward to afford him a particularly nice view down her scoop-front blouse, and said in a sultry voice, “I am just wondering how you’d like to be thanked.”
“I feel thanked already, Marcy.” He responded, but his eyes were glued to the spectacle of her breasts.
She gave a quiet, feminine giggle and asked, “I had so much fun last Monday. It was nice to get together outside of work so we could talk without interruptions.”
“I liked that too, Marcy. It was a lot of fun.” He wanted to look up, he wanted to evidence more self control, but he just couldn’t break the spell. He became aware that he was deeply flushed and quite overly warm. He mopped at his brow, unloosened his necktie and let out a gust of breath, as if he’d been holding his breath. He willed his eyes back to her face to see a most pleasant expression.
“Maybe we could – I mean if you want to, that is – maybe we should make it a regular thing.” He stammered.
She let out the prettiest little squeal and slid off the desk into his lap with her arms around his shoulders. “May I kiss you?”
“Marcy, I - you don’t have to.” He protested weakly. She kissed him just as she had in the parking lot at the pizza place. Again, he felt as if he were adrift on a cloud. He put his arms around her and squeezed her tight to him. She could feel the proof of his arousal against her hip. In response, she gently ground her hip into him.
She looked at him hungrily and rubbed his chest with her hand. “You’re a very good kisser.” Then she stood up, smoothed her outfit, smiled beautifully at him and affecting a happy demeanor, said, “Have a nice weekend. I’ll look forward to Pizza Monday!” Then she flounced out of the room.
If he’d ever had any illusion of control over this situation, it was now shattered. He would dance to Marcy’s tune. He knew it; he even resented it a little, but he surrendered to it.
On the way to pick up Danielle, Marcy lingered in his mind, but these visions were vanquished to the ether once he saw Danielle. There was no doubt she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.
They went to see a musical production at one of the more exclusive theaters. Danielle saw several people she knew – clients, or past clients she explained. Brent did not recognize anybody, but his social circle had always been small, almost nonexistent.
They sat next to each other for the three hour production, holding hands almost the whole time, Danielle occasionally giving his hand a delicate squeeze when she was moved by a particularly poignant number.
He drove her home and walked her to her door to receive his customary good night kiss – he had accustomed himself to expect no more. However, that did not mean he would not try for more, and as she rendered unto him her standard though exquisite kiss, he opened his mouth and she returned with surprising enthusiasm. He sensed some passion in her for possibly the first time and was thus encouraged to slide his hand upward from her waist. As he did so, her hand attached to his wrist, but she did not push quite as quickly or as insistently as usual. He got almost where he intended before she gently steered him away.
She gave him the most tantalizing look as she draped her arms over his shoulders. He slid both his hands downward this time, to cup her pert little bottom. Only a brief touch was allowed before she moved to correct him. He neither resisted nor resented her correction in the least, because he was exhilarated at this slight progress – he found it most encouraging. Besides, Kim would be there to take the edge off tomorrow.
On the way home, he was lost in reverie. His life now revolved around these three beautiful women – a stunning and sophisticated blonde, a voluptuous and vivacious brunette, and a lithe and lascivious redhead. He hadn’t been out on the hunt for anything more in weeks now. It was an enviable situation, though not completely to his satisfaction; Kim alone bore the task of unburdening his sexual tension since he was not comfortable enough to go further with Marcy and Danielle was not comfortable enough to go further with him.
Still, things were progressing with Danielle, even if at an excruciating pace. He convinced himself they would get there. Marcy, on the other hand – well, that was almost certain to happen, and it would occur at a time and place of her choosing, he now had no doubt. His resolve was as nothing on that front.
He was perhaps too pleased with the present situation and too focused on the most pleasant possibilities of the near future; it never occurred to him that he was in a decaying orbit with these three women, and that in a decaying orbit, there must ultimately be a collision.
Over the next two months, the momentum of these relationships brought him closer and closer to the collision point.
Danielle acceded only in tiny increments to his advances. Still, she dangled the promise of her complete surrender before him. It was both agony and ecstasy.
Pizza Mondays with Marcy had become addictive. She beckoned him ever closer, teasing and tantalizing him, plying him expertly with her considerable feminine wiles. He could feel an intense desire for her building within him.
Kim had begun leaving things behind at his apartment. This had started with just a toothbrush, but had expanded to include a change of clothes and other sundry items. The vanity of his master bathroom was littered with womanly paraphernalia. Still, of these three, Kim alone shouldered the burden of his sexual release.
If he were completely honest with himself he would have had to admit that the one he wanted the most was whichever one he was with. What he told himself instead was that he found unique traits in each of the three that pleased him; if he could somehow combine the three, he’d have the perfect woman. In reality, he wanted to keep all three, but this would prove impossible. By early November, the situation began to implode.
Kim had sensed for some time that whatever else Brent was up to, she was his real sexual release. Rather than seeing this as being used, she thought it presented her with an opportunity to use her power to leverage Brent into a more serious relationship. She suggested they should talk about her moving in with him.
Marcy had been pressing Brent to take her on a “business trip” so they could spend some quality time together away from the hustle and bustle of office life. Her intent was clear in this regard. What he did not know was whether she wanted any more from him than a romp in some exotic location. This had been the only line he had not yet crossed with Marcy, but now he wanted to – even though some small distant voice in his mind kept telling him not to. He kept erasing and redrawing the line, knowing it was wrong, still unable to help himself.
Danielle had made it clear to him that he’d gotten as far with her as he was going to get. She was going to visit her parents in Dallas over Thanksgiving and wanted to know if she could share with them that she was in a relationship that was going somewhere. If so, she expected to show them an engagement ring by Christmas, and if not, well they should just call it quits.
He managed to put each of them off for a little bit. He needed time to think. He no longer liked the situation. He did not – could not control the situation. He couldn’t envision giving up any of these women. It would just leave too big a hole in his life. He began working out various scenarios in his head. He convinced himself that he should still be able to work something out for a trip with Marcy – he really wanted that, and no one would know, after all.
He thought Danielle might finally reward his attentions the way he wanted if he actually went ahead and made a “commitment” to her. He thought maybe that would put him in the driver’s seat and he could make a reasonable demand for some degree of sexual favor.
Kim was the one he saw as the most difficult. He couldn’t bear the thought of losing her. He thought she might be the only reason he was still sane at this point, and they were so comfortable together. Actually moving in with her would certainly dash any hopes he had with Danielle, though. He wasn’t sure whether it would make any difference to Marcy.
He vacillated, unable to find a satisfactory solution. That the one he wanted the most was whichever one he was with played large in how subsequent events unfurled. On his final Friday date with Danielle before she went to see her parents, she pressed for his answer. He was intoxicated with her allure. He wanted her so badly. They were on her loveseat, entangled in light petting and heavy kissing. Her perfume and her cool, soft voice beckoned him to her. He told her that she could tell her parents that she was in a serious relationship.
“And?” she looked at him expectantly.
“And I will be sure you have an engagement ring to show them when you visit them at Christmas,” he said.
“Oh, Brent!” she exclaimed and pulled him back down to her. She actually let his hands roam to her full, firm breasts as they kissed, though she made him remain on the outside of her clothing. He was used to receiving much less, so he was excited at the opening of this new door. He entertained the possibility that her high, unyielding walls might be on the brink of crumbling.
She allowed him only a moment of luxury before addressing him somberly with an admonition: if he was really serious, he would have to break things off completely with any other women he was seeing. She was willing to be his alone, but she expected him to be completely faithful to her.
It took him perhaps a nanosecond to process that if he gave the correct response to this, he might be allowed to return to caressing those wonderful breasts, perhaps allowed some brief, glorious access to areas further south. He gave the answer she wanted, and she allowed him to return to fondling her for a few minutes. She sat up, pushing him gently off her and looked at him with passion in those sapphire eyes and said, “You make it awful hard on a girl. Be patient with me and I promise you, it will be worth your while. Good things come to those who wait, honey.”
He didn’t ask her how long he’d have to wait because he knew what her answer would be. What he hoped though was that she wouldn’t find the restraint to enforce it. Danielle’s line had changed too. Though very gradually, she had allowed him to advance further and further; but between now and Christmas, he was sure he could convince her to redraw the line somewhere on the other side of the bed.
In the not too distant past, Brent had been willing time forward. Whether he recognized it or not, things had changed and as a result, he tended more and more to cope – or rather avoid coping – by luxuriating in the present and giving little pragmatic thought at all to the future.
He had just promised Danielle that he would be exclusive with her. That meant that Kim would have to go, and his relationship with Marcy could not go forward as he had hoped it would. Instead of thinking about any of that on his drive home, his mind flooded with thoughts of Danielle. He loved the feel of her body, the smoothness of her skin, the very scent of her. The only part of the future he could visualize involved a naked, enraptured Danielle giving herself over to his every desire. It sent a thrill up the whole length of his body.
He did think of Kim as he opened the door to his apartment and realized that here she would be tomorrow evening. He contemplated his dilemma. The gravity of what he’d promised Danielle was finally setting in. He had agreed to a price and part of that price was giving up Kim. He spent a tortured night, entertaining one scenario after another that might provide some alternative he hadn’t considered, but each path he conceived was paved with some sort of trickery or deceit. This was most unsatisfactory, for though he realized his passions weighed heavily in his decisions, he considered himself an honorable man. He finally resolved to end things with Kim tomorrow and began steeling himself to the task.
****
Saturday was cold and drizzly and gray. He toyed with the idea of calling Kim to break up with her over the phone. He thought it might be a mercy to spare her the trip to his apartment; but he knew deep down he just wanted to avoid the face to face confrontation that would almost certainly ensue from the bad news he was about to deliver. He told himself the honorable thing to do was to break up with her in person. He felt he owed her that much after all the time he’d been with her.
The drizzle continued throughout the day, turning into a light rain by dusk. As the hour approached for Kim to arrive, Brent’s anxiety about the whole situation grew. He had rehearsed a speech over and over in his head, but the instant he heard her familiar tap on the door, he went blank.
He ran from the window to the door and flung it wide. Kim was there in a long gray trench coat and spike heels, looking just as if she’d stepped off the page of a catalogue. She flashed him her familiar warm smile and stepped into the apartment, slowly closing the door behind her. “I brought you something!” she said. Then she whipped open her trench coat, revealing that she was completely naked underneath. She stood there in her sexy pose with her lips parted in a wisp of a smile allowing him to drink her in for a moment. “You like?” she finally asked, before dropping the coat to the floor.
It took perhaps a nanosecond for him to process that even if he were to break up with her, now would not be the time. If that had to occur at all, it could certainly occur later. “I like! I like!” he said, and moved to embrace her.
She let him take her right there on the floor, then on the couch, then he carried her up to the bedroom, kissing her all the way up before taking her a third time. He drifted to sleep first, as he always did, and when he awoke, Kim was gone as always.
His Sunday mornings were always a haze of pleasantness because of Kim’s visits. He basked in the afterglow of their night together, thinking fond thoughts of her. It was quite some time before he realized he had not seized the opportunity to put things right as per Danielle’s request of him.
On reflection, he felt resentful of her request. He wondered what right Danielle had to make such a request of him; she was not offering to fill the void Kim’s absence would leave except in some nebulous post-marital bliss. No, he felt a certitude he was on sure footing here and would have to go back in to re-negotiate the deal. He thought perhaps he could get a better offer. Having resolved (or, more accurately – rationalized) this, he felt better. The clouds had parted.
Monday morning, he went into the office feeling great; and was delighted to see Marcy in a snug pink angora sweater and a short pencil skirt. They shared morning coffee in his office, which gave him an opportunity to appreciate her outfit close up. The rest of the workday proceeded at a hectic pace, but that made time go more quickly. At the end of the day, she came into his office for their usual visit. Marcy sat in her usual chair, allowing her skirt to slide higher and higher on her pretty thighs. She delighted in being able to direct and control his attention just so.
For their rendezvous at Pizza Delmonico, Marcy wore ski pants that clung to her attractive lower half and a fleece top that had a zippered front. As they talked, she fidgeted with the zipper, moving it slowly up and down, but only a little. Though she filled the top out very nicely, he hungered for the sight of her flesh. Throughout the meal, she continued to taunt him with only slight movements of the zipper.
They lingered for some while after their repast ended, just making small talk. Brent was reticent to go until Marcy had given him something more. His attention had been so riveted on her from the moment she’d arrived that he had not really noticed that the restaurant was crowded with diners. Marcy quit playing with her zipper to catch his attention. When he did look at her, she made a motion with her eyes at the tables just to their left where sat two families with adolescent children. His shoulders sagged when he realized what she was telling him.
Seeing this, she stuck her lower lip out in a pretty pout as if to mock his disappointment. He mouthed to her, “You’re so mean!”
In response, she grabbed a paper napkin and got up from her seat across the table and slid into his side of the booth so that she was between him and the other customers. Then she turned her upper half towards him and handed him the napkin and said in a low voice, “I think I spilled some ranch dressing on my top, can you see it?”
He could not see anything of the sort, but she jutted her breasts out toward him, and instructed him to blot delicately at her left breast. His eyes flashed understanding, and he took the napkin and dutifully and delicately began blotting the area of her left breast. Right away, he could feel that she was not wearing a bra. She was surprisingly firm for a woman so well endowed. He could also feel through the fabric that she was becoming aroused by his blotting.
She let him blot away for a moment, watching his eyes the whole time. Finally, she looked down at her top and said, “There, I think you got it. Thank you so much!” Then she licked her lips in a slow, suggestive way and then got up very nonchalantly and returned to her previous position on the other side of the table.
Marcy never entered his calculations of what he was to give up to please Danielle. As he saw things he and Marcy were not dating, so there was no dating to stop – no breakup to consider. Marcy was just a pleasant and innocuous diversion. This is an elaborate rationale used by those standing on a slippery slope to convince themselves they will not fall. He justified his chronic flirtations with Marcy using the flimsy pretext that they were not having sex; but even in the dark recesses of the titillated mind, one knows always when something is morally wrong.
The very simple litmus test for this is to ask oneself whether it would be awkward, uncomfortable or embarrassing to be discovered in such a position. The answer is always instantly known, and more often than not rejected. This is but one of many flaws in human character, yet it has brought ruin to men from all walks of life from presidents to priests.
He walked Marcy to her car where he once more indulged in the ambrosia of her kiss. He had been with a number of women now, but none of them could kiss like Marcy. The sensation of it, the taste of her always wreathed him in gauzy delight long afterward.
He drove home in a state of blissful dreaminess reflecting upon Marcy and all her wonderful feminine attributes. The very real irony of his situation never really dawned on him. Marcy was seducing him at her leisure and with much greater finesse and effect than he was able to seduce Danielle. With Danielle, he was always in the position of storming the castle, testing the defenses. In contradistinction to this crude approach Marcy merely beckoned him always a little further, and he, transfixed by her allure always went willingly wheresoever she bid him.
The Wednesday morning before the Thanksgiving holiday, Brent drove Danielle to the airport for her sojourn to Dallas. He thought this a good opportunity to re-negotiate his deal with Danielle. It turned out that there was no room for negotiation on this point as far as she was concerned, and if he had urges in the period intervening their engagement and their marriage, she prescribed he restrain himself like a grown gentleman would.
He was startled by the severity with which she addressed him on the issue. He realized quickly that he was no match for her in these waters. She insisted he tell her whether he was merely toying with her in some vain pursuit to add to his list of conquests, or if his proposal to her was serious. She knew somehow that he had not honored their agreed upon exclusivity. She struck just the right balance of poised indignation and wounded disappointment to elicit his promise anew that he would attend to all loose ends while she was away. Her final admonition to him was that if he had not done so by the time she returned, they would be finished, and she looked at him evenly and confidently as she said, “A lady always knows, Brent. Do not think you can hide such things from me.”
Then she briskly walked away without even giving him a kiss. The whole thing fairly floored him. She had been able to make him feel ashamed that he had not held up his end of their bargain; and in return for his renewed promise, she had offered no promise of any sexual comfort of any kind in reciprocity for what she expected him to forswear. The only promise she’d made was to leave him on the instant if she was not completely satisfied that he had done as she required.
She had managed to plumb his soul and had called his honor into question. She had shamed him, and it had crushed him to see her so disappointed in him. Brent knew she was the one he wanted – had always wanted – and he felt he was in danger of letting her slip away because he was being selfish and immature.
He resolved anew to do the right thing and to be the man Danielle wanted – the man she deserved. On the drive home, he was beginning to work on a plan for dealing with Kim. He had read or heard somewhere that it was better to break up in a public place where the eyes of others would act as a restraining force on any untoward emotions. He decided to call Kim as soon as he got home to set up a dinner meeting.
Just as he arrived at his apartment, his phone rang. It was Danielle; she was all honey-voiced and apologetic for not kissing him goodbye. She said she knew she was asking him to give something up, but asked him to understand that what they’d have together would be so much more fulfilling. She ended by reassuring him that he was hard for her to resist and she was anxious to unleash her passion upon him when they had made their commitment formal. He swooned at the soft and gently seductive tone of her voice, and renewed his promise to her with a fresh certainty.
“I love you, Brent,” she cooed.
“I love you too,” he responded, feeling for the first time like maybe he really did.
****
When he hung up, he dialed Kim to arrange for dinner. He’d thought she might detect something from his voice, but she seemed enthused. He arranged to pick her up from her apartment and take her to Anthony’s, a top-end restaurant downtown. The conversation made him aware of some things that had escaped him before: he hadn’t known where Kim lived in all the time they’d been together, nor had he ever taken her out – they had always met at his place.
He pulled up in front of Kim’s apartment building at seven-thirty. She was waiting outside the building for him and looking unfairly beautiful in her emerald green dress and impossibly long legs. In spite of the fact she was wearing heels, she moved with nimble alacrity to the passenger side door, sliding in and situating herself. She gave him a warm smile and said, “It’s going to be a big night, I think.”
He kept his concentration on the road and conversation to a minimum. His right hand reposed on the steering wheel so he would not be tempted to hold her hand or touch those wonderful thighs.
Traffic was light but even so, the restaurant he’d chosen was a good forty-five minute drive from Kim’s place. Unfortunately for Brent, this was plenty of time for Kim to notice that something was not quite right here. He was usually all over her in an instant, but he hadn’t even bestowed a kiss of greeting on her this time. His face was a mask, and she wondered whether she should try to draw him out.
Instead, she reached down and nonchalantly fluffed her skirt in such a way as to leave a lot more thigh exposed if he were so inclined as to look. He couldn’t help but look. Then he finally gave her a warm smile and told her she looked amazing. Her face brightened at this.
Finally arriving before the restaurant, Brent handed his keys to the valet, and escorted Kim inside in a courtly manner. They were greeted and seated promptly at a table along the back wall. He ordered wine, and Kim’s lovely green eyes sparkled in the candle light.
It was slowly becoming clear to him that Kim had entirely the wrong idea about the purpose of the dinner, though he was not quite sure what other purpose she might have imagined. He felt himself starting to weaken – to vacillate. He opted to postpone the conversation a bit. He thought perhaps better words would come to him; or better, she would divine the meaning of the dinner herself. He was becoming nervous at the prospect of a scene and wondering where in the hell he’d read about this method.
The wine steward arrived with the bottle Brent had ordered and Brent went through all the motions expected of the connoisseur. Clearly, this was impressive to Kim who now looked at him adoringly. He started to speak, but ended up shifting uncomfortably in his chair.
Kim reached across the table and touched his hand gently. She looked into his eyes with a calm confidence and said, “I can see you’re a little nervous, Brent – but you needn’t be. I think I know what tonight is about.”
He looked at her with puzzlement. “You do?”
“I’m pretty sure I do – and the answer is yes, Brent!”
“Yes?” he repeated robotically. As he looked at her, it finally dawned on him that Kim had misunderstood. Suddenly, it seemed overly quiet; he could hear his own quickening heartbeat and feel the panic welling up inside. The air seemed suddenly close and heavy, yet there she sat bearing a radiant smile. Oh my God! She thought I was going to propose!
He loosened his necktie and collar, preparing to speak, but his expression must have betrayed him. Kim’s face fell, her shoulders sagged and all the air seemed to go out of her.
“I’m sorry, Brent,” she said in a meek voice. “I thought – never mind – it was silly. I feel so embarrassed. I just thought – you know, the fancy restaurant and all – we’d been talking about – well, never mind.”
The waiter came at just this moment to tell them about the chef’s specialty. Brent dismissed him abruptly, telling him they’d like a moment. He looked at Kim, cowed and flushed and his heart went out to her.
“Kim, I wanted to see you tonight because I wanted to tell you in person – I mean, we’ve been together for some time now, and – you know I have feelings for you, right? It’s just that I - I’m going to get married.” It didn’t even feel to him like the words were coming out of his own mouth. Everything seemed so small. He felt like he was somewhere else watching through a tiny knothole in the fence of his life.
She blinked a couple of times while it seemed to gradually sink in that she’d not only been wrong about the purpose of the evening, but she had been as wrong as was humanly possible. In a moment, her expression changed to a look of wounded incredulity.
“You’re dumping me!” she hissed in a poisonous whisper. “And you thought doing it in a romantic restaurant would make it better?” She snatched up her linen napkin and flung it on the tabletop. “Take me home right now!” she spat through gritting teeth.
“Kim, please – let’s just – all right, all right, I’ll take you home.” He sputtered. Brent started to come over to scoot her chair out, but she had stood abruptly, sending the chair skittering backwards and with some force into the table of another pair of diners. Brent looked at them with apology in his eyes, but he had to chase Kim, who was walking briskly and stiffly towards the front door.
The waiter pursued, complaining about the check, and Brent paused to retrieve a wad of bills from his money clip and flung them at the flustered fellow without having any idea how much he’d thrown. He then resumed his pursuit of Kim, but she was already outside waiting by the valets.
“Kim!” he pleaded as he caught up with her. “Please, let’s talk this through like rational people.”
“I have plenty to say,” she said with a steely coldness unlike any he’d ever known in her. “And you will get to hear it all on the way home. Get the car!”
“He handed his receipt to the valet, and the car was brought around, though not nearly quickly enough to avoid a long and horribly uncomfortable silence.
When they got into the car and headed out, she began sobbing. When he would try to speak, she would put her palm up toward him and tell him to just shut up. In a few uncomfortable minutes, she had somewhat composed herself and began what was for all intents and purposes a soliloquy.
“Oh my god! I can’t believe how stupid I am. I thought I was making you happy. I thought you were beginning to see that you needed me, that we were right for each other.” She dabbed at her eyes with the back of her hand.
“I was just a sex toy for you the whole time, wasn’t I?” she made clear with a sharp gesture that this was a rhetorical question. “You just used my body, every bit of it. I let you do things to me that I’ve never let anyone do; and do you know why? It was just that important to me to please you. I wanted you to see that I could fulfill your every need. But all that counts for nothing. You have weighed me and measured me and on your scales, I have come up wanting.”
He knew by now not to say anything, and he kept his gaze directly on the road.
“You took everything from me that you wanted. All that was left behind was me – the person. That’s the part you never wanted. You never took me anywhere, you never bought me anything, and you never cared about me. I was just a piece of meat to you and now I’m just the bone you’re going to leave behind on the plate, aren’t I?” She looked hatefully at him and even though his eyes were riveted straight ahead, he could feel the heat from her glare.
There followed a few minutes of stony silence, and Brent unwisely ventured to speak. “Kim, I know you must have met other men in your line of work.”
“I – what? What did you say?” she asked.
“I mean working for Dr. Clark.” He answered.
She snapped her head up to talk to the ceiling. “You don’t know anything about me, do you? I worked for Dr. Clark for two weeks as a temp while I finished up school. You don’t know that because you never asked me about anything that didn’t involve your pleasure – speaking of which, I am sure you will find it surprising to learn that not all the things on your sexual menu were enjoyable to me.”
She had meant to hurt him and she had. He realized at that moment how he had used her and how little he knew about her. It had been all about him and his needs. It was his fault and he knew it, so he took her rebuke without offering any defense; after all, what defense was there?
When he arrived at her apartment building, she jumped out of the car while it was still rolling and slammed the door as hard as she could. She stood there for a moment looking at him with red-rimmed hate-filled eyes, and then she tossed her head and briskly walked away.
He was a torrent of conflicting emotion. He was glad it was over and horrified at the vicious finality of it all. He had never broken up with anyone before. There was a time when he relished the thought of breaking a pretty girl’s heart. It wasn’t that way any more. He felt overwhelmed at the loss of something that had once been so wonderful. He thought of himself as an honorable man, but he had never been honorable with Kim – least of all tonight. He had never imagined it going so badly; he had never imagined the sense of loss he was feeling now. There was no going back. He had burned the bridge and felt like he’d been standing on it at the time.
By the time he got back to his apartment, he was emotionally drained. He poured himself a scotch and gulped it down, then helped himself to another, which he nursed as he sat on the couch staring with unseeing eyes at a blank television screen. He had never felt worse, and did not know how he could feel this way if what he’d done was truly the right thing. He could not break the thought cycle, could not wipe the memory of the look on Kim’s face or her stinging words from his mind.
He drained the last drop of scotch from the tumbler and stood to get another, but his head swooned. He decided to just lie down on the couch for a moment. He did not drink hard liquor very often and when he did, he never drank so much so fast. He just wanted unknowing blackness to come. He just wanted out of his own head for a little while.
In only a moment, the blackness did come. He remained on the couch in the same position all night, waking finally from a dream in which he was falling from a great height. He awoke when he rolled off the couch and hit the floor. That set off a pounding heart and a pounding head. In an instant, the whole horrible night rushed back to him.
His back and neck hurt because of the uncomfortable and unnatural position in which he’d slept. He tried stretching a bit to work out the kinks, but it actually made him feel worse. The craving for a hot shower was the only thing that moved him ultimately from his lethargy. Brent headed up the stairs, footsteps heavy, head hung low.
He turned the shower on full stream and sat on a small, padded dressing bench and undressed while he waited for the water to get hot. When he lifted his head, he saw the vanity was cluttered with little things Kim had left behind: a hairbrush, a toothbrush, a lipstick, some kind of cosmetic powder. It hit him hard and for the first time in a long time he broke down and cried – not a single manly tear, but the spasmodic and breathless blubbering of a child.
He finally found the strength to stand. He told himself that it was done now, and there was no going back. He resigned himself to moving forward. Still, Kim’s memory haunted his every other thought. He dried himself and put on fresh clothes, but skipped shaving.
He walked into the bedroom and memories flooded back – pleasant amorous memories. It was the same in every room in the apartment because they’d made love in every room in the place. He needed to get out of there. He just got into his car and drove – not to anywhere so much as away from where he was. It did not help much, for the car still smelled of Kim’s perfume from last night.
He got all the way out of the city and wondered if he might just keep going – just drive forever. Suddenly his phone vibrated on his hip and startled him so that he almost ran off the road. He pulled over before answering, “Brent Schoenfeld.”
“Happy Thanksgiving, honey!” It was Danielle. It was really not her voice that he wanted to hear at that exact moment. Whether it was fair or not, he accorded her a part of the blame for the pain of this whole thing.
“Hi hon,” he said unenthusiastically. “Loose ends are all taken care of, if that’s what you’re calling about.”
There was a momentary silence on the other end of the line. “Well, it sounds like it was pretty rough. I hope you don’t feel like you’ve made the wrong choice.” Her tone was a bit cooler than it had been initially.
“Of course not - I just – I don’t know. Like you said – rough.” He mumbled.
She lowered her voice and said, “Listen, I need to know one hundred percent that you are okay about this thing. I am not about to say anything to my parents if you’re having any kind of second thoughts.”
He rolled his eyes. “Yes, yes – I’ll be fine. You know what? I just feel like a real son of a bitch right now, okay? It was ugly, but everything will be okay.”
Her tone was more sugary as she responded, “Oh, hon – I’m sorry. I’m going to make all that up to you. You know that, don’t you?”
He was unmoved by her coquettish tone. “Yeah, yeah – you’ll make it up to me someday. I know. Look, I just need a little time to myself right now.”
“Sure, Brent. Well, I’ll let you go. I love you.”
“Love you too – best to your folks.” Then he slapped the phone shut before she could continue. Even though he resented the call, it did break the black reverie he was in, so he turned the Lexus around and headed back to the city.
****
When he arrived back in front of his building, he saw Kim standing there, talking to the holiday replacement for the regular doorman. She saw Brent approaching and said in a cool tone, “I left some things here I’d like to get, if you don’t mind. Your doorman won’t let me in without your permission.”
Brent escorted her inside and they rode up in the elevator together in stony silence. When the door opened, she followed him down the hallway with her head bowed and her arms crossed. When he opened the apartment door for her, she turned to him and said in a wavering voice with misting eyes, “I won’t take long and then I won’t bother you any more, okay?”
He wanted to reach out to her. He wanted to embrace her and kiss her and apologize and beg her forgiveness. Instead, he just nodded and she fairly trotted up the stairs toward the bathroom. He stayed downstairs by the door, listening to the clattering of her things as she swept them into her bag. He expected she would come sweeping past him at any moment, hurrying out of his life and none too soon for her liking.
The clattering had stopped for a little while. He heard nothing. He started tentatively up the stairs. “Kim?” he called softly, half afraid she would answer, and half afraid she would not.
When he got upstairs, he saw her sitting on the edge of the bed, cradling her face in her hands and weeping softly. He ran to her and got down on his knees in front of her. He placed his hand gently on her knee and tried to look up into her face, but she turned away. He stayed in supplication before her. He hated this pain – hated her pain more than his own.
In a moment, she waved a hand in the air and sniffed. She looked off to the right rather than at him as she said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to do this. The whole thing is my fault, really. I know that now.”
“Kim - no.” he started.
‘No - It was. I can see that now. I gave you anything you asked from me and never asked anything in return. I guess I never let you know me as a person. I just wanted you so much.” She sniffed again. “I thought – I mean the whole time I knew you were seeing other women too.”
He looked at her with a pale surprise, not knowing what to say. She continued, still looking off to the right, “I just thought I had the inside track, that’s all. I thought eventually you would come to feel for me. I guess I thought you had already come to care for me.” She gave him a wan smile. “But I was only a piece of ass to you, wasn’t I?”
He shook his head from side to side. “You can’t believe that, Kim!” he implored.
“Oh, it’s okay. I’m a big girl. Maybe I was your favorite piece of ass, but that’s all.”
“Kim, I do care for you! Please don’t say these things!” and he put his head on her knees and wrapped his arms around her waist.
She reached down and stroked his hair absently. “Oh, Brent. If I can face it, I know you can.” Then she stood, clutching her bag in front of her. “You know, I still think you’re basically a good person, but what you’re feeling right now isn’t affection. You just wanted this to be easier than it is, that’s all. So, I absolve you.”
“Don’t tell me how I’m feeling!” he said. “This thing is tearing me up inside.”
She let out a tortured sigh and said simply, “You don’t know anything about me that doesn’t involve how I perform in bed, Brent. What’s my last name?”
His blank expression answered for him. He felt the stab she’d thrust home, and he knew she was right about that – about so many things, but not everything. He knew he truly felt for her – it was more than just guilt at an ugly breakup.
“See? That’s what I mean.” And she turned to go. “Goodbye, Brent.”
Her back was to him and she was nearly to the door when he exploded, “I do know you, Kim!” his eyes brimmed with tears and he was drawing short ragged breaths. “I know your favorite Chinese food is from Mr. Wong’s. I know you love old black and white movies. Your favorite is Dark Victory with Bette Davis – and that you always cry at the end, no matter how many times you’ve seen it.” He wiped madly at his eyes with the back of his hand. “I know you’re the only person I’ve ever seen who actually eats popcorn one kernel at a time. I know you have the prettiest most feminine handwriting I’ve ever seen – I kept every note you ever wrote to me.” And he yanked open the nightstand drawer and the notes spilled out on the floor in a flurry.
She had turned around to look at him with a sort of calm passivity, though her eyes were dewy. “Well, maybe you do care for me, Brent. Still, you have chosen this.” She sighed and walked back to him and put her arms around him more like an old friend than a lover.
She looked into his eyes and said in a voice slightly hoarse from crying, “If you really do love me, then this engagement will fall apart – or the marriage will. You cannot make things work with another girl if you really have those feelings for me. Now I will tell you something I shouldn’t. If your plans do fall apart, I will be there for you – I can’t help it. Maybe I’m a complete fool. If they don’t fall apart – well, I will get over you someday. But I don’t plan to just wait by the phone for you to call.”
“Oh, Kim!” and he started to kiss her, but she placed her fingers on his lips, intercepting him.
“If there ever is a second chance for us, it would be very different – you will get to know me – and I can tell you right now that I have no interest in being your mistress, so don’t even bother to call for that.” She took one last long look around the bedroom and said, “Goodbye Brent. We could have been so good together. I will miss you.”
She left and he did not try to stop her. He sat down on the bed where Kim had been, tears still burning in his eyes. He heard the door close downstairs and knew she was gone. Somehow, it was a little better. He felt just a little better knowing there was the slimmest possibility that he could rekindle things with Kim if things went south with Danielle. The worst part had been the thought that she hated him – no – that he deserved her hate. There was still pain, but it was a bittersweet pain. He could go on now. This was a much better ending than last night.
He knelt down and picked up all her notes and lovingly folded each and placed them back in the nightstand drawer. Then he went downstairs and watched Dark Victory – he had bought the DVD to surprise Kim. He saw the movie with fresh eyes. The Bette Davis character was so self-sacrificing. All she cared about was her husband – so much so that she kept from him that she had gone blind in the late stages of her fatal illness. He was not there when she died. That was Kim. At the end, he cried even though he had seen the movie a half-dozen times with Kim.
When he was finished, he took his notebook computer upstairs and powered it up to check e-mail. It was Thanksgiving Day, so it didn’t make any sense that he’d have any e-mail but this is something he always did. It had often been the only thing that made him feel connected to anyone at all. His life had changed over the last months, but he was still very lonely in some ways.
He had a new message with attachments. It was from Danielle. She related the events of her family affair and how happy her parents were that she’d found Mr. Right. They looked forward to meeting him; she hoped they could discuss his coming along with her at Christmas for a visit.
He opened the attachments. There were about six photos of Danielle with various members of her family, and one of her in a two-piece swimsuit on the diving board of what appeared to be an indoor pool. The suit was rather modest as bikinis go, but she sure filled it out nicely. There was no denying she was a beautiful, beautiful woman.
Her parents were much older than he’d expected. He knew she was their only child. He guessed they must have had her quite late in life – maybe she’d been a menopause baby. They looked like pleasant people – hearty Texas stock. He gave the swimsuit photo another look. He liked that one quite a lot.
He looked at the time stamp for when the e-mail had been sent, and found it was over two hours ago – probably just when he was sitting down to watch the movie. He doubted she’d still be up, but he went ahead and responded anyway. He said he’d look forward to meeting her folks at Christmas time. He mentioned that he particularly liked the swimsuit photo, and if she had any more along that line, he’d like some more. He waited for a while, but there was no answer. Brent put the notebook away, guessing she had either gone to bed or was engaged in some sort of family activities.
He had not eaten in some time and was feeling quite hungry for the first time just now. A quick check of the refrigerator and pantry yielded little promise. Still, he didn’t know for sure which restaurants would be open, so he made himself a sandwich and grabbed a beer and went into the living room to watch television.
He was watching a History Channel program on the architecture of the Egyptian Empire. It was less than completely riveting and his head sank on his chest as he began to drowse. As he slept, he dreamed that he was in a great hall, standing before an altar. There was no one officiating. There were no guests. He stood alone at the altar. He felt a sense of foreboding, and turned to look down the aisle. Standing at the distant end of the long dark aisle was a shadowy figure in a bridal gown. Organ music started to play – not the wedding march, but something ominous. The bride began to march down the aisle, clutching a bouquet before her. The closer the figure drew, the darker she became until he could see her bridal regalia was not white, but black. The bouquet was black and the veil was black and heavy.
Then he was no longer standing, but at repose. He was in a casket. He could not move, but he was alive. He wanted to scream that he was alive, but with all his might, he could not make a bit of sound. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest and he could not breathe in. The black-veiled head appeared over the edge of the casket and regarded him for a moment. The black-gloved hands put the black bouquet on his chest, and then reached up to lift the veil. It was Kim.
“Goodbye Brent. We could have been so good together. I will miss you,” she said with coldness in her eyes. Then she nodded at someone and the lid of the casket started to close. He was trying to muster strength to reach up and stop the descent of the lid, or to cry out that he was alive, but the lid closed completely and there was only oppressive blackness. From within the casket he heard Danielle’s voice cooing softly in his ear, ‘Don’t worry, baby. I’ll make all this up to you. You know that, don’t you?”
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