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Mike lay there in the dark listening to the drone of the distant traffic. He could hear the almost imperceptible sound of the ceiling fan as its blades swung through the air. Occasionally one of the boys whimpered or turned in their bed. He could sense dawn approaching. The pale moon shone in through the Venetian blinds on the window, illuminating the room in stripes across the wall behind him, leaving the corners in dark shadow. Bonnie left the stove lamp on as a nightlight and it glowed through from the kitchen, down the hall to the bedrooms.
He turned, pushing his face into the cushions, trying to block out the light. He had not slept but in fits all night. There was not much room to turn on the sofa and the small Indian blanket he draped over his frame had slipped off on several occasions, leaving him to waken shivering in the dark.
As he lay there, his mind racing, discouraging sleep, he heard the house creak and groan as the wind whipped by outside. He could still feel that place on his cheek where Bonnie’s hand surprised him yesterday evening. He knew that their relationship was discordant of late but had been caught unawares by her irrational reaction, especially on her birthday. What had she expected? He was no longer sure of that answer.
By the time the alarm on his cellular phone beeped at him, four A.M., he was already stirring. His body was used to the routine by now. Sitting up he ran his hands over his face and picked at the crust of sleep in the corner of his eye. He groaned and stretched his arms high, with a yawn. He was still tired. Kicking aside a couple of balloons that had come to rest on the living room floor, he made his way into the kitchenette. After setting the coffee maker to brew he used the shower in the boys’ bathroom so as not to disturb Bonnie any more than he needed too. Most of his clothes were hanging in the hall closet and after dressing he slipped quietly into the bedroom and gently kissed Bonnie as she lay asleep. It would be a week before he saw her next and he could hardly bear to leave her this way. Next, peeking into the boy’s room he gazed silently at Seth and Caleb in their bunk. All quiet, the way it was supposed to be. He turned away leaving the door ajar.
He shrugged on his denim jacket against the cold. Bag in one hand, a mug of coffee and his keys in the other, he walked down the steps of the trailer into the crisp air of a March morning in Oklahoma. His breath was visible like mist vapors as he scraped a thin layer of ice from the truck’s windshield. Driving down to the end of the street, only the parking lights on so as not to disturb the sleeping family, he pulled the switch on the headlights and was soon on the road heading toward the city.
She felt him kiss her gently on the head as he always did when leaving on a Monday morning, whispering “love you.”
It had not just been about the negligee, she knew that. This wasn’t good enough anymore. As she lay curled up on her side of the bed, listening to him drive away she thought about last night, replaying the unfortunate circumstances in her mind.
She wanted him around the house during the week. The boys needed their dad around more; there was a growing list of honey-do’s accumulating for him to complete on the weekends. It wasn’t that she was incapable of performing most of the tasks on the list (in fact her dad had been sure that she and her sister, Isabelle, could do as much as most boys when it came to cars, tools, etc.) but with little children underfoot it had become increasingly difficult to manage the time for the simplest task, especially now that both boys were running around. It was different before when they were crawling; she could confine them to a playpen. Now, whether she was hanging out the wash on the line or crawling underneath the sink fixing the leaky U-joint, there were always two little boys in tow, wanting to help Mommy.
She curled up and pulled the covers tighter around her shoulders. I need him to help out more with the household chores, instead of sitting on the sofa drinking beer with the television blasting when he gets home on the weekends. I need some attention. If he was as much of a husband as he is a father perhaps he’d pay more attention to my needs. He’s been such a doofus lately.
She felt guilty being disappointed that Mike was out of town so much, especially today. I really would have liked him to take me out dancing and drinking tonight, he knows how important birthdays are to me. His dang old job keeps him gone way too much.
Peculiar how the events of last night had played out. Mike had been playing in the back bedroom with the boys. Caleb, at two, sported curls of red hair and rosy red cheeks. No mistaking who was the father of this child, friends always said looking at Mike’s red hair and freckles. Seth on the other hand was more like his mother, with a tousled slab of blonde tufts and light blue eyes. He had long eyelashes and a quiet, serene way about him. He is going to be a heart breaker when he gets older, was the most often touted comment from adults.
With dinner being over she was left to stack the dirty dishes in the dishwasher. When headlights on a car showed through the kitchen window as it pulled up outside she had been taken unawares.
“Get that would you honey,” Mike yelled from the backroom when the door bell rang.
“Surprise! Happy Birthday!”
Her parents, Ed and Millie Jo, were standing on the front stoop, shooting silly string and dragging in what seemed like acres of brightly colored balloons.
Dad, carrying in a chocolate ice cream cake from Baskin Robbins, headed straight back and placed it on the dining table. Mom pecked her on the cheek and went in search of candles in the kitchen drawers while Seth and Caleb, with Mike wearing a large grin standing behind them, ran into the room to hug on Grandpa and tried to help tie the balloons on the backs of the dining chairs, releasing one here and there so it floated around, eventually bouncing on the ceiling, streamers dragging as it drifted by.
“Happy Birthday Mommy,” chorused the boys blowing on noisy sound makers. She took the card, ripping the envelope exaggeratedly, as Seth and Caleb jumped up and down in excitement, to see the cute Hallmark card. In their best handwriting each boy had scrawled his name with crayola.
“I know your birthday isn’t until tomorrow, honey, but since I’ll be out of town at work this week I wanted to surprise you tonight,” Mike had said.
She’d kissed his cheek. “Well, I was surprised.”
Inhaling a deep breath she leaned over the table and blew out the candles. Mike cut each of them a huge piece of cake; the boys got such a sugar high that they ran around whooping and hollering way past their bedtime. They sat and talked to her parents, while the boys bounced from lap to lap. It was good to see her folks as it had been at least a week since she had dropped in on them last.
After the grandparents left Mike had grabbed the boys for a final tickle and after getting then both all worked up he told them, “Off you two go to bed now.”
He kissed each boy on top of the head as they hugged him.
“Scrub them toothy-pegs and hop into your jammies. Mommy will come tuck you in bed in a couple of minutes.”
She remembered them running down the hall, knowing what Mike had in mind and that’s when it all had gone wrong. She gave a big sigh just thinking about it again.
With the boys out of the room Mike had reached down behind the sofa and pulled out a bag tied with a red ribbon. Victoria’s Secret was inscribed on the side. Reaching in she pulled out the inevitable; a sexy negligee.
She recalled now, pulling off the wrapping paper, and tossing both the paper and the garment quickly to one side. Even threw the card down too. She heard herself say, “That’s more for you than me. It’s always the same with you. No imagination. I know we can’t afford diamonds, but what about flowers, tickets to a concert, why just the same thing over and over? Do you ever think about what I want? All you ever do is think about trying to get laid. When you’re home on the weekends why not take me to the movies or out to dinner? All you ever do is sit and watch the stupid boob tube and drink!”
He had turned bright red, more than normal. Now, with a roll of her eyes, she heard again in her head his voice from last night as he stammered over himself to apologize. “Wow babe I’m sorry. Are you getting ready to, well you know,” and there was that gesture, the shoulder shrug. “I mean is it PMS time?”
Her hand had just jumped out, a mind of its own, meeting his cheek with a resounding wallop.
“That was the most stupid fucking thing you ever said!”
She had turned and stomped off down the hall, leaving him with the imprint of his stupidity emblazoned on his cheek as she had tucked the boys into bed. She had left the burning sting of her disdain on his face, and carried his ignorance with her.
After tucking the boys in she had gone into her bedroom and dragged out her oldest ugliest grey sweats. Coming back out into the kitchen she pulled a tumbler down from the cabinet and drew herself a glass of water. She was spitting mad. What had she said, oh yes… ‘Don’t even think about coming back here tonight. I’m sick and tired of how stupid you are.’ Stupid. Had she really said that? She grimaced to herself.
She hadn’t cared then whether he got it or not. She left him to sleep on the couch.
By the time she dealt with the boy’s morning routine, and busied herself with a couple of loads of laundry, it became plain what she needed to do now. Once Caleb and Seth went down for their nap around two she finally sat down on the sofa and picked up the phone. She needed to make that call now she was calmer. Pushing a string of hair from her face, she bit on her lower lip as she dialed the number.
“Johnson’s Plumbing Supply, may I help you,” said the female voice.
“Hey Sis, it’s me.”
“Finally got the boys down to sleep huh?”
“Yeah. I need to ask you a favor?”
“Wassup?”
“I wanna go out tonight. I’m so tired of hanging at home and it is my birthday. Mike’s gone and I feel like getting dressed up and painting the town red. Come on, what do ya say?”
“Hell yes, I could use a stiff one tonight, and a drink.” They giggled in unison. “I’ll call Susie and Sharon. They can meet us. We’ll have a regular girl’s night out,” said Isabelle. “Where do you want to meet?”
“I was thinking the Bricktown Brewery, ‘bout seven?”
“Sounds good. Meet ya there then.”
Memories invaded Mike’s thoughts as he drove off. His life had been a hard one until the day he met Bonnie. Somehow she had found a way to convince him all would be right. Laying there on the gurney in Logan Medical Center, with his broken ribs strapped up, was when he first saw that pretty little blonde nurse’s aide as she helped herself into his life.
From that day on Bonnie Taylor had been a part of his life. Her tenderness and love helped him heal and forget all the bad memories that infiltrated his mind daily. He learned to let go and had put behind him the day when the wild bronco they were breaking in tossed Dad off, flinging him like a burlap sack, back arched, to fly high out of the saddle and land with a reverberating thump in the dirt, dust rising up from the ground to settle in a fine mist on his still body. Dad’s neck snapped when he hit, leaving him instantly lifeless. Mom didn’t have it in her to carry on, he remembered, and she died not long after. Life threw me a curve when Dad died but I knew it would be alright again once I met Bonnie.
After his Mom’s funeral her cousin, Beulah Thompson, over in Tahlequah, had taken him in, but provided no more than a bed, a daily meal and the television he continued getting lost in rather than study for final exams. As a teenager, he had withdrawn; masking the pain by sitting home watching endless hours as the screen flickered by, mirroring his life in black and white. He ignored calls from friends from school and retreated into his own world. He turned his grief inside and refused counseling, wouldn’t even see the priest.
He dropped out weeks from graduation. His heart was not in school anymore. He wanted to conquer what his Dad had not. With typical hard-headedness, he entered into local rodeos, and ended up bulldogging all over Oklahoma learning the ropes from cowboys on the circuit. He made friends with a group of local youths, unemployed like him most of the time and just out of school. From Boley to Meeker, Claremore, Muskogee they traveled around rodeoing, getting drunk or engaging in fisticuffs. Made enough money between them to get by, or ended up sleeping in the back of a truck or in the barn with the horses. He and his team even made the show up in Checotah a couple of times.
He came to believe things happen for a reason. Had it not been for the rodeo he would never have met his beloved Bonnie. They got married right after his twentieth birthday; she was barely nineteen. He had enough squirreled away for a down payment on the empty lot, in between Edmond and Guthrie, where they now lived in a singlewide trailer on Gully Lane. Seth was born within the first year. Bonnie stayed home, and he got a job over at Western Well as a roughneck, working arduous hours; on the job site during the week, home on the weekends. He learned fast and was soon promoted to derrick man.
Red-haired and freckled, his neck was permanently sunburned from working outside. Crows feet lined the corner of his eyes from squinting into the Oklahoma sun from atop the riggers platform all day. The work on the drilling rig helped keep him in shape, though his frequent beer drinking was becoming self evident. The nineteen dollars an hour salary helped offset the time away from his family—Caleb was born eighteen months after Seth—and allowed his pretty young Bonnie to stay home with the boys. He busted his ass pretty hard on the job, often twelve hour days if the company man smelled oil. The foreman had gone so far as to have searchlights hooked up to the generator to the illuminate the drill site and he had worked a couple of eighteen hour shifts under these conditions in the past few months. Bonnie liked the overtime checks.
Ian sat in his anonymous, blue, rust-speckled Chevy Suburban parked at the curb outside Bricktown Brewery in the Oklahoma City downtown streets. The driver’s window was rolled down, as he sat observing the crowds. He was parked illegally but was not worried about being rousted by the police. As a private investigator he had built up a relationship with the boys in blue and they looked the other way when they saw his vehicle. Figured he was on the job. It didn’t hurt that a couple of photos he had provided in divorce court had helped the Chief out of a jam a few months back.
He had been watching the raven-haired beauty with the hourglass figure stand at the top of the steps outside of the club. She lit up a cigarette and leaned over the gunmetal railing looking up occasionally as if waiting for someone. The smoke drifted up and around the green awning, until the bouncer approached her. She flicked the stub into the street, its embers glowing as it arced out toward Spaghetti Warehouse, the restaurant directly opposite. Then he saw the blonde; red dress and heels, with hair cascading down her back. The dark haired girl turned at the sound of a wolf-whistle, a wry smile on her face when she realized it was only the blonde giving her attention instead of perhaps the next soon-to-be boyfriend. This was who she was waiting for evidently. He could hear snippets of their conversation, as the blonde was as loud as her dress. Sisters, he thought; similar build and body type.
“Hey you, it’s about time,” the girl waiting yelled.
“Didn’t Susie and Sharon make it yet?” asked the blonde as she climbed the steps.
“They’re here. It’s you that’s late. They’re inside holding down a space at the bar.”
Linking arms they sashayed back through the main doors. He followed.
As they headed for the bar Izzie said, “The place is crowded tonight.”
“I noticed. It’s why I’m late. Had a hell of a time finding a place to park.”
“They’ve got a live band, Pinkie and the Snakeshakers. I ain’t ever heard them play, though the bartender said they’re pretty good.”
“Hell it’s been so long since I went out partying I don’t even know what’s popular anymore,” Bonnie said. “Soon as we got married Mike forgot about romance. I wish he could be here tonight but I’m going to have a good time even though he ain’t.”
“I figured that Sis. Look at that dress! Any hotter and they’d call the fire department to come put you out.”
She laughed. “Well I bet we could take on a couple of those hunky firefighters.”
Susie and Sharon were fighting off a gaggle of men trying to claim the few remaining bar stools. Bonnie moved in between her two girlfriends, putting her arms around their waists, kissing them both in greeting. Susie was short, plump, with red hair styled in a pixie cut and enough personality for two, while Sharon wore her black hair long and straight, like her figure. On the bar two brightly decorated paper bags with garishly colored foil balloons sported the disclaimer HAPPY BIRTHDAY BONNIE. A pitcher of margaritas was already waiting and the bartender poured the first round. Laughing and giggling the foursome shouted their conversation over the music on the loudspeakers, while in the corner the band set up their equipment. Their first set was to start at eight.
“Thanks guys,” she said.
They pushed one of the packages onto her lap and as she pulled out packing paper she laughed out loud.
“This is from Christie’s Toy Box. Are you sure I should be showing this to everyone in the bar?”
The girls laughed harder than ever as she pulled out a black dildo, the width and length of her forearm, and waved it around.
“I heard you were lonely with Mike out of town so much,” said Susie, convulsing with laughter, her hand over her mouth, eyes twinkling. “Mine’s been helping me out ‘til I find Mr. Right.”
Her face the hue of her dress Bonnie took the teasing good-naturedly.
“Don’t worry,” said Sharon, “mine’s a little more respectable.”
Looking in the second bag Bonnie pulled out some lavender-scented body lotion.
“I guess I could combine the two of these for a fun time,” she said, blushing again. “Thanks, both of you, ya’ll very kind.”
Tipping back the last drop of her margarita she licked the salt off the glass rim, proclaiming loudly, “Let’s have another one.”
The bartender poured away.
The band started playing. Pinkie took center stage, her long blonde hair flowing as she moaned and squeezed out a long slow selection. The crowd showed their appreciation with applause, several couples, arms entwined around bodies, felt their way around the dance floor.
Sitting at his regular spot at the end of the bar, Ian watched three or four margaritas go down and saw the girls swaying in their seats ready to dance. With a wink he gave the bartender the thumbs up.
When he brought him a Glenlivet on ice, he asked, “What you think Bobby?”
“The blonde’s pretty hot, and her sisters not bad either. Me, I’d take the little red head though. How ‘bout you?”
“Don’t know yet; let me watch them a little while longer.”
Pinkie was belting out the next song as her black clad male band members rocked the house. Potential suitors sought out the four girls, and, one by one, they hit the dance floor and were escorted back to their seats; the mating ritual had begun however the men were not ready at this juncture in the evening to commit to one dance partner yet.
“I got my ass grabbed by a couple of guys, especially that cute young cowboy over there,” said Susie, nodding toward, and winking, at a slender young stud wearing a Stetson and a leather vest. He smiled back, tipping his hat.
“Perhaps one of us will get lucky tonight,” Izzie said. “Hey, don’t forget we want all the details tomorrow.”
“Got to get him home first,” said Susie with a smile, and headed off toward the young man, spritzing with Interlude before she left. The band took a brief rest between sets.
If she hadn’t noticed him before, she did now. It was hard not to notice the man standing in front of her.
“I don’t mean to intrude,” the stranger said, “but I couldn’t help but notice that it was your birthday Bonnie. I assume that’s your name as it’s written on the balloons.”
She smiled and nodded. The man in front of her had dark brown smoldering eyes and a tan to match, a mop of wiry dark hair, and a playful smile. The mustache was a definite plus. He held himself purposefully, giving off a confident air. He was wearing a pale blue Polo golf shirt, khaki’s and expensive Italian leather loafers.
“And when you were dancing I couldn’t help but notice not only how well you danced but how beautiful you are,” he continued. “Plus, if you don’t mind me saying so, you fit into that frock rather nicely.”
This was her night to blush.
“Why thank you kindly,” she said, and then added, pulling her skirt a little tighter around her, “I do fill the dress out rather nicely don’t I.”
The stranger laughed so loudly at her false modesty that the others at the bar turned and looked in their direction.
“Hush,” she said, “you are going to embarrass me even more.”
Picking up Izzie’s purse Bonnie put it on the bar, clearing the stool next to her, “Won’t you have a seat?”
He sat down, offering his hand in introduction, “Hello,” he said. “I’m Ian, and I’d love to buy you a drink.”
He turned to the bartender, “Bobby, another pitcher for the girls.”
The barman poured as Ian nursed his Glenlivet.
Bonnie introduced herself, and indicated her girlfriends by name, pointing to them one at a time. They all kind of waved at each other over the bar.
She blurted out, “So Ian, are you from England?” indicating that she had picked up on the fact that he had a slight foreign accent.
“Goodness me no,” said Ian, “though I do get asked that quite a lot. Actually I am from New Zealand.” She bit her lip shyly.
“It’s close to the South East coast of Australia.”
Her eyes showed a little more understanding, and in the back of the room the mic squealed over in the corner as the band took the stage again. Ian turned, took her hand and led her, unresistingly, to the dance floor. The second set started a little livelier than the previous one and they were soon surrounded by a gyrating crowd, pushed and hustled together on occasion. Ian’s eyes never left her face. Often he would lean in and whisper into her ear, as she grabbed his arm or shoulder, and laughed at his comments. They danced fast, unceasingly, for several songs. She shook everything that she had poured into her dress with free abandon, and Ian followed the moves placing a hand on her hips on occasion to pull her closer. Finally, she fanned herself to indicate how hot she was, and led him back to the bar.
“I have to go to the little girl’s room,” she said, “don’t you go anywhere. I’m not finished dancing yet.”
She pecked him on the cheek and taking Izzie’s arm dragged her along too.
Ian sat, watching as the girls walked towards the restrooms, gossiping and looking back at him. Waiting until they were out of sight, he grabbed a glass of water from the bartender, and mopped off his forehead with a bar napkin.
“Okay Bobby, usual hundred dollars this one goes home with me tonight.”
“I’ll take that one. She’s married, drunk and with her sister. Not a chance. Even your accent ain’t gonna to get you in the sack with blondie tonight.”
“Done. Stand back and watch the master at work.”
Grinning widely, the promiscuous bachelor sat back trying to cool off a little. It was a very humid night and the breeze from the ceiling fans did not offer much respite from the dripping heat.
The girls reappeared, noses freshly powdered, just as Pinkie descended into the throes of her next melody. The beat was low and sensual. This time Bonnie took the lead pulling him by the hand to the darkened dance floor. She proceeded to encircle his neck with her arms, hands clasped behind his head, and placed a cheek on his shoulder. He felt the swell of her breasts, her heart beating fast and he held her tight. Really tight. Blood tight. His leg was between hers and she could feel his hardness through the cloth of her dress.
“I know I’m a little drunk,” she whispered, “but I told Izzie to take Sharon home. I think Susie already left with some cowboy and I want to leave with you.”
He did not appear startled by this turn of events.
“I know,” he murmured back, “though I don’t want to leave right this moment. I want to hold you a little longer, here on the dance floor.”
They stayed that way, through the remainder of the band’s set. It made no difference whether the number was fast or slow they were heavy into their own seduction. They swayed so close a razor blade could not have slid between them. He nibbled her ears, neck and lips and she slid her tongue deep into his mouth as they swayed together. He was glad for her intoxication for without that perhaps she might have seen through the façade to find him unctuous.
They left the floor, hand in hand. Izzie was at the bar waiting, clasping both their purses. She had an ‘I’m ready to leave look’ on her face. The other girls were nowhere in sight. Bonnie was quite drunk. Ian sat her down, a pleasant but concerned expression on his face.
Leaning over he said, “Now I need to leave too. Unfortunately I have an appointment early tomorrow, so as much as I would love to hang around…”
Waving off her protests he proffered no further explanation. Pulling out his business card, ‘Walker and Associates’, underneath in smaller letters ‘Private Investigators’. He borrowed the bartender’s pen and wrote his cell phone number on the back and slipped it into her pocket book. As he handed the pen back he slipped Bobby a hundred dollar bill. He raised his eyebrows, shrugging his shoulders.
“Listen, here is my number. When you wake up tomorrow, if you’re still interested and want to see me in daylight and sober, then call me.”
Bending forward he kissed her. He whispered, “Don’t wait too long to call.”
With that he was gone.
Izzie said. “I see your Prince Charming left.”
“Yes, but I have a feeling about him,” she said, adding “Let’s go home Sis, I’m a little tipsy.”
Izzie helped her stand, and the two of them made the front doors, where they stood and breathed in the night air.
“Stockyards,” said Izzie. “Always the same in this damn cow town.”
Indeed the unpleasant smell of cattle wafted across downtown on the night breeze. They walked together, a little unsteadily to Izzie’s Saturn, parked a few blocks down the street, and headed off to her apartment. They could come back and pick up Bonnie’s Subaru in the morning after sleeping off their hangovers.
Damn that ‘wait a day or two’ rule; I want to call him now. A little surprised at the ferocity of her thoughts, Bonnie stopped to consider that she was still married to Mike.
She lay in bed listening to the sound of the running shower as Izzie got ready for work. Her head was still spinning, effects of last night’s fun, as she waited for her sister to emerge from the bathroom. Izzie, in bra and panties, put her head around the corner as she toweled off her hair.
She grinned at her sister. “Well, did you have a happy birthday Sis?”
“From what I can remember,” she said smiling back. She instantly lowered her voice and covered her eyes as if to darken the room a tad. “The old noggin’s still letting me know I abused myself some though.”
While dressing, Izzie said, “Just take your time getting up. I already called Mom and let her know you were sleeping in. She ain’t expecting you to pick up the kids for a while yet. I’m going to grab breakfast at The Good Egg on the way in; already called in my order to go.”
Izzie bent over and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek as she lay in the bed they had shared last night.
“I set the timer on the coffee pot at ten for you, so go back to sleep for a couple of hours.”
“Mmm… ‘K,” she murmured, “I’ll call ya later.”
She rolled over and burrowed her head under the pillows in an effort to mute the light and her headache at the same time.
Ian. Never knew anyone with that name before. Such a sexy accent and a dreamy kisser. He had such a way about him, especially when we were dancing. I thought he was feeling the same way but then he left. He did leave me his phone number though. He must want me to call. She sat up and fumbled on the night stand for her purse. Reaching past the lipstick and tissues, she found the business card. He’s a P.I., didn’t notice that before. And that sounds like a fancy downtown address too. Well, la-de-frickin’-da. Damn Mike! If he ain’t gonna be around to be with me no more then perhaps it’s time to quit him. We’re going nowhere anyways.
Meeting Ian made her realize that there was more to life than the humdrum of normality. It felt good. She shifted to the middle of the bed, rolled on to her back, pulling up the oversized t-shirt that Izzie must have dressed her in last night. Although she didn’t remember getting home she did remember how good Ian had felt when they were dancing last night. Picturing his curly hair, his moustache, the way his eyes twinkled when he smiled, she slowly slipped her fingers down between her legs running them gently over the soft skin. Frustration with her current marital situation however clouded her mindset and her body refused to cooperate. Just like Mike to ruin it. Perhaps Ian can get me off. I bet he’s good in bed. Perhaps it was time to find out. She reached and grabbed the phone.
“Momma,” she said when it answered, “Listen I’m on my way home. I don’t want Daddy to see me all disheveled in the clothes I was wearing last night, and I’m sure my makeup’s a mess, so would you mind bringing the boys over after lunch, and Momma, I need to talk to you, it’s about Mike.”
Hanging up she called Yellow Cab. They could have a driver there in 30 minutes. It was only eight but she was wide awake now. She pulled on the red dress and heels, grabbed a jacket from Izzie’s closet to ward off the morning chill, walked into the kitchen and unplugged the coffee maker so it wouldn’t brew at 10:00am. Once the cab pulled up and honked she locked the apartment door behind her as she left. The cabby gave her a look as if to ask if she were some cheap trollop leaving an all night john. Not caring what he thought she gave him directions to where her car was parked down by Spaghetti Warehouse. Morning traffic was light; most people were hunched over their work stations sipping coffee under fluorescent lights. Once she was on the road it was quick trip up I-35 and home.
She took a hot shower and had a pot of coffee brewed before Mom and the boys arrived. She was in jeans, and a western style shirt, sitting on the front stoop, wet hair and bare feet, with a steaming mug in her hands when they pulled up. Unleashed from their car seats, the boys bounded up the steps all hugs and kisses for her but quickly ran off to play now that they were home.
Bonnie poured her Mom a mug of coffee and the two women sat at the breakfast table.
Millie Jo asked, “You alright? You look like you have been crying.”
She nodded as a tear rolled down the side of her nose. “My eyes that red huh? I was crying in the shower just now, sorry. I was thinking of Mike and how good it was when we first got together and how our relationship has gone down hill since he got this job. I mean the money’s great and all, but he’s never here, and when he is he just veggies out in front of the television getting drunk. Love making has deteriorated into a quick pawing in the dark until he’s finished and then he rolls over and goes to sleep.”
“Dad and I noticed that you didn’t seem to be yourself recently. We talked about it and thought perhaps if you got a little job, got out some more, perhaps you wouldn’t notice Mike was gone so much. It’s hard when you have to do everything at home and then take care of the kids too. I could watch them. You know I‘d love to have Seth and Caleb every day, if that would help.”
She smiled. “Thanks Mom. Yeah that’s some of it, but honestly I don’t miss working. I like being able to stay home with the boys. I know they like it too, and it’s not like we need extra money. Mike provides well in that way, it’s, well, it’s the little things around the house. We need a new fence put up around the back to help keep the boys in, stuff like that. There are other repairs that I just can’t find the time to get to and Mike always promises to fix but just never gets around to them. He’s been driving me crazy. It’s like he’s become a lump on a log. He’s either watching T.V. or reading those damn magazines you guys got him for Christmas. I’d like us to go out once in a while, you know, go dancing, to the movies, anything, but he seems to think that now he gets the milk for free he doesn’t have to chase the cow anymore, and damn it Mom I want to be chased! I want a little romance, not just a poke in the dark! I don’t think he and I are going to make it. I’m going to ask him for a divorce this weekend.”
“We need to think that one through honey. You have to think about the right thing for you and the boys. Let’s face it, you don’t go jumping from one job without having an exit plan, so don’t go doing that with your marriage either.”
Millie Jo could tell by the look on her daughter’s face that something she said was getting through.
“You mean lead him on. Let him think everything is normal as usual while I create a path to leave by?”
“Something like that. You could make some lifestyle changes. You need to put yourself in a position where the courts can see you should have full custody and proper child support if you do split.”
Bonnie thought a moment and replied, “I could get us a family counselor. Mike and I could go together to show we tried to do the right thing. Perhaps that way I can barter a better arrangement to end our relationship and get some work done around the house before I drop the boom on the whole kit and caboodle.”
“Besides, from what I hear tell from Izzie you got another beau lined up already.”
“Momma! Well that sister of mine has a big mouth I see, but yeah there is a guy I just met. We’ll have to wait and find out.”
Once Millie Jo left, Bonnie went back to check on Caleb and Seth. It was too quiet in the trailer for two boys. Not in the bedroom, where are you guys? What mischief are you up to now?
Sneaking up around the corner she caught them in the bathroom. She had to stifle a laugh in order that they not hear her as both boys stood with their pants down around their ankles. Seth was giving Caleb a lesson of how to stand on his tiptoes and pee into the toilet. Caleb was barely able to climb up on the pot to do his business yet, let alone to be tall enough to pee in the bowl. She had to stop them when Seth’s stream got away from him spraying urine all over the towels hanging next to the toilet.
“Alright you two,” she said.
The pair jumped a mile, as if caught in some heinous act. Of course this meant that Seth turned in full stream and she had to jump to avoid getting hosed down.
“Nice try kiddo,” she said to Seth, “better luck next time. And you Mr. Man,” to Caleb, “you’re too small yet so don’t let me catch you trying that for a while.”
“But Daddy lets us when were playing outside,” Seth said, laughing.
“Maybe that’s okay but in the house we need to learn to control that a little better, okey dokey?”
“Okey dokey Mom,” the two chorused.
“I think its nap time anyway; looks like you guys had a busy time at Grandma’s.”
Picking them both up, she waltzed them across the hall to their bedroom, straddling them on either hip. Swinging Seth up onto the top bunk, she kissed him and tucked the cover around him. He flashed a sleepy smile, and was droopy eyed almost as soon as his head hit the pillow. Caleb hung on to her, not wanting to let her go. Hoisting him up into her arms she walked into the living room. Settling down on the sofa she cradled his head in her arms and soon he was lights out too, his thumb tucked snuggly between his lips, snoring lightly.
Without disturbing him she reached onto the table next to the sofa extracting her cell phone from her purse. Then she pulled out the little white card with Ian’s phone number on the back. She took a deep breath, and quickly dialed the number. After four rings an answering machine picked up. She listened to the familiar voice, taking in the accent, “Hello, you have reached Ian…” all of a sudden a live voice interrupted the recording.
“Hello, yes I’m here. I didn’t hear it ring, it’s set on vibrate, sorry.” He paused, “Er, who is this?”
She laughed, and then in a slightly huskier voice than normal, replied, “Ian, its Bonnie.”
There was no hesitation.
“From last night, well, it is good to hear from you. Does this mean that you have decided to take me up on my offer?”
“Offer?”
“The whole sober and in daylight thing.”
“I suppose it does.”
“Great. So, how about dinner tonight?”
“Well, I’ll have to try and make plans for…,” she stopped talking. “Look, there’s something I should tell you.”
“What, you mean about your husband and kids?”
She slammed the phone shut. How did he know? She felt her face heat up and her heart raced. When the phone rang she hesitated, sinking deeper into the sofa. After the fourth ring she answered.
Ian’s voice said, “Look it’s no secret. I noticed you had a wedding ring on when we met last night, so I surmised a husband and guessed at the kids. I am a private investigator, remember? It just took a call or two to the County Tax Assessor and the utility companies to verify what I suspected. Heck, every traffic ticket you ever had, your marriage license, is public record. Five minutes on the Internet and I can find out lots of information.”
There was silence on the other end of the line. “By the way it also means that I’m interested enough in you to check up. You still there?”
She nodded and stammered, “Uh huh.”
“In other words, I know you must be interested too or you would not have called, so again, dinner tonight? The County Line, say sixish? You do like barbecue?”
“Sure, and yes I’ll be there.”
She hung up, almost embarrassed at her brazenness, at least she was if she stopped long enough to think about it. She called Izzie.
“Johnson’s Plumbing.”
“Hey Izzie, it’s me.”
“’sup Sis?”
“Ian asked me out tonight.”
“Who?”
“Ian, from last night.”
“That was fast.”
“Well I kinda called him. I need a fav.”
“Yes, I know, you need a babysitter. What time?”
“Could you come over here, right after work? I’ll fix you a plate so you won’t have to do anything but feed the boys. Mom bought Shrek II for them, so you could just have a video night. I’ll be home before eleven, promise.”
“Yeah, right. What if you get lucky and end up at his place?”
“No, not tonight, this is just dinner. I’ve got to feel the situation out. He knows I’m married.”
“Well duh, you wear a wedding ring.”
“He noticed, even if I forgot.”
“Alright sweetie I’ll get out a little early, say four thirty.”
“Okay. Thanks Sis, see you later.”
“Aunty Izzie, Aunty Izzie,” chorused the boys, dancing around their aunt when she walked in the door. Hanging her coat and purse over a dining room chair she bent over and kissed both of them.
“Alrighty you two, calm it down, I just got off work.”
Bonnie came into the room and leaned over hugging Izzie.
“Thanks again Sis. I’ve got to, your plate’s in the microwave, just turn it on for two minutes. The boys have eaten, but they can have a cookie while ya’ll watch Shrek.”
This brought another round of “yeas” from the boys and wilder running in circles while Izzie rolled her eyes.
“Get out of here! I’ll manage.”
Forty minutes later she pulled into the parking lot at The County Line. Her blonde hair cascaded on to her shoulders as she walked across the parking lot. Her rust colored raw silk blouse and tight jeans, offset by the heels she wore, was a head-turning ensemble. Upon entering the lobby she looked around but did not see Ian.
The maitre’ de approached her, “You must be Mr. Walker’s guest?”
Her arched eyebrows indicated she was, and he requested, “Follow me please.”
He led her to a private booth, curtained for privacy. Ian rose to meet her. Awkwardly she planted a kiss on his cheek and allowed the maitre’ de to seat her, opposite Ian. Her skin glowed in the subdued lighting.
“I hope you don’t mind, but I wasn’t sure who else might be dining here tonight. I thought you might appreciate the privacy of a booth,” he said.
“That was very thoughtful. I was so excited to see you again I really hadn’t given it much thought, but you’re right, thank you. I guess someone needs to watch out for me. Looks like they know you around here?”
Ian smiled. “I eat lunch here with business associates all the time,” he said.
Right. Its probably where he brings all his girlfriends.
“I must say, you look absolutely ravishing tonight,” Ian said, nursing his single malt. “Can I get you a glass of Chablis, or a cocktail? Oh right it’s a margarita you prefer if I remember correctly?”
She smiled but declined, shaking her head.
“If you don’t mind I’ll settle for a large iced tea, with lemon, instead.”
She looked at Ian over the table cloth. He’s so handsome and debonair. I can’t believe I’m sitting here with him. He had on a grey hound tooth jacket and a black silk shirt, unbuttoned at the collar. His curly hair and mustache are so adorable. I just want to kiss him. Control yourself. His accent had her hanging on every word, if for no other reason than to understand all that he said. Looking over the menu they agreed on a platter of brisket and smoked sausage, with ‘slaw and potato salad. As they waited on their order, weighing each other up, they partook of the kind of small talk all folk meeting for the first time do.
Finally she said, “Since you were so astute in your observations you should know this. My husband Mike and I have been at odds for some time now, so yes, you’re right; I am still married but plan on starting divorce proceedings shortly.”
Pulling out her pocket book she proudly showed Ian the photos of the boys that she always carried.
“This is Seth; Caleb is the little one.”
Ian looked at the photos and handed them back to her, a smile on his lips. “Adorable. The little one looks just like you. Listen, I was wondering, in my business I run up against a lot of people in this situation, and I am familiar with many of the divorce attorneys here in town. Don’t know if you need one but I could make a couple of recommendations. I’d be happy to help if you need it.”
Their meal arrived. Barbecue sauce is a great equalizer, and they swapped food as they swapped idle chatter, wiping away barbecue sauce as they wiped away their insecurities in being together. By the time they dispensed with the meal, decided on no dessert, they were indeed comfortable with each other. She slipped her arm in his as he escorted her outside. It was drizzling, and the night air was chilly.
“Wait here a moment, I’ll bring my car around,” he said and ran around the corner, driving up shortly in a blue Suburban. He jumped out, umbrella in hand, and opened the door as she climbed in. Once he got behind the wheel he looked over and seeing the look on her face, laughed.
“Yeah I know she’s pretty ugly but she’s a good field vehicle. I have to go unobserved at times when I do surveillance work, and this is pretty anonymous. I realize it doesn’t fit my otherwise sophisticated image, but hey it works for me. Would you like to get a cup of coffee?”
“Let’s just drive to the zoo. Lincoln Park is close by. We can just sit there in your anonymous truck and talk. I’d like that.”
As they sat and talked he explained how he came to be a private investigator. That an unfortunate injury as a goalkeeper playing soccer at Oklahoma City University years ago had caused him to give up the game and so he had increased his class course load instead, channeling his energies into pushing for a degree. Either oil or hazardous waste studies, coupled with agriculture, seemed to be appropriate for the climate in either New Zealand or Oklahoma. They both had fossil fuel and agricultural industries. He completed both a Bachelors in Bio-Chemistry and a Masters in Criminal Justice within five years.
“It just seemed natural to combine all I’d learned about energy and oil, with the criminal justice degree, and start my own investigative company after graduating. I specialize in oil related industrial espionage. I interned during the summers at a couple of collection agencies in Oklahoma City and a P.I. firm in Dallas, so I had sufficient man hours to qualify for a license. The old boy network at OCU put me in contact with a reliable source over at Phillips Petroleum in Bartlesville; he gave me my first contract. During 2002 Conoco and Phillips merged. I dug up some dirt on an oil lobbyist involved with the deal; something to do with a government bribe. Don’t know what happened to the guy I turned in, never saw him again, and to be honest I was afraid to ask. Anyway I was sworn to never reveal the nature of the information to anyone, including a Congressional hearing if it ever came down to that. I got my cut, guess you could call it a bribe, more like a security blanket I figured, but it set me up. Cash, six-figures, under the table. Now I don’t have to work unless I want to. I make a comfortable living staying out of the oil business. There are a couple of collection agencies I have on retainer that I door-knock for once in a while, and a slew of unhappy husbands all wanting my help to catch their old ladies cheating.”
“Wow,” she said, over awed and mesmerized by his story and his accent. With that she was hooked. When he reached over, tenderly held her face in his hands and kissed her she felt wow again. If there’s love at first sight this is it. I don’t count the real first time; I was pretty wasted, but this, this I have to hang on to.
He drove her back to her car, held her against him and kissed her tenderly as she prepared to leave. She opened her window before driving away and blew him a kiss, wiggling her fingers in a little wave as she drove off. He sat in vehicle watching her headlights disappear into the darkness before turning the opposite direction to head south toward his downtown condo, a smile on his lips and a head full of pleasant thoughts.
Mike had been working a rig in Pittsburg County all week, until this morning. The full crew, Beau the crew chief, Eddie, Baxter and himself had left the motel in Hartshorne this morning, and headed out early to the job site. He pulled his cap down over his brow and closed his eyes trying to get a few more minutes of sleep. They had gotten in late after putting away a few beers watching the girls dance at the titty bar last night.
Beau filled up the white Ford F-150’s gas tank while Eddie ran into the 7-11 for coffee and donuts and emerged with a large brown paper sack, and two Styrofoam cups. Eddie handed Baxter a steaming cup of black coffee and kept the other. The sack with donuts was passed back and forth. Beau drove as the others sat nursing the hot liquid, sipping occasionally, trying to shake the cobwebs from this morning’s hangover.
When they arrived at the job site, Beau parked on a patch of flat red dirt and they all piled out of the truck prepared to labor at the designated area set up to continue drilling as they had yesterday. The “dog-house”, the small building storing their charts and tools, was to the right of the drilling rig. Inside were four lockers and a bench. Pulling on the dark blue work pants and shirts bearing their name and the Western Well logo , they sat pushing their feet into steel-toed work boots. Grabbing red hard-hats from the shelf they donned them in preparation for work.
Mike shrugged on his work jacket and gloves preparing to boost up to the drilling platform on the rig some thirty feet or so overhead. As the derrick man he was required to be up on the rigger’s platform, the monkey board, for the duration of the shift. The rig was piggybacked on the back of a huge oversized red cab that towed the mast around from site to site, making it look similar to a Simon Snorkel fire truck, the mast extending thirty-five feet or so above the rigger’s platform.
He pulled himself up to the platform and fastened himself to the safety harness. Unlocking the fittings from the drill stem he lowered away while the two roughnecks used lead tongs to hold the pipe in place preparing to lower it further into the ground. He was stationed so that if he looked down over the side of the platform he would be staring directly at the top of Beau’s safety helmet when he was on the control platform overseeing the job. The throttle valve was idling high, using the air valves to rotate and torque, and pushing the pipe further in the ground. This site proved dry Monday and Tuesday and they hoped it would not be a complete duster.
With the crew working for not much more than a couple of hours, without warning, first one, and then the second hydraulic hose burst from the back of the control box, snaking around like a wild cobra dance spraying hot hydraulic fluid. Eddie and Baxter dropped their tools and ran for the safety of the “dog-house” while Beau jumped back from the control box with a loud curse, sliding down the twelve foot ladder to the ground like he was on board a ship, hands and feet on the outside of the rungs, and rushed to the back of the truck’s cab where a second grouping of buttons allowed for an emergency shut down of the operation.
Watching all the action from high on his perch in the rigging Mike surmised that Western Well’s driver probably had not checked out the hoses before approving this operation, as usual, and they were running a slip shod job site with old used parts. From the storm that Beau was cussing up as he inspected the site of the damage, and the way he lit up the company tool pusher on the cell phone, he had it figured correctly.
“We get to take off and go home, be back up here Monday morning,” Beau said. “They are sending another crew to relieve us and repair the rig same time. They’ll be here by tonight.”
By eleven fifteen they all gathered up their belongings, headed back into town to check out of the motel, and grabbed a seat in the truck for the long ride back to Oklahoma City. Mike rode up front with Beau as he swung the pickup over into the turn lane on to I-40 coming off Indian Nation Turnpike. They grabbed lunch from the drive-thru at Church’s Chicken in Henryetta, thighs and breasts for him and Beau, while Eddie preferred livers. Baxter just slept.
With his wife on his mind, an extra couple of days off work, and a roll of hundred dollar bills burning a hole in his jeans pocket, he was anxious to get home and spend a little extra time with the family. He was glad for the extra couple of days off. He knew Bonnie would be too.
They both liked living out in the country; it provided that wide open space feeling for his boys and their dog to run and explore like he had done when he was a youngster. He loved having boys. He could hardly wait for them to grow a little older so he could take them hunting up in Wichita with him on his annual pheasant shoot. He had ambitious plans to take them out of state, hiking and camping on the Appalachian Trail. He had been reading a lot about hiking lately; it appealed to his sense of adventure and wilderness survival. He felt a need to measure up to others; let his life have meaning so Bonnie would look at him in a different fashion. Hunter. Survivor. Provider.
Recently, as the boys grew, he found Bonnie more distant. Staying out of town all week on the job was taking a toll on their five year relationship. Bonnie suggested perhaps seeing a therapist to help them through this period, and he had relented. He would do just about anything for his darling Bonnie. The sessions were as late as possible on Friday afternoons with a marriage counselor, Jean Hampton, over in a small medical complex behind Memorial Hospital. They had attended four or five sessions so far but he wasn’t sure if he really felt any breakthrough, but he had been prepared to do whatever Bonnie wanted to do if it helped her. He was pretty sure Jean would approve of him having a couple of days off and doing something special for the family. She might even give him brownie points when they went to the Friday session.
“Damn it.”
Mike snapped the cell phone shut and tossed it back into the empty cup holder on the truck’s dash.
“Where the hell is she? Perhaps she’s over at her Moms,” he muttered to himself. “Why is her cell turned off?”
Because the crew was headed home early he wanted to reach Bonnie before he got into the city, needed time to make plans. As they approached Oklahoma City he tried again to reach Bonnie on the cell, snapping the phone shut with ferocity. He shook his head. She sure can yak up a storm whenever her Mom or Izzie calls. She’d not answered all day and it was almost three already. He pushed back his Dallas Cowboys ball cap, letting a curl of auburn hair roll over his forehead. It was not like his wife to avoid a phone call…
…Ian drove his Suburban back out to Bonnie’s trailer. Today was the first time he had been over to her place. They had installed boundaries in their relationship early on and had been discrete enough to never be seen at her house until now. They had already made a couple of earlier trips loading up her Forrester and his Suburban with her clothes, kitchen items and general knickknacks, and had driven it back into the city to put everything in his apartment. Boxing up the Dell and its components, Bonnie had him take it out to his truck. They had left her car over at his apartment. One last load today before Ed came by with the truck to help haul the larger furniture in the morning…
…Fact is Mike hoped he could get Bonnie to have her Mom watch the boys tonight so perhaps the two of them could spend a little extra time together. He felt that familiar stirring in his groin and grinned thinking about her body and the way it still excited him. He envisioned her tousled blonde hair, the warm smell of her neck and the way her breasts swelled under his hands when they made love. It had been too long. Bonnie had recently suggested they remain celibate during their counseling, to help rebuild their friendship again. He was growing tired of that. He loved her and needed her. Yep the kids need to be out of the house tonight. This could be a chance to make up for lost time…
…When Ian came back in, he caught Bonnie bending over, head burrowed in the refrigerator as she prepared to pour a large glass of iced tea from the pitcher. Closing the front door quietly he leaned and grabbed her waist, surprising her. She squealed, spilling the tea.
“I’ve been going crazy watching your cute arse in those Daisy Dukes all day. I don’t think I can go a moment more without seeing it out of those shorts.”
Giggling, she attempted to squirm out of his grasp, only to find her halter top undone and the twins bouncing free. She could have sworn that he was more octopus than kiwi; his hands just seemed to be everywhere, and before she knew it she was bent over the kitchen table, his mouth and hands descending on her breasts devouring her. His tongue sought out her nipples and licked at the sweat droplets that ran down her cleavage. His body pushed into hers, spreading her legs. She could feel his panting breath and knew how much he wanted her. She reached up behind his head and pulled it in close, pushing her tongue deep in his mouth as she felt his hands cup her buttocks. She was already wet. Gasping for air she pushed him off…
…Beau pulled into Western Well’s storage area on South Shields Boulevard. Parking in front of the office they all got out, stretching, shaking hands. See you next week. Mike tried the cell phone again. Nothing. As he took the Roller Coaster Road exit off of I-35, he gunned the engine of the shiny new black Ford Ranger a little more than normal. A nagging darkness was squirming around in the back of his brain as well as in the clouds gathering in the distance…
…Ian followed Bonnie down the hall to the bedroom. Moving additional furniture could wait until tomorrow; right now she just wanted the earth to move for her. She wiggled out of her shorts, her top already abandoned on the kitchen floor. Kneeling she unzipped his jeans pulling them down. He rolled her on to the bed. Afterwards as they lay sweaty and panting, she reached over him to turn the radio on. The familiar country sounds of 101.9FM flooded the room. She noticed when her nipples grazed Ian’s chest that he started to get aroused again.
Eyebrows arched she asked, “Already?”
He just grinned. “You turn me on like no one ever did baby girl.”…
…As Mike pulled up the lane he could see a two tone blue Chevrolet Suburban, one he didn’t recognize, parked outside on the dirt road. The screen door on the trailer was flapping in the Oklahoma wind. Now with a stronger sense of dread he pulled up short of the house, virtually parking in the ditch to get off the road. He turned the engine off and sat there for a moment, letting his mind register what he saw. Bonnie’s Subaru Forester was nowhere to be seen. Fetchit, the boys yellow Lab, usually free to roam, was chained to the side of the trailer, tail wagging, his head bent as he squinted and tried to wriggle to get out of the wind that was blowing the sandy top soil around. The screen door banged, over and over against the side of the trailer…
… She slid him into her mouth, tasting herself on him. In her wantonness she moved her body down to his core slowly sliding up and down, feeling the entire length of him enter her. She was in control. Reaching with her right hand she simultaneously stimulated herself. Electrical like pulses seemed to surged through her entire being as she transported herself to another realm. Her wetness gushed. The music obliterated all outside noise. Neither of them heard a car approach or was aware of the wind outside as it slammed the trailer door against the frame over and over. Time and energy blended. Every essence of their being was concentrated on the rhythm of their bodies. A crescendo of raw emotion erupted from them as the tempo of their lovemaking increased.
Something flashed in Mike’s brain. A red glare appeared in his eyes as he glowered. How dare some asshole think he can come in here and rob me. Reaching into the glove compartment he palmed a couple of number six shotgun shells, left over from last November’s hunt in Wichita. Reaching behind him he pulled the Remington 1100 twelve gauge shotgun from the gun rack behind his head, opened the chamber and slid in both cartridges. Someone must be in the house who knew I was out of town. Someone that knew Bonnie would not be around today either. Well they’re going to have to deal with me now.
Stepping out of the truck he carefully crossed to the vehicle moving in a slow crouch-like stanch. Using the truck for cover he peered through its windows. The doors in the rear of the Suburban were closed, but through the sides he could see what looked like his computer sitting in a box. Alongside it were a microwave and other kitchen appliances; his toaster and blender. Creeping slowly around the big Chevy he snuck over to the trailer. Climbing the front steps he peeked carefully through the window next to the front door. He was able to see that much of the living room was in disarray, furniture moved around, the television and stereo stacked next to the kitchen table. Strains of George Strait emanated from a back room, ‘It Just Comes Natural’.
Years ago he had set a trapdoor in the floor of the trailer, back in the bedroom. He used it whenever he needed to gain access to the underside for minor repairs or to insulate the pipes from the cold winds that drove through here come winter. Today the trapdoor would provide the element of surprise for him. Edging his way around, he unclipped and peeled back a corner of the skirting, allowing access to underneath the trailer.
He slid in on his belly, head first, reaching behind to pull the shotgun in with him. Hunkering down low he slowly dragged himself forward, stopping to wipe spider webs from his face every couple of feet. At the far end of the trailer a slight glow from the bedroom shone through the trapdoor entrance. He thought it strange that the light showed as they usually kept a small rug over it to prevent a draft. The rug must have been moved; perhaps the intruder had tripped over it or kicked it aside as he was loading up his television and whatever other electronic equipment he planned to steal. The Suburban was plenty big enough to handle all the new stereo equipment that Bonnie had picked up at Best Buy in Oklahoma City last month.
His head pushed up against the wooden crate that was under the trapdoor, kept there as a stepping stool for coming in or out. Putting one foot on the crate he reached up with his left hand slowly pushing up. It was attached to a chain so it would not just crash backwards, alerting the burglar. Shotgun cradled against his chest he opened the trapdoor and slowly stood up on the crate, drawing his body to full height.
The lights were on and music was a lot louder in the bedroom leaving nothing to Mike’s imagination. Bonnie, eyes closed, mouth slack jawed, was moaning loudly. Sliding slowly up and down in sexual ecstasy, her left hand was pushed deep into the mattress, fingers splayed, to hold herself upright. Her right hand was buried in the tangled hair of her crotch as her fingers moved fast and furiously. He took it all in at a seconds glance. It was so primal, so perversely arousing. He could see a pair of men’s hairy legs and feet extended out in front of her; toes arched and reaching for the ceiling as he too apparently approached orgasm.
He knew he had to eradicate everything he was witnessing. He cocked the gun. The sudden alien noise registered in some part of Bonnie’s brain. Hearing a click that was not part of anything they were creating, she opened her eyes. In the second that it took her to register what she was seeing, the shaking red-faced image of Mike, she instantaneously froze. Ian, feeling the momentary cessation of her movements made to rise as she pushed herself to her left, attempting to disengage from the tumescence anchoring her in place.
Mike raised the gun waist high and fired. From four feet away there was no spread to the pellets. Bonnie’s chest, which moments ago had been undulating in rhythm to her sexual movements, disappeared in a hazy red mist and her body flew backwards slamming into Ian rising behind her. As he sat up her head slammed into his with a force so strong that it momentarily knocked him unconscious. Mercifully he didn’t feel the sting of the pellets that peppered his exposed shoulder and arm, ripping his right ear to shreds. Nor was he aware of the second blast that literally disintegrated her from head to stern leaving her broken and bleeding. Darkness overcame him. All was still and quiet and black. Their bodies melded into one. Blood ran from her body in rivulets down his, and pooled under him. Blissfully Ian was unaware and at peace for the time being.
The blood ran from Mike’s face, he instantly turned white. His freckles stood out like miniature toadstools. He turned in shock from the carnage he had created and vomited. Staggering back confused, dizzy, he leaned against the dresser staring wide eyed at the bloody mayhem displayed to him.
How could Bonnie have cheated on me? Who was the man I just killed? Why did I not see this coming? The two bodies lying in his bed are gonna be hard to explain away as an accident. He leant the gun against the dresser and stepped into the bathroom running the cold water, splashing his face, and cupping it in his hands to drink.
A moment of self preservation took over with the urge to run, allowing him a moment of clarity to take stock of his situation. Grabbing the two yellow duffel bags from the hall closet he stuffed them full of clothes; jeans and t-shirts. He stopped long enough to grab a photograph of the boys from the bedside table. Rather than wipe the blood spatters from the frame, he smashed it against the end table breaking the frame and shattering the glass. He pulled the photograph out and folded it into the pocket of his denim jacket. Grabbing up the gun he threw the bags over his shoulder and headed out of the door.
Looking back one last time at the prone figures bleeding on the bed he headed for his truck. His beautiful Bonnie lay like a limp rag. He had destroyed all that was important in his life and in doing so knew he would never be able to erase the memories of that day’s visions, both of her pleasing another man and of her maimed and bloody body laying atop her lover’s lifeless body.
Running out of the front door he leaped down the steps.
“C’mon Fetchit,” he yelled.
The yellow lab wriggled out, head down blinking, tail beating a pattern of hello. He bent and unclipped him. The dog growled, backing up and showing his teeth as if he smelled the fear or the blood.
“C’mon big fella, we got to go,” said Mike, but Fetchit braced his front legs and snapped at his owner as if he had the ‘phobia.
“Fetchit, I don’t have time for this, c’mon.” He patted his thigh to call the dog to him, but was met with more snarling and growling.
Shaking his head Mike ran to the truck, slid into the seat and drove away bumping down the grooved dirt road. Heading out toward I-35, Mike stopped in at the convenience store on the corner, as was his custom, to fill up his tank and paid the thirty five dollars with cash. Aziz, the store owner, stepped outside and met him halfway to take the payment.
With a wave Mike yelled “See ya next time,” and climbed into the truck’s cab, and drove off toward the interstate. Heading west he was soon leaving the city in his rear view mirror.
I-40 ran like a long, winding black type-writer ribbon, tethering the flat ground of Oklahoma to the Texas panhandle. Mike drove as a zombie with darkness encroaching and stopped briefly as the Interstate approached Hydro. Pulling over to the side of the road across the bridge he flung the Remington out into the marshy waters of the Canadian River and drove off not waiting to watch as the gun slowly sank down into the swampy waters.
In a daze he drove, a myriad of thoughts cascading through his brain from anger to remorse, self-pity, hopelessness and anxiety. He wondered how he would ever be able to face family and friends, his boys! Would he ever even see them again, throw a football, wrestle with them? Thoughts repeatedly flooded through the irreparable hole burned somewhere deep in the cortex of his brain. And of course then the inevitable anger burned through him again and again, offset by waves of angst and total absolute helplessness.
By the time four hours had passed and he hit the lights of the restaurants, motels and gas stations that make up the strip of highway that runs through Amarillo, a steady, pulsating inevitability marked his destiny.
Exiting onto the frontage road he checked his watch. It was around seven. Not too late to call Ed. He figured Seth and Caleb had probably been over at the grandparents since they had not been at the trailer. He might get a chance to talk to them so he pulled in and parked. In that instant, he missed his boys so badly and tried to imagine when he would see them again. He dialed Ed’s number on his cell phone.
“Hello.”
“Hey Ed, its Mike. How ya’ll doin’?”
“Fine, Mike, just fine.”
“Great! Listen I was trying to get a hold of Bonnie so I could say goodnight to the boys, she must have the cell turned off.”
“Well Mike, actually she had some errands to do this afternoon, but hey it’s your lucky day. Seth and Caleb are over here right now. Wanna talk to them?”
“Yeah Ed, that would be great.”
He sat in the truck’s cab, letting the engine run as he waited to talk to his boys. There was a pause as Grandpa Ed gathered the youngsters into his arms and perched them squirming, on to his knee.
“Hey boys,” he heard Ed say as he held the phone up against little Caleb’s left ear, “It’s your Dad. Come tell him howdy.”
Caleb, being all of two, knew a few words outside of Daddy and he jabbered on with mostly gibberish that only a parent can understand, but finished with a big, “Bye Daddy,” and jumped down pushing the phone over to Seth.
He could hear Grandma in the background chasing Caleb after he jumped down off of Grandpa’s knee and tottered away to find some new mischief to get into. Seth took the receiver.
”Hi Dad, are you coming home? Grandpa bought me a new football, and I want to play catch with you and Fetchit.”
“Not today kiddo.” He blinked away a tear. “Just wanted to let you guys now I missed you,” and, with a choke in his voice, “I love you Sethy.”
“Love you too Dad,” said Seth with a sigh, “Try to hurry home okay.”
“Do my best,” he lied, and hung up the phone as a flood of tears cascaded down his face.
He sobbed with pure grief, totally distraught, holding nothing back. His body shook for several minutes before he could contain himself completely. Wiping the tears from his cheeks with the back of his hands, he calmed himself down. Taking a couple of deep breaths, he loudly blew his nose using his hand and, having no tissue, used his fingers to wipe the ropes of snot off his face. Opening the window he flung it from his hand in strands of clear mucus. He wiped his hands on his t-shirt, already stained with barbeque sauce from Wednesday’s chicken dinner.
Stepping out of the pickup truck for the first time in hours he stretched and adjusted the seat of his jeans, pulling them down to be comfortable. He buttoned the jacket to hide the stains on the shirt.
He was parked nearby a liquor store, its red neon sign pulsating above him. Pushing the glass door open he stepped into the store, blinking against the bright fluorescent light and the white walls. A bell rang. Grabbing a 1.75 liter bottle of Jack Daniels, he paid and stepped back out into the hot night. The bell rang again as the door shut behind him. There was a Safeway down the block, so locking the bottle in the truck’s cab he walked down the street taking the opportunity to stretch his legs a little more. The doors of the store opened and sucked him in. Bright lights again, elevator music playing on the overhead and rows and rows of colored cans, tins and boxes. Making his way to the pharmacy at the back of the store he picked out a large white bottle of aspirin from the nearby shelves. That should do the trick nicely. Standing in line to pay he read the headlines on the magazines in the rack and realized they could be featuring him shortly. Would his face be on People staring out at other shoppers as they gawped back?
Millie Jo wiped crumbs, remnants from dinner, from the heavy antique oak table. She straightened out the lace doilies that her great-grandmother had tatted a generation or so ago. She pushed the heavy chairs under the table all save for the one that had a booster chair sitting on it. She was proud of her kitchen. It was the focal point of her home. It was the family room, where all the meals were served, the coffee klatch, where all important decisions were rehearsed, rehashed and put into play.
It was around this table that Bonnie had introduced her new boyfriend to her family. Ian and Ed bonded over coffee. One night after taking in a RedHawks game they had shared sporting knowledge; Ed teaching the foreigner the nuances of baseball, and Ian sharing his knowledge of cricket, until Ed could appreciate a wicked googly and Ian a knuckle ball.
Tonight it had seen the two boys, Seth and Caleb sit around it, eating fish sticks and macaroni and cheese. She wiped off the tray on the high chair moving it into the corner near the door that served as a garage entrance. The boys were staying over tonight. She recalled last Monday when Bonnie dropped in to visit, a couple of afternoons ago.
“I can’t believe how hot it’s been lately. Just driving over here today the road surface seems to shimmy like flood water. It’s like a mini mirage on the road. Mike hasn’t gotten around to replacing the Freon in the air conditioner and the heat in that trailer is sweltering. I had to drive over here to give the boys some relief from the heat,” She had chugged on a large glass of sweet tea, chinking the ice against her glass. “Mom, Ian and I have been talking, and well, it’s been long enough. I can’t go on hiding this from Mike. I want done with it. Ian is going to help me move out my stuff between now and next Thursday. That way it will all be done before Mike gets home and I’ll deal with him then.”
“What plans do you have?” Millie Jo recalled asking.
“Ian has asked me to move in with him, me and the boys. We’ll be taken care of Momma you know that,” and Millie Jo had nodded. She had taught her daughter well over the last few months. From the time they got to discussing the best way to end the broken relationship with Mike; spreading the Yellow Pages out on this very table searching for a marriage counselor. They had plotted the demise of her marriage, planned to ask Mike to consider a celibate relationship while they were going to the counselor. He was led right into their plan; the unwitting partner. Bonnie saw in Ian the opportunity to move up socially and financially. Ian too became a pawn in the girl’s game. Once she had her claws stuck in she hung on for dear life. Ian never really stopped to take careful stock. A girl has to do what a girl has to do.
Millie Jo had agreed to baby-sit overnight while they moved the furniture from the trailer. Right now the boys were back in the spare room playing. Millie Jo ran a dish cloth over the grey granite counter tops. The redwood cabinets above were all glass fronted so she could display her mother’s good china. A window at the sink looked out on the garden, where she would often find herself standing to watch her husband as he did the yard work. Now that he was home more often than not, he enjoyed tending to her flower beds and recently had taken on a project to build a gazebo out by the pool so the boys could have a place in the shade when they played outside.
She undid the apron from around her waist and wiped her hands off on a tea-towel, finished up the dishes, transferring them from the sink to her Maytag. Walking into the living room she caught her husband deep in thought, reclined in his Lazy-boy.
“What’s on your mind Ed?” she asked.
“I was just thinking about that call from Mike. It’s not like him to call and check on the boys. Much as he loves that pair of rascals he ain’t one to be hands on during the week. He gets pretty well wrapped up in that job, odd hours an’ all. Said he couldn’t get Bonnie on the phone either. It’s not like her not to answer a phone. So why’s he calling her? You don’t suppose he’s suspicious of her and Ian do you?”
“Nah, I wouldn’t think so. Reckon Bonnie’s been really careful to keep all this under her hat. Heck, you know the only reason she has been going to the marriage counselor was to string Mike along making him think everything was okay until she was ready to tell him different this weekend. Didn’t want the courts to see any reason as to why she wouldn’t get full custody, you know that. No, Mike knows nothing of Ian. The only time the two of them have been out in public together was to take Seth and Caleb to the soccer games over at Taft Stadium. Mike or his cronies would never be caught dead watching anything like soccer. As for not answering the phone, well it is the two of them alone out there isn’t it. I can remember a couple of times you’d have been hard pressed to get me to answer a phone when we first got together too,” she said chuckling.
“Still,” said Ed, “I’m a little concerned. Don’t want any problems for our girlie do we Mom?”
“Okay,” she said. “Call early in the morning and if you don’t get her to answer you’re driving over to the trailer anyway. They’ll need you and your big old truck before they can load up the sofa and chairs, and some of those other larger pieces of furniture. It sure ain’t going to all fit in that Suburban of his.”
Ed nodded and got up out of his chair heading for the back door.
“Why don’t you get them young ‘uns in the bathtub, its getting close to their bedtime anyway,” he called out. “I’ll get a couple of things ready for the morning then.”
She headed for the bathroom and knelt down turning on the faucets, to run a bath. As she approached retirement her back and knees had become achy and creaky. Her pendulous breasts, that both her girls inherited, while had been a source of pride when she was young, now made her back ache with age. She would be glad when this divorce was over and Bonnie and Ian finally moved in together. As much as she loved her grandsons she had already raised her kids. She was ready for a break.
She called to the boys, “Seth, Caleb, bring Grammie your pj’s. Let’s get you two boys in the tub before bed.”
The two youngsters dutifully trotted down the hall pajamas in hand. They still enjoyed taking a bath together, especially at Grandma’s, because she did not mind if they splashed her.
Ed walked out into the garage through the kitchen, grabbed the red dolly hanging on the wall and swung it into the back of his old Ford truck. Looking around he picked up and threw some folded tarps, and a couple of coils of rope, into the bed of the truck. If they needed any other tools or equipment he probably had it stored in the Coleman tool shed he had strapped to the back of his truck. Satisfied, he walked back in to the house. Making time he pulled out one of the heavy oak chairs and sat at the kitchen table while he polished his boots, ready for tomorrow.
Grabbing a Coors from out of the refrigerator he came back into the living room and sat back down in the recliner. Turning on the television he leaned back and put his feet up ready to watch American Idol.
“Hurry up darlin’”, he called out to her. “Idol’s starting in five minutes. Sure hope they vote off that Taylor Hicks tonight, I want the McPhee girl to win. She sure looks near as purty as she sings.”
The truck seemed to feel its way over the red dirt road. Although he had not returned home in the past twelve years Mike navigated each crook and gully as if he had been here just yesterday. A barbed wire fence still separated the ranch from the road, but when he came to the gate, it was off its hinges, rusting in the tall weeds. The branded wood sign that read Circle Y was swinging by its chain from one end of the frame work that he passed under. He drove slowly over the cattle grid, bumping and swaying.
The bank had never been able to sell the foreclosed land and it sat, deteriorating slowly. With each gust of wind that blew across it, the dirt shifted, helping the ranch seem more desolate. Tumbleweeds danced, twirled and weaved in the wind, like straw ballerinas finally sacrificing themselves on the barbed wire.
The house was silhouetted with the moon in back, but still he could see that the windows were boarded up. For a moment, in his mind’s eye, he saw his folks. Dad sitting out on the front stoop, in his rocking chair, corn cob pipe in his hand, and a hound dog or two at his feet; Mom, out in back, in her white linen apron, hanging freshly laundered sheets on the line, and himself as a toddler stumbling and bumbling along chasing horny toads and getting under her feet at every opportunity.
Shaking his head, to clear the memory, he drove forward, picking out the remains of the old barn just down a way. It was barely standing; just a skeleton of planks held together with rusty nails, chicken wire and cobwebs. A few old rusting tractor parts and tools still clung to the work bench and walls, a vice stood open, probably rusted solid. He pulled in and shut off the engine.
Here will be a good place to die. Popping the lid off the aspirins he palmed a handful of little white pills into his mouth and chased them down with a swig of liquor from the whiskey bottle. Tears ran down his face as he stared at the photograph of Caleb and Seth, still in their pajamas, sitting around the Christmas tree a few months ago. My boys, oh my boys. Slowly but surely his eyes closed. He sunk sideways into the passenger seat. The ball cap slipped from his head and the bottle fell from his grasp.
He opened his eyes. If this was hell it smelled an awful lot like vomit. Choking, coughing he sat upright. The spew was dried and stuck to his face and t-shirt. Wet hair was plastered to the side of his head from the cold sweat he had been in all night. Outside the wind continued to howl and light flickered in through the broken slats of the barn. Another day. Still alive. What a fucking failure.
Getting out of the truck he walked around to the passenger side and opened the door. Bending over he picked up the puke covered ball cap, and used the bill to scrape the chunks off the seat. He flung the floor mat into the dirt, followed by the ruined cap. The remaining aspirin rattled around and the whiskey bottle rolled under the seat. They could be left there; a reminder of his botched attempt. After removing as much of the dried vomit as possible he rolled the window down.
He unzipped and peed over behind the tailgate of the truck. His kidneys ached. Climbing back into the cab he turned the engine over, and put the truck into first gear. Edging forward he pulled out of the ramshackle lean-to barn, and headed back out past the house without even a sideways glance. This place had killed his parents but rejected him. He needed to be on the road. Down the highway was Albuquerque and beyond that Phoenix. It had been a mistake to come back here; too many ghosts and memories. Without a backward glance in the mirror he peeled out off the cattle grid, leaving behind the desolate shadows of the ranch in a cloud of dry dust.
Bonnie was dead. I should have been. I’m in my truck heading west and she’s probably still laying in our bed in the trailer. Doubt anyone would have been out there yet. He remembered to slow his speed down; keep a low profile. He kept the radio off, no blaring his favorite country tunes today. Trying to block the awful nightmarish pictures that his mind kept pushing into his head he concentrated on his boys, Caleb and Seth. They hadn’t been at the house, thank goodness. Bonnie would have wanted them out of the way when she was with her lover. Considering all he had seen, now that it sunk in, he realized she had been moving out of the trailer; moving while he was out of town working. By Friday afternoon he would have come home to an empty trailer. The grandparents had probably been babysitting the boys the whole time Bonnie and this man were supposed to be helping her move out. Some errand she had been running.
Movie scenes flooded his memories as usual. Diane Lane in Unfaithful, cheating on her husband; he had never envisioned his wife, flagrante delicto, embraced by a stranger. Never would he have imagined her being with someone else. He slapped the steering wheel a couple of times gritting his teeth, his eyes filling with tears. She had convinced him to be celibate during the counseling sessions but now he saw that for what it was; just a set up so that she could be with a new man. He felt like a fool.
All he had seen was the curly dark hair on her lover’s lower legs and toes, and a dark mop of tousled hair at the head of the bed covered in blood. He struggled to keep an even keel. The stranger that I just killed, left lying under my wife’s body, who was he? He had to keep his mind off of the carnage that was left of Bonnie’s body. It was almost like he had seen it all in slow motion as it happened, an out of body experience. Had he really pulled the trigger? He could not imagine himself ever doing that. His shoulders fell as he sighed, eyes drooping as the alcohol and aspirin continued to course through his blood stream. Pulling back up the on-ramp of I-40 he got the truck’s speed up to about seventy-five miles an hour, switched on the cruise control, and headed west through the panhandle to the mountains surrounding Albuquerque three hours away.
He could feel the changes slowly taking place throughout his body. Sluggish, his mouth was parched, lips gummed together, dehydrated. He was starting to die. Under the circumstances, since this was self-induced, this should have been satisfying but he simply wasn’t ready to go now. Not right here, not today. He had to do something immediately if he was going to make it any further.
Approaching the interstate junction on the outskirts of Albuquerque, he followed the blue and white H road sign, indicating a hospital close by, and turned off on to Lomas Street. He drove past the State Fairgrounds and about ten blocks further until the hospital came into view. Looking for the emergency entrance he drove his truck up to the ambulance bay but there was no parking. The University of New Mexico Health Science Center was in the final stages of a construction remodeling project, building a new emergency pavilion, and the main parking area to the emergency room was unbelievably blocked with mounds of dirt and clay. Only arrival by ambulance could facilitate immediate service at the emergency entrance. There were already two under the bay, lights flashing, patients being ushered out on stretchers.
His weary head bobbing he pulled back out onto the street and drove up the ramp toward the main entrance to the hospital. Pulling the truck’s front wheel up on the curb he cut the engine, pocketed the keys and stumbled up to the main lobby. The doors opened automatically as he approached them. He stepped into the entrance lobby with its three-dimensional clay mural depicting a group of Indians in a ceremonial dance. Leaning his left hand to steady himself against the mural, he paused, swaying, trying to stop from pitching forward onto his face. The girl sitting at the semi-circular desk in the lobby, behind the next set of automatic doors, had not yet noticed him, so as he careered into the main lobby and grabbed the desk with both hands she appeared quite astonished.
“Help,” he croaked through dried lips.
Grabbing the phone on the desk in front of her, the receptionist dialed a number and yelled into the receiver, “Emergency to lobby, stat.”
Quickly leaving her position from behind the desk she grabbed one of the wheelchairs that were stationed behind him, next to a row of green vinyl chairs lined up on either side of the main entrance doors. As she sat him into the wheelchair they looked to her left to see several scrub clad figures running up the tiled corridor toward them. He collapsed into the chair, fighting the urge to sleep; watched his rescuers arrive as if in slow motion. They whisked him off down the long corridor, past the security and intake offices, and through the doors into the ER. Pulling him into one of the first curtained vestibules, they hoisted him up onto a cot, sliding the side rails up as they did. The charge nurse in attendance, Nancy Bowman, in her regulatory whites, was asking questions.
“I’m so tired,” he said, his eyes drooping as if to prove his point.
“What did you take?” Bowman was asking, shaking his shoulder to keep him conscious.
He said, “Aspirin, probably about sixty, and most of a bottle of Jack Daniels.”
Taking his name and a few more details she shook her head, turned and issued orders to the nurses with her, and wrote on the chart, presenting it to a white-coated Dr. Philip Alexander who arrived at that moment, pushing his way through the green curtains.
Watching as if through a fog, Mike found himself floating in the distant corner of the ceiling, a ghostly effigy. Conversations were distant and jumbled, words snatched from the air to his ears as the nurse spoke to the doctor. From her reactions and Alexander’s facial expressions he supposed she was providing the details of his suicide attempt. He half expected to feel a boney hand on his shoulder and turn to find a black clad Nicholas Cage ready to ask him his favorite thing on earth, as if directing him to the City of Angels. Bowman and Dr. Alexander conferred briefly and the doctor wrote charcoal haemoperfusion on the chart and handed it back to her.
He blinked and was back, an IV drip in his arm, no more floating on the ceiling. Dr. Alexander was talking to him. He handed him a large paper cup and instructed him to ingest a liquid form of charcoal. A nurse’s aide stayed with him until he swallowed all the liquid in the cup. Several nurses continued to monitor his blood pressure and took urine samples, while the instruments around him whirred and pinged. It reminded him of a Monty Python skit he had once seen in a movie, The Meaning of Life, with the doctors telling the hospital administrator something about ‘this was the most expensive machine in the hospital’ and hearing it go ‘ping’. It all seemed a little surreal. He stayed there resting until Bowman returned.
“Dr. Alexander wants to go ahead and admit you. We will be sending you upstairs shortly, as soon as we get a space arranged,” she said. “You gave us a scare there for a moment Mr. Renton. Doctor will come up and see you shortly.”
He was to be in the hospital overnight.
By late morning he was admitted to a third floor ward. After carefully strapping him onto a medical gurney a couple of blue scrub clad aides had wheeled him to the elevator and brought him up to room 312. Once there he received an entourage of visitors.
Initially there was Audrey, the girl from the intake window that they had rolled him past when he entered the hospital. She was a mousey little thing, her brown hair tied back in a pony tail, wearing standard office uniform: black skirt and a long sleeved top. The aquamarine blouse gave a little color to her pale skin tones. Sitting at the bedside with her paperwork bobbling on her knees she procured his information.
“Michael James Renton, Route 1 Guthrie OK. I have insurance with United Healthcare, through my employer, Western Well.”
Giving as minimal information as possible he provided the cell phone number as a contact, seeing as how the phone was out in his the truck and therefore stood no chance of the hospital being able to contact anyone directly should they call.
“Listen, I’m really tired right now, Audrey,” he said, “but I’ll provide more information to the discharge clerk in a day or so when I check out.”
Audrey smiled in understanding, and efficiently produced one last list of questions.
“Heart disease?”
“Cancer?”
“Diabetes?”
One by one she read off a list of diseases asking about his family’s medical history. Each time he shook his head and she finally finished by asking if he had any allergies to medicines.
“None I know of,” he said.
Garnering his signature at the bottom of the admittance and treatment forms she was off, stopping briefly to exchange pleasantries with the ladies at the nurses’ station.
Soon after Audrey left two uniformed security guards entered the room. Officers Lopez and Ortiz had watched earlier as he had been whisked by the security office near the main entrance to the hospital lobby.
The female officer, Lopez, smiled. “Glad to see you are still with us. You didn’t look to good earlier,” she said.
He smiled back wearily, and just nodded his acknowledgment. Lopez was short, wore her dark hair tied back in a tortoiseshell clip.
She asked, “Did you have any valuables that you wanted to place in our hands for safekeeping?”
“Well, I have my keys to the truck. Guess you’ll want to move that from out front, and then there’s my bonus money from work. Perhaps I should give you my watch too. My boys got that for me on Father’s day last year. Wouldn’t want to lose that.”
She counted out the four one hundred dollar bills, and a couple of twenty’s that were in his wallet and wrote the amount down on the list she was carrying. Handing him the paperwork to initial, showing he had assigned his valuables to them, she said, “This will be placed in a safe in our office until you need to get them back.”
Ortiz, an older Hispanic, his black hair graying at the temples, said, “I’ll transfer your vehicle to the parking garage now that we have your keys.”
The officers left amidst the activity still buzzing around him.
Nurses flitted in and out fitting him with an IV drip. They were fast enough to get it all done with minimum of fuss and pain and before he knew it there was a saline drip in place. He was feeling a little more lucid by this time. Looking around he realized that he was sharing a room. Peeking around the blue curtain separating the two beds he had a view of his neighbor. A middle-aged man was in the far bed, sleeping. He looked to be an American Indian, with long dark hair, peppered with silver, and brown weathered skin. His white hospital gown was draped loosely around his sleeping form.
Between them sat a young lady. She wore a light pink, snug-fitting hospital blouse, blue jeans and sneakers. Her long hair was pulled back in a French braid. She was decidedly chubby, the kind of girl that without being fat would not have breasts at all. Her makeup pancaked her adolescent acne marks. The name tag proclaimed her to be S. Brown.
“Sheila,” he found out when he asked. She was the aide assigned to their room.
She explained, “You have to have someone watching you at all times because of the suicide attempt. Your room mate is a local transient. We call him Indian Joe. He has graced us with his presence several times over the years. He had a stroke about a week ago and is unable to speak at all right now. He has to have ‘round the clock assistance as he is partially paralyzed on his left side and unable to get up to use the bathroom and so on. So I am here to watch and help you guys during the day.”
Dr. Alexander made a brief post-lunch appearance, noting his findings on the chart hanging from the end of the bed. Shortly afterwards one of the nurses at the front desk brought in a jug of water and placed it on the table next to his bed. She also gave him some green Jell-O. This, along with ice chips, was all that he was to be allowed to eat for now. He wolfed it down, for no other reason than to remove the charcoal taste still lingering in his mouth.
About two in the afternoon a Dr. Singh came in, introducing herself as the staff psychiatrist. She needed to evaluate his current state of mind.
“Doc, I have a mess of legal problems back in Oklahoma City and I’m sorry, until I am able to talk with an attorney, I am not prepared to give you any information,” he parroted.
He had reckoned that a psychiatrist would eventually show up and he had been mentally rehearsing what he would say to avoid having to give out any details, at least until he wanted to.
“Is there someone we can notify that you are here, someone that we might call to help us under these circumstances?” Dr. Singh wanted to know. “It would be better to get you home to be treated further. All we can really do is to treat you for the overdose.”
“I do have a therapist back in Oklahoma City, Jean Hampton, but I don’t know her number off hand.”
“We can look it up,” said Singh scribbling the name in her notes.
“That’ll be fine I guess. I don’t have any plans on immediately returning to Oklahoma City.”
“Where were you going when you arrived here?” asked Singh in an attempt to pry more information from her stubbornly closed-minded patient.
“Well since the pills and booze didn’t work I had decided to head for Phoenix. I have a distant cousin, Sammie Johnson,” he lied, “that lives there, and I was thinking of staying with her for a while until these legal problems blew over.”
“Can we contact her to verify your plans?
“Sorry Doc, again I don’t know that phone number either,” he said.
“It seems Mr. Renton that you are not cooperating with us very well, and seeing as how we only have a child psychiatric department at this facility we will need to transport you back to Oklahoma City to a hospital there that will help you. We are not staffed for your needs,” Singh said.
His tone was a little harder this time.
“Look Doc, I just told you I ain’t going back to Oklahoma City.”
“Well then, we will be forced to put you in restraints and fly you in a helicopter back to Oklahoma City if you will not cooperate.”
Before he could reply Dr. Singh, turned, gathered her sari around her and stomped out of the room, each as frustrated as the other.
The afternoon was busy. It seemed that there was a constant flow of medical staff in and out of the room; from the dietician, assigning their nutritional requirements for the next day’s meals, to the elocutionist from Rehab who came in to work with Joe. Sheila sat and talked while Joe was being worked with. She was a smoker he learned. All hospital employees that smoked had to take a back staircase out behind the building to light up whenever they got a break. Apparently she and other smokers had expressed their opinion on Dr. Singh on several occasions while standing out back coughing up a lung.
“She doesn’t exactly have a great bed-side manner. We think it’s because she is used to working with children and can manipulate them more easily than adults. I heard her threaten to put you in restraints. What a bitch! If you don’t want to go some place you shouldn’t have to. I mean what you did was pretty dumb an’ all, and you need to receive treatment to help you, but forcing you isn’t going to help any now is it?”
He nodded in agreement and let her talk. She went on about the horses at her family ranch and how she was putting herself through school working at the hospital part-time. After a while he just closed his eyes and pretended to sleep just to shut her up, thankful that she was bored enough to talk incessantly, but having learned all he needed to, he also needed time to think. Sheila stepped out every couple of hours for a cigarette. A candy striper sat in to keep an eye on the two patients for her whenever she left. After four o’clock, as Sheila came back from smoking, Dr. Singh appeared again.
“Well we were able to contact Ms. Hampton’s office but she was in a session so we left a message. I imagine it will tomorrow morning ‘til we hear from her now.”
“If I was able to get a phone number for Sammie would you consider allowing me to be released as long as you knew where I would be going?” he asked.
“I would give it some consideration, again, once we had spoken to your therapist.”
“Well, if you was to allow one of the security guards to escort me out to the parking garage, my cell phone, with all the numbers stored in it, is in my truck.”
To his surprise this action was approved. Officers Lopez and Ortiz appeared again as he got up, pulling on the stained t-shirt and jeans that he wore when he had been admitted. Escorting him out into the corridor, down the elevator, through the main doors in the lobby, across the catwalk and into the garage they showed him where his truck was parked. Reaching under the passenger seat he pulled out the half empty bottle of Jack Daniels and the container with the remaining aspirin.
Turning to Lopez, he put on his best shy smile and said, “Would you dispose of these for me please. I don’t think that I will need them anymore.”
He handed them over in an attempt to score brownie points, knowing that the guards would be required to make a report to Dr. Singh. He thought they might report they destroyed the evidence but in fact keep the booze, there was still about a half bottle left. He also hoped to divert them from the fact that along with his cell phone he was also taking back inside the hospital a change of shirt that he pulled out from his luggage. Nonchalantly he rolled it under his arm and walked back to his room with the officers. Hospital regulations, as he had read and initialed upon their instruction, would not allow them to re-lock up his personal items once returned to the patient. So along with the change of clothes—that he secured in the bottom portion of the bedside table next to his cot—he now had his watch, wallet and keys, and he knew where his truck was parked. He just had to watch and listen for the right opportunity. His brain was feverously working on an exit plan.
Settling him into bed for the evening Sheila turned on the television for him to occupy his time while she helped Indian Joe with toiletry and bathing difficulties. KRQE was showing the local CBS evening news. The tanned hoary-headed male anchor was relating a story about weather playing havoc with the Bear Paw Fire in Gallina that had consumed twenty three hundred acres so far. They hoped tonight’s rain might help slow it down a little. On the national front Homeland Security was calling for the prosecution of the New York Times on espionage charges, following a story they had printed discussing the Bush administrations monitoring of international banking transactions without court approval. He watched and listened on and off, having little interest in these matters. His mind more fixed on how he was going to be able to get himself out of this hospital tomorrow morning and on the highway heading west.
Sheila went off-duty at six and her replacement, Hector, was heavy-set and middle-aged. He gave the appearance of an anonymous lump that would plop himself down to sit and watch television all night rather than watch, help or converse with his charges. He was just putting in his eight hours. Well I’ll not get out of here tonight; Lumpy will never leave.
Eating dinner, red Jell-O this time, he turned over and slept, or at least as well as one can in a hospital. As he laid there, eyes closed, listening to the nurses’ conversations as they changed his IV, he learned that the next morning at nine, they were scheduled to remove a temporary stent from Joe’s chest. Thinking that this was perhaps the opportunity he was looking for, he went over again in his mind’s eye the route from his room to the elevator, what floor the lobby was on, the backup route that Sheila had described to him inadvertently when he asked where the employees went to smoke. He had to be prepared just in case he lost his nerve, or was discovered. Satisfied that he knew his way out of here, he closed his eyes and rested.
He awoke Friday morning with an intern prodding him for vital statistics. Sitting up for a while he was pleased to discover Sheila had come back on duty. Arising and pulling the IV with him he took an early morning pee, ate prunes, with an orange drink, for breakfast, and then laid back to wait. He made sure the duty nurse did not pull the railing back up on the side of the cot.
Shortly after nine a troupe of nurses came in to administer to Joe’s needs. Sheila pulled the curtain between him and Joe to give them some privacy. This was what he was waiting for. He immediately slid out of bed, removed the IV needle from its plastic sleeve imbedded in his forearm, and quickly pulled on his jeans and the long sleeved t-shirt he had sequestered away in the bedside table. The sleeves on the shirt covered the hospital wristbands and the plastic needle still buried in his forearm. Pushing his bare feet into his tennis shoes, he bent and quickly laced them, grabbed his wallet and keys and in less than two minutes was out of the room and milling with the people moving down the corridor. Luckily he didn’t have to wait at the elevator; people were getting busy getting on and off, as nurses changed shifts.
No one looked at him twice. Concentrate on just breathing and walking. Take it easy; don’t appear to rush, don’t do anything that would bring attention to you. Get to the lobby, find the catwalk. Good, the security office is empty; they must be out walking around. Here’s the parking lot. Take it easy, almost there. Climbing up in the truck he reversed out of the parking spot, followed the exit signs and drove down the ramp and out on the street.
Freedom! Heading south on University he filled up his tank with gas at the 7-Eleven at the corner of Central and University, always cautiously looking around, waiting for sirens to sound and a police cruiser or two to come rushing in and block his exit. But this was real life not a movie. Here people went about their own business not caring what he did. He walked into the gas station, grabbed a snack, paying with a twenty. After finishing pumping the gas he pulled back out on to Central. Following the highway north it linked up with I-40 where it meshed at the Big-I; here the Interstate ran west; why not Phoenix?
I’ll continue to keep a low profile as much as possible. Stay off the main thoroughfares; see if I can find a back road into Phoenix. Heading west on I-40 toward Flagstaff, in the northern mountains of Arizona, he stopped in Gallup close to the New Mexico border. Billboards along the highway indicated Earl’s Diner was about the closest restaurant. He pulled off onto Route 66, into Earl’s parking lot. Greasy hamburger smells drifting from the kitchen overpowered his need for anonymity as he pushed the doors open. Sitting in the bathroom stall he removed the plastic needle from his arm. Along with a cheeseburger, fries and a Dr. Pepper to go, he grabbed a free map from the stand.
The map showed that the next town he would reach was Holbrook, and if he turned off on Hwy 377 and headed south he would again be hidden off the main highways, at least until Payson. Eventually this would bring him into Phoenix through Mesa, unobserved, as long as he watched his speed going through the small towns. He would be driving through Tonto National Forest, and the last thing he wanted to do was catch the attention of a local small-town cop with nothing better to do than pull over a truck with out-of-state plates for a speeding violation. He pulled in to a gas station just down the street from Earl’s and topped up.
In the late afternoon, as he headed down Hwy 87, getting closer to Mesa, his cell phone rang, surprising him. He had gotten used to the sound of the tires on the road, to the loneliness of the isolated drive. There had been few cars over the last few miles and he had enjoyed driving through the northern Arizona forests over the Mogollon Ridge. The outside world had hardly been a thought and this intrusion from the ringing phone was unexpected and shrill. After gathering his thoughts he contemplated, albeit briefly, letting the phone continue to ring. He could see from the readout that it was from the 405 area code, an Oklahoma number. It looked vaguely familiar. Satisfied that it was not the police, his foreman or the Taylor’s, he answered. It was Jean Hampton. Of course, Dr. Singh left a message on her voice mail. When Jean found out that Mike had left the hospital against medical advice she kept calling periodically. The telephone reception had not been available while he had been driving through the mountains so this was the first time that Jean had been able to get through.
“Where are you now and are you safe?” Jean wanted to know.
“I’m on the interstate heading out West,” he said.
“Now what is out there Mike? You know it isn’t going to do any good just taking off and running like this.”
He told the same fib that he had given Dr. Singh. “I decided to head for Phoenix. I have a distant cousin, Sammie, that lives there, and I was thinking of staying with her while the divorce procedures go through.”
“Divorce, Mike? The last time you guys had a session it had not come down to that. I thought you and Bonnie were working on getting closer. Is that what caused the suicide attempt that Dr. Singh told me about? I’m really concerned at how you are both handling this Mike. Can you come in with Bonnie for an emergency session? If you came back now I could see you on Monday, we wouldn’t have to wait until the end of the week.”
“Jean, Bonnie and I had a big blow up. She loaded the kids up in the car and headed out of town to see her cousin in Texas for a week.”
Time away without him after an argument; that had helped bring on the despair he felt. Jean understood now and believed him.
He did not delve too deeply into the depths of depravity that had sent his life down this path with Jean. Having reached a dark feral moment where all seemed lost he wished he was no longer of this world. Depression had brought him to this low point in his life. His lunch started to feel heavy and sour on his stomach.
Jean said, “Listen Mike, I really think that the best thing you can do, under your present situation, is to get to a hospital. You need to rest; time to stop and think. Help your mind recuperate; see what a difference a day makes. I will be happy to talk to a physician and explain that I have suggested you rest over the weekend. Are you close enough to some place where you can do that?”
“I’m approaching Phoenix. I should be able to do that in about an hour or so. I can have them call you when I get there?”
“Of course. Then we can map a strategy to get you back home. Even if Bonnie and you don’t come in together it would be good just to get some one-on-one counseling for you, we can work our way through this.”
If only she knew the truth I’d be in a world of hurt but there is a certain sense to the plan. I am going to have to either make a decision some time and finish what I started or deal with the consequences. He figured it wouldn’t hurt to follow her advice for now.
“Okay Jean, I will contact you again as soon as I get set up in a hospital in Phoenix.”
Ed’s internal clock woke him at six. Old habits die hard. Sitting up slowly, he looked back over his shoulder at his sleeping wife, and thought better of waking her. His slippers slapped a rhythm down the hallway to the bathroom where he dribbled the little urine his sixty-eight year old prostrate would allow.
He had slept restlessly all night. There was a feeling in the pit of his stomach that something just didn’t feel right. Hope my intuition is wrong. Heading for the coffee pot he dumped yesterday’s filter, added a couple of scoopfuls of fresh grounds, water, and pushed the ON button. Enough to fill my Dunkin Donut mug and get me through until I get to Bonnie’s; she’ll have some brewing no doubt. The coffee pot percolated, making its little ‘putt putt’ sounds.
He shuffled back down the hall to the bathroom and climbed into the shower. The warm water splashed his face. He touched the soap over his flattop; Millie Jo always kissed the top of his head, smelling him; she always says cleanliness is next to godliness. Drying off he wrapped the fluffy white towel around his protruding gut and crossed into the bedroom.
It’ll be warm out today. He selected a wife-beater with a pair of dungarees. Sitting on the corner of the bed he pulled on white athletic socks and a pair of fresh boxers. Leaning over he kissed her cheek gently. The kids will be up and waking her soon enough, better let her sleep. The bedroom door where Seth and Caleb slept was ajar. He poked his head in to check on them. Both sound asleep.
He backed out quietly and finished dressing in the living room. He had laid out his black work boots by the back door after polishing them last night. Twelve years in the Marine Corp left an indelible impression on him and he still liked the look of a well-shined boot. He lost that look for a while over in ‘Nam but upon his return Stateside in ‘68 he had been assigned for his last couple of years of service at the Presidio as a Drill Instructor and had gotten himself, and a lot of cadets, back into the habit again.
He had met Millie Jo in California at a beach party. He still recalled the way she filled out that yellow polka-dotted bikini. After his discharge they married and moved to Oklahoma City. In 1972 there was still plenty of work due to the State’s oil prosperity. He had taken a job driving a tanker truck for Halliburton, but in 1982, after Penn Square Bank went bust and the oil money dried up, he bought his own sixteen wheeler and worked contract hauling, moving refrigerated goods across country. Oklahoma had seemed like a good place to raise his two girls.
He rang Bonnie’s cell but got no answer. The feeling was back gnawing at his stomach. Reasonably he knew there were many reasons for Bonnie not to answer, especially at 6:30 on a Saturday morning, but she knew her Dad’s habits and should anticipate his early arrival. Maybe she still had it turned off, seeing as Millie Jo reckoned they had done so last night not wanting to be interrupted while fooling around.
“All a little irresponsible to cut off communication, what with the kids out of the house an’ all,” he grumbled to no one in particular.
Unlocking the front door he took his steaming mug of coffee outside. The sun was coming up. He put the mug down on the short wall and bent over to turn on the faucet, activating the drip system he had installed a year or so back. It helped keep the bushes and flower beds that Millie Jo liked so much watered regularly. She always had him working on some project or another.
Opening the garage door he looked over at the woodworking project sprawled across his workbench. He didn’t work around the house too much on the weekends anymore so he and his wife could spend some time with each other. While he had been hauling loads over the country during the last thirty years or so there where times when he would not see his wife and family for several weeks. Now that his truck driving days were over, and he had retired, he enjoyed putting around the house during the week. Millie planned to retire within the next five years or so from her job as a school nurse with Edmond Public Schools. They’d talked about taking an RV out around the country and seeing the sites they had never had an opportunity to visit together. They wanted to take in the Grand Canyon, Key West, Yellowstone Park and Mount Rushmore, and take time to enjoy each other’s company.
He climbed up in his pickup truck, turned the engine over and drove off leaving the garage door open. This was a nice quiet cul-de-sac in a neighborhood in Edmond; he wasn’t worried about getting robbed, especially with his wife at home. She would know to shut the door when she awoke and found him gone anyway.
As he drove up towards the trailer just north of the Logan County line, it started to drizzle. The rain was so fine that he only needed to turn on the windshield wipers but once every couple of minutes. Crossing west on Roller Coaster Road he soon came to the turn off on the right just ahead and pulled in. Ian’s blue Suburban was parked outside. It looked like it had boxes in it already, so perhaps they were up and about. He whistled for the dog, and then called when he didn’t come bounding out.
“Fetchit! Fetchit!”
Huh, perhaps he’s chasing rabbits someplace. Probably enjoying some time without a boy pulling on his ears or trying to climb on his back. He loved the golden retriever, having bought it for the boys to protect them while they played outside in the red dirt lot out back. Keep sidewinders out of your yard, or perhaps another wild dog.
He walked up the steps and knocked on the door. After a moment with no response he tried the knob, the door was latched not locked.
He leaned his head. “Hey Bonnie, its Dad. You guys up yet?”
When they didn’t answer he walked in and sat on a stool at the breakfast bar drinking his coffee. Looking around he noticed their coffee pot was missing. It must have been packed already. Apparently they have not been up at all yet.
He called out again, “Bonnie! Ian! You guys awake?”
After a moment when his little girl didn’t emerge, sleepy- eyed, wrapping her robe around her, he walked down the corridor to the bedroom.
He stopped suddenly, reaching out a hand to lean against the wall. His senses were on overload; a scent he was familiar with but hoped he’d never smell again. Slowly he moved forward, the whoosh from the ceiling fan behind the door ringing louder and louder in his ears sounding like helicopter blades. It had been during the Tet offensive, after jumping from the chopper as it briefly landed in a small clearing, he enter the home of the village elder to find bodies piled to the ceiling, dripping with blood. He pushed open the bedroom door slowly, knowing what he would find and hoping against hope that this was nothing more than a momentary flashback. He peered in.
Nothing could have prepared him for the sight of the naked spread-eagle body of his daughter strewn across the bed, or at what remained of her maimed body. Her chest, throat and chin had disappeared to be replaced with a red gaping bloody hole. Her long blonde hair laid out across the pillow, her eyes stared sightlessly at the ceiling. Blood was splattered against the headboard, and pooled on the mattress next to her body. Grasping the footboard of the bed with both hands he could just stare, every muscle in his face taught, eyes wide at the carnage he was forced to witness. He did not need to look any closer to know. Death was apparent. His knees buckled and he felt his body slipping out from under him. His breath came in rough sawing gasps until it erupted forcefully.
“Bonnie… NO! NO! NO!”
As if in miraculous answer to his cry he noticed a slight movement from the right side of the bed. Ian’s head was moving back and forth slightly as he struggled to his knees. Trying to ignore the bloody remains of his daughter, the red gaping hole and sightless eyes, he rushed to the side of the bed where Ian lay. He looked down to two dark eyes staring back at him.
“Ed?” the voice croaked. “Help me, I can’t get up.”
He realized that Ian must have been lying here, most of the night. He’s slick with blood, is it his or hers? It was hard to see the scope of any injuries Ian had; tachypsychia altering how long they stared at each other. Time slowed to a crawl. Ian, in shock, half leaned against the wall to stop from falling again, his gore-streaked body naked and shivering. The floor was sticky with congealing blood that had dripped from the sheets during the night.
“Come on,” he said gesturing with his hands and pulling Ian to his feet.
The two men stumbled out of the bedroom, leaning on each other, Ed half carrying the younger man, leaving a trail of bloody footprints down the hallway. Seating Ian on the sofa Ed disappeared back down the hall, and came back with a sheet from the linen cupboard, draping it like a toga around Ian. Shaking, Ed sat silently at the dining table, head in his hands. The dripping blood and Ian’s labored breathing sent signals to his brain via the auditory nerve; neurons passing information to the amygdale. His adrenaline suddenly kicked in, surging through his system causing his emotions to trump reason during the primal response of his brain. When he heard Ian’s voice he had to shake his head to help clear the fog for a moment.
“Ed, I need to get to the hospital,” Ian said, a moment of clarity forcing its way to the surface through the shock that was shutting his system down. “You need to get the police out here.”
Ed pulled it together long enough to get to the breakfast bar and grab the phone. He dialed 911, glancing over at Ian hunkered down, holding the sheet tight around his shoulder. Must be too numb to feel the head injury; his blood is congealing on a nasty looking scalp wound. His ear and face had been peppered with shotgun pellets. With the emergency operator on the line Ed asked for an ambulance and police up on Gully Lane off of Rollercoaster Road, just north of the Oklahoma County line. They kept him on the phone, talking him through his anguish until the screaming sirens could be heard. His head kept turning toward the bedroom where his daughter lay unmoving and he just felt numb, dead inside.
The paramedics were first there. Pulling in a gurney behind them, they assessed the two occupants of the living room. The short chubby one double checked on Ed, had him sit while talking to him briefly. Satisfied he was okay, just a little shaken up, he went back to the bedroom.
After a moment he popped back out. He looked at his partner and shook his head.
“Let’s get this one off to Memorial quick.”
The skinnier of the two helped Ian onto the gurney administering initial first aid. Satisfied that the injuries did not seem to be life threatening they gave Ian a shot of morphine and bandaged his head wound, preparing to rush him to Memorial Hospital. Ed sat in silence and watched the two of them seemingly flit around, pulling the gurney down the steps like Laurel and Hardy with the piano. He could hear the sirens shrieking for a few minutes after they had departed. The living room floor was left littered with bloody pads, gauze packaging, tape and syringe wrappers. Another fine mess.
As the paramedics were leaving the first officers arrived on the scene; two deputies from Logan County. Entering the trailer one approached Ed; the other tentatively tiptoed, following the bloody footprints down the hall. He was back out quickly, hand over his mouth making gulping sounds and was heard retching outside. Satisfied that there was nothing they could do to assist Bonnie, they led him to the squad car while they secured the crime scene. Sitting in the backseat, with the door open, he talked with the next officer to arrive, a detective, Inspector Spencer. Although the sirens were silent now the still flashing red lights reflected off the kitchen windows.
“That’s my daughter in there you know.” Tears ran down his face. “Let me give you Mike’s cell number, he is Bonnie’s husband. You’ll need to call him.”
He gave Spencer Mike’s cell phone number. When they got no answer he told them he kept it switched off at work during the day.
“Try the office at Western Well, that’s who he works for.”
Spencer radioed the police dispatcher so she would pass the information on and have Mike called. Spencer stood outside looking at the trailer contemplatively. He liked to let the facts stew over in his head as he learned them. A tall African American, grey hair receding on his balding pate and sporting a little grizzled moustache, Spencer stood letting the evening drizzle settle quietly on the shoulders of his navy top coat, hands folded behind his back, waiting for the pieces to fall into place. Looking at the bushes to his right he saw a head poke its way out between the branches. Crouching he said, “Mr. Taylor, is this their dog?”
Ed got out of the car and called “Fetchit, come here boy.”
Frightened by all the commotion the dog slung over to the familiar face, pushing his nose into Ed’s hands. He petted him, holding the wet dog to his chest.
“I’m glad to see you boy.”
As the policemen did their work Ed and Fetchit sat in the car, shivering. Fetchit’s pink tongue reached out to lick at Ed’s face as he stroked the big floppy ears and mumbled consolatory words to the dog.
Additional Logan County sheriff deputies arrived and yellow tape was laid out securing the crime scene all the way down to the turn-off at Rollercoaster Road. In turn the sheriff’s photographer and an investigator from the Medical Examiner’s office inspected the scene in detail, helped by deputies to secure and tag the evidence for bagging and transfer to the State office. The ME’s investigator also conducted the initial inspection of the decedent.
Ed called Izzie at work using Spencer’s cell phone.
“Johnson’s Supply, may I help you.”
“Izzie, its Dad.”
“Hey Dad what’s up?”
“I’m out here at Bonnie’s trailer.” He stopped to breathe, eyes brimming with tears. “There’s been a terrible accident. Izzie, Bonnie’s dead!”
“What! Dead! Oh my God, Dad what happened?”
“I’m not sure yet. All I know is the police are here, Ian’s in the hospital. Listen I need you to get over to Mom’s. She’ll need help with the kids.”
“Of course Daddy, of course. I’ll leave right now. Does Mom know yet? Oh my God I can’t believe this.”
“Mom doesn’t know yet hun, but I imagine the police will be with her when you get there.”
He looked over at Spencer who was listening to the call, and he nodded an affirmation.
“Okay then I’ll be home as soon as I can. I gotta finish up with the police out here first.”
“Bye Daddy, be careful then but get home quickly.”
He gave his home address to Spencer who called dispatch on the car radio asking that an officer from the Edmond Police be dispatched to be with the Millie Jo.
Down on Roller Coaster Road a deputy cautioned the local, late-breaking weekend female reporter from KOCO who along with her cameraman had their news van parked in a nearby ditch, to stay back behind the outside perimeter of the tape. Suddenly one of the deputies called the detective to one side. Inspector Spencer headed back over to the squad car moments later with questions.
“Mr. Taylor, are you sure you haven’t heard from Mike? The dispatcher at Western Wells called back. They spoke to Mike’s boss, said that the rig closed down Wednesday morning. They all went home early. Mike left the parking lot in his truck before three yesterday afternoon.”
“Perhaps he was car-jacked or summat,” Ed said. “They could have brought him back here at gun point.”
“We’ll need a description of Mike and the truck,” Spencer said. ”Let’s see what we can find out.”
“Mike had a new truck, still has the temporary plates taped in the window, a black Ford Ranger. And he’s about five eight, one sixty, red hair, freckles.”
As he was providing a description of Mike a deputy came out to the car. In his gloved hand he held up a smashed picture frame.
He asked, “Any idea what was on the picture missing from the frame? Evidently the perpetrators took it. It was important enough to smash the glass and remove it.”
“Yeah, that was a photo of their sons,” he said. “Why would someone steal a photograph of Seth and Caleb? Oh God, the boys, is there an officer with my wife yet? Is someone going after the rest of my family? They’re staying with my wife; Mike could lead them right to my house!”
Spencer got back on the radio. After a moment he was back.
“The Edmond Police have a unit over there with your wife and the boys. They know what’s happening out here now and are alerted to the facts just in case.”
Once the ME left with the secondary ambulance carrying Bonnie’s body, all the evidence tagged, and the photographer left, Spencer asked, “Ed, would you mind walking through the trailer with me? I need to confirm if anything else might be missing, or looks out of place, that you would perhaps notice and that we would not realize.”
“I’ll take a look but as you can see there is a lot of stuff missing. Ian had been helping Bonnie move out of here since yesterday,” he said.
The home was threadbare of Bonnie’s or the kid’s clothes and some furniture was moved out of place.
“If this was a forced burglary they would probably have wanted cash or jewelry right? Bonnie would have taken her good stuff to Ian’s already. Ain’t like Mike and Bonnie had much. I don’t see why this happened. Why would they have come back here? Mike must have been pretty scared with a gun trained on him, is all I can think.”
Looking in the hall closet Ed saw all Mike’s clothes hanging there. Bonnie made him hang his stuff out here; she had so many outfits that her clothes filled the bedroom walk-in.
“Here,” he called out, pointing. “This is strange. They had two yellow sports bags, duffel bags. I bought them for Mike last Christmas. He kept them up on the top shelf. His stuff is still here but the bags are gone. I noticed them a couple of months ago when we were over here for Bonnie’s birthday and I was looking for string to tie up some balloons. Maybe they filled the bags with what ever they took. I just don’t know what that would be.”
“Or the husband was here, shot them both, and grabbed some of his belongings and a change of clothes. He’d have perhaps wanted the kids photograph,” said Spencer pointing to the broken glass next to the bed, “and then took on out of here taking his stuff with him in the bags. Makes sense.”
“Hang on now, Mike couldn’t have done this,” he said. “He loved Bonnie and the kids.”
Spencer raised an eyebrow. “And what would he have done finding her with another man? Since we transported a wounded man, Ian I think you said, to the hospital, someone other than her husband, I assume he is ‘the other man’? In my experience the spouse almost always is involved in this type of killing. I think perhaps you are being a little naïve Mr. Taylor. We can’t rule Mike out as a suspect.”
Walking back out to the car he radioed in for an ABP to be put out on Mike Renton as a person of interest in the Bonnie Renton slaying, and provided a description of the black Ford Ranger. Ed sat in the back seat of the police cruiser, slumped forward his hands between his knees, digesting the news that until someone else spoke it he hadn’t wanted to consider. That Mike had killed his Bonnie. An officer tapped on the window and he looked up startled. He was not sure how long he had been sitting there.
“You okay to drive Mr. Taylor? We can have you driven home if you’d prefer.”
He shook his head. “No, that’s okay, thanks anyway. I could use a few moments alone before I get home.”
He exited the police car and walked over to his truck. He opened the cab door and stood there framed in the window as he looked back at the trailer. It was quiet out now. The ambulances sirens and the flashing lights had all been extinguished. There were yellow streamers on the door and leading down the road. All that was left to show a death had occurred here, yellow tape flapping in the wind. Patting the seat he said, “Here Fetchit.” The dog jumped up into the cab. Climbing up beside the dog he edged his way out past Spencer and the remaining deputy and out to Rollercoaster Road.
The Edmond police were waiting with Millie Jo when he arrived home. She rushed to him, disheveled hair, streaked makeup as tears fell. Silently gathering his wife in his arms, they stood there on the front lawn rocking, their grief inconsolable. Izzie stood at the front door, Caleb cradled against her shoulder, sleeping, his legs wrapped around her; pale blue pajamas with little feet of white plastic. Seth stood, grabbing on to her legs through the long skirt, eyes big as saucers, sucking his thumb. Fetchit ran over to them, subdued, and pushed his way past them into the house.
In the hospital Ian was sitting up and conversing coherently with a lady from the Victims Advocate’s office. An Oklahoma City police team had waited with him until a Logan County detective was able to stop in that evening with a series of questions as to the events that had transpired. Ed had passed them in the hall as he arrived at hospital to take Ian some clothes, a t-shirt, shorts and flip-flops from his wardrobe, for him to come home in.
He wore a pale-blue paper hospital gown and his right ear and scalp were swaddled with bandages. His shoulder had a gauge pad taped on it. Angry red welts peppered his right forearm and bicep where the doctor had dug out shotgun pellets and it was secured in a sling. He was still pretty well numbed up with a morphine drip still in place.
They had Ian secured in a cot and in his own room by the time Ed showed up; Ian was a little piqued and showing signs of stress and trauma. The doctor was monitoring his blood pressure, and ensuring he was comfortable until his shoulder wound could be examined again.
Ed knocked and peered around the door.
“Hey Bud, how you feeling?”
“Come in, come in,” he said. ”I’m just finishing up with all this.”
His firm smile and statement were addressed to the advocate’s rep, who placed her pamphlets on the chair and left, with a nod to Ed as he held the door for her.
“I had to get the kids seen to and be sure Millie Jo was asleep, but I wanted to see you. Bonnie, she’s dead, I guess you knew that.”
He nodded. “Yeah I’ve been sitting here talking to the police all night. I’m sorry Ed, I’m so sorry! I wish I had been able to do something, anything. I just didn’t hear or see anything. I was knocked out cold; don’t remember anything until you showed up.”
“They think it was Mike. Think he came home early and surprised you guys.”
“It makes about the most sense, though I hate to think that. Makes me responsible too.”
“You shouldn’t feel that way; you were not to have known.”
“How are the kiddos?”
“Izzie is with them. Mom has taken it real hard; we have her sedated pretty much.”
The doctor interrupted. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave now. Mr. Walker has to get some rest. We are going to keep him overnight for observation. He had a nasty knock and a concussion.”
“I’ll swing by in the morning then,” said Ed, leaving the change of clothes next to the bed.
Ian gave him the thumbs up, indicating he would be fine although his eyes lied.
“Come by before lunch Ed,” he said. “They’ll let me out by then I imagine. Don’t wait too long though; I don’t want hospital food, green Jell-O!” He pulled a face. “I’ll see you then. Cheers mate.”
When Ed got home the boys were awake, cuddled up sleepily on the couch with Izzie. All of them were in their pajamas. Fetchit was curled up in a ball next to them.
“They were too excited to sleep, what with all the commotion going on,” said Izzie. “I’d told them Ian would be coming,” looking over Ed’s shoulder expecting to see him walk in behind.
Kneeling down to talk to the boys Ed forced a smile.
“Ian has to stay in hospital tonight. The doctor wanted to be sure he’s feeling better before he could come home with me. He’s had a nasty accident.”
“Is that why Grandma was crying?” asked Seth.
Ed reached out and gently patted the youngster on top of his head.
“Sure was, that was some of it Seth. Ian’s going to be okay. Now you guys hop off to bed.”
He kissed them both, and they ran to their room, dog in tow.
“Come read us a story Aunty Izzie,” Seth shouted.
“I’ll be right there boys. Climb in bed and be good.”
Turning back to Izzie he explained, “Ian was skinned up pretty bad on his forehead and arms but his ear and shoulder took the brunt of the pellets.”
She raised her hand to her face, wiping away an errant tear.
“He will be okay tomorrow though; they just wanted to observe him overnight. I’ll go by in the morning and bring him back here. Izzie, they think Mike did this.”
Izzie frowned.
“It’s going to be hard on the boys if that’s true. Hope he don’t come around here trying to see them.”
“I’d think he’s long gone by now, although I don’t know where he’d head off too.”
“I’ll call into work in the morning; let them know I’m going to be off for a few days. I’ll hang here Daddy; help you and Mom out with the boys. Ya’ll going to have your hands full with all you gotta do over the next few days.”
Once in Phoenix, not knowing the area at all, Mike looked for the signs on the Interstate that would indicate a nearby hospital. Looping from the 202 over on to Interstate 17 North he saw the familiar white H again and a directional arrow that led to a nearby hospital, the Samaritan Medical Center. He wondered if he could get hold of the boys over at Ed’s. He called Ed again.
“Hey Ed, its Mike. I was hoping that Bonnie and the kids were over there. I’ve not been able to reach them this morning.”
He heard Ed whisper, as if his hand was cupped over the receiver.
In response he asked, “Why, what’s up Ed?”
Ed’s reply tightened his throat. His heart felt like it had stopped. Tears poured down as he tried to stammer out his response, emotion getting the better of him.
He said, “Shit Ed, I found some strange truck in the front yard. I thought we had burglars. I came up through the trapdoor and saw Bonnie. I can’t explain it Ed it’s,… it’s like I blacked out or something then all of a sudden I was puking and when I looked up they were dead. Ah, fuck man, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to kill her. I loved her.”
He placed the phone on the trucks console and pushed the speaker button so he could wipe the tears from his face with his sleeve and still hear Ed.
“Look Mike,” he heard him say, “first we will take care of Seth and Caleb for now. You don’t have to worry about them. As for Bonnie, well as good Christian people we are struggling here. Bonnie should never have been running around on you. We don’t hold with cheating, you know that of us. We don’t hold with killing either, but under the circumstances as you are explaining there is some merit to perhaps temporary insanity, or perhaps a crime of passion. Now you are going to have to face up to your crime, you will deal with your Maker at some point, but we can forgive, for the boys’, and for Bonnie’s, sake. I know you would never intentionally hurt her. Heck we took you in as our son Mike. Please come home. Come home for the boys. Let’s go to the police, and we’ll help you get a good attorney.”
He could hear the break in Ed’s voice and realized he was crying too.
“Listen Ed I hear you, and you should know how much what you say is appreciated. I don’t know if I could feel the same way under these circumstances. I can’t come right now. I’m chasing my demons here Ed. I ‘bout did myself in Thursday night, but I just am a coward. I can’t do it. I’m in Phoenix now but I’m getting help. I talked some to Jean Hampton, the counselor we were seeing, and I’m following her advice for now. I need time Ed, I’m so tired. I’m going to get some rest at a hospital here and then after talking to Jean I’ll be coming back.”
He hung up. He had to get into the hospital and call Jean.
Turning the car around he drove to the entrance of Samaritan Medical Center. He followed the ramp under the building, parked and walked to the entrance way of the emergency room. Once inside he found a reception desk. Sitting in the waiting room for a short time he was called up to the admittance desk. He told the clerk that his therapist had suggested his current circumstances called for bed rest and he needed to see a doctor. He handed over his ID and insurance information, careful to get it back this time. He didn’t want a repeat of his last hospital stay.
He still wasn’t sure if this was actually what he should be doing, getting hospitalized again within twenty four hours, but he had a sense of guilt that was tugging at his conscience. When the clerk suggested however that he was to talk to the psychiatrist first and answer questions as to his circumstances he again rolled out his pat answer: “Look I have a mess of legal problems back in Oklahoma and I’m sorry, until I am able to talk with an attorney, I am not prepared to have an in-depth conversation with a psychiatrist.”
“Perhaps you shouldn’t be here then,” said the clerk.
He stood up in agreement. “You know what, you’re absolutely right. Sorry to have taken up your time.”
He turned and walked out of the swinging double doors and to the parking lot. I’m the fuck out of here. Stupid people, why don’t they listen to me? All I wanted to do was rest, not answer a bazillion questions. I already have a therapist.
He reversed the truck out of the parking spot and started to drive up the ramp to the street. As if out of nowhere, he noticed, in the rear view mirror a security guard running toward him waving both arms in the air.
Fuck him. He hit the gas.
By the time he made it up the short ramp three police cars, sirens blaring, pulled up, blocked his exit and pulled him from the car. Kicking his legs out from under him an officer had him face down in the gravel, arms behind his back, and wearing plastic cuffs within seconds. They patted him down finding no weapons, but confiscated his wallet. He gave permission to open the trunk, and the police officers went through his bags, and when finally satisfied he was no longer a threat to them or himself, half dragged, half frog-marched him back through the emergency entrance.
There were no niceties at the front desk this time. He was taken and deposited in an examination room. A male aide came in and ordered him to strip. All his belongings were dropped in a large plastic bag, and a note with his name was placed inside. The aide indicated, with a wave of his hand, he wanted the underwear too. He handed over his last vestige of clothing. The plastic bag was handed through the door to the waiting police officers. He was ordered to lie on the examining table, face up. It was in a slight reclining position so he was not horizontal. His wrists were secured to the rails with straps and the aide turned and marched out.
He lay there naked, unable to move his arms or summon assistance. His bladder was close to full. Outside the confines of his room he could hear a commotion as Friday night in the big city went down. He heard tales of woe being screamed by wives of victims, relatives of murdered people, assaulted patients and the rest of the city’s flotsam and jetsam that marauded through the corridors of this hell hole tonight. He was too unimportant for anyone to check on.
The fluorescent lights blinked, their brightness not allowing sleep. He closed his eyes but still was rendered only partial darkness. How was he to get out of this mess? Time stood still as his mind raced until he must have dozed, opening his eyes, startled, when the door banged open.
It was a little before midnight. The male nurse loosened his binding, issuing him a paper robe, and led him, staggering, out in to the corridor, his legs stiff, his bladder pleading for release. He rubbed his wrists and stretched his arms across his body tugging on each elbow to draw his hand up close to his face. He was stiff and sore from lying on the uncomfortable cot. Once in the latrine he stood at the urinal, pain coursing through his thickening penis as the urine he had been holding for so long was finally released. After six hours of solitary confinement he thought he would never stop peeing. He was brought back and restrained again, though he was allowed to keep the robe this time.
Finally Dr. Smart, the weekend psychiatrist, stopped in around two a.m. Bringing in a folding chair with him, he sat down, pushing his spectacles up onto the bridge of his nose. His wiry black hair was all kinked and frazzled.
“Sorry to keep you waiting so long, we’re a little shorthanded in the psychiatry department, it’s just me tonight.”
He did not release the restraints as he sat interviewing Mike who by now was exhausted and upset. He went through a fairly rudimentary question and answer session with this little bespectacled quack, again promoting the legal issues in Oklahoma. He had spent a lot of time laying there concocting a decent story to cover his need for assistance.
“My therapist Jean Hampton suggested that I would benefit from rest over the weekend and asked that I give you her number to call. I guess that will be in the morning now.”
“Sure, I understand. We’ll just get you situated now so you can sleep, and I’ll call Hampton before I see you tomorrow. I just need you to be patient a little longer while we figure out your bed space.”
Finally, with two aides present his belongings were brought back to him and he was allowed to get dressed. So that’s what happens to bad boys around here. Better be careful in future.
He was taken to the Psych Ward on level six, and sat outside the glass-fronted office as they prepared a bed for him. It looked like a scaled down cinema lobby, but the two ladies behind the window where not selling tickets. They were manning the control panel; who gets in who gets out. There was a bank of telephones behind them, just in case. The doors on the right opened when the correct code was punched in by the nurses behind the window. Two white-clad male orderlies admitted him through the entrance to the men’s dorm.
He walked through the living quarters. A pool table was set up behind a large royal blue sofa and matching chairs; institutional furniture. To his right was the kitchen and dining room. A patient with a mop of unruly gray hair, wrapped in a large blue robe was sitting at the piano, playing a tune only he could hear since the keyboard cover was down.
“Hey Jeremy,” said one of the psych techs. “Why are you not in bed?”
“Couldn’t sleep,” he whispered, finger to his lips as if to remind them to be quiet.
“Come along. You know Doctor wants you to sleep at night.”
Jeremy stood quietly, letting his robe fall open to reveal striped pajamas. He fell in step with them as they walked to the men’s bedroom. He disappeared to the other end, his slippers padding in the dark.
“Here is your bed,” said the orderly, pointing to the one closest to the door. “Breakfast is served at eight.”
He slipped off his shoes but didn’t bother to undress; just lay on his bed, eyes open, listening to the breathing and snoring from his roommates. His concerns were on the viability of getting out of here. The last thing that he had noticed as he stepped past the admittance office was the way the door’s airlock whooshed as it closed behind him. There would be no walking out of this hospital like the last one. What have I done?
He felt like Randle McMurphy in One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest. There has to be a way past the inevitable white-clad orderlies with their pills for self-induced zombies, the airtight locks and the elevator music. He would need every snatch of sanity to get out of this one.
The following morning was as he imagined it would be. He was up early, never one to sleep past six, even on weekends. His inner body clock was ready to go, and since he had traveled west, it was set earlier than usual. It hadn’t helped to have one of his roommates snoring like a freight train all night either. No wonder Jeremy had been unable to sleep. With the little light filtering from the windows in his room he was able to make out seven other beds, all but one, the one next to his, seemed to be occupied. A large gray blanket was pulled over the bump in each bed. Getting up he went in search of the bathroom. The john had an adjoining shower, so after peeing he went up to the charge nurse’s station in the glass partitioned office up front.
“Good Morning. I was wondering what I do about a towel, soap and a razor? I’m a little grizzled after not shaving for a couple of days.”
The nurse handed him a neatly folded white towel and an individually wrapped hotel-sized bar of soap along with a safety razor and toothbrush, with the handles cut off. He must have had a quizzical look on his face at the sawn off toothbrush so she added, “Its so you can’t make a shank out of it. Many of the patients are here under court order for drug-induced crimes, others are self-admitted. We just need to protect the innocent.”
My God what am I doing in a place like this? It is so far away from what I was trying to accomplish. Standing in the shower he was a little fearful. What will I encounter from the other patients? After showering he returned the razor to the front desk.
By the time breakfast was served in the dining area about twenty or so people were milling around. A line formed and every one took a tray, cafeteria style. Mimicking the others he took his place in the line, grabbing a bagel, cream cheese and a black coffee. He sat down in the far corner, alone, watchful. He sat with his arms on the table in front of him bent forward over his food as if protecting it from marauders. The ward was co-ed during the day. They all looked at him; the new guy. A couple of them nodded in his direction and smiled. Most of them appeared fairly normal. Why not; perhaps they got ram-rodded into here like I did. Still he kept his distance; don’t need any friendships in here, I just want out. Finding a way out as soon as possible was the only thing on his mind. The orderlies patrolled through the dining room, handing out the little white paper cups with pills of happiness to the long-term inductees.
The day dragged by slowly. As a group they were marched outside single file, through the backdoor of the kitchen, to the courtyard. They were led through a second living area where apparently, by the look and sound of the patients, the “nut-jobs” were kept. He was glad not to have been placed in their company. Once in the walled courtyard one group broke off to smoke, huddling by the benches in the back. The others fell into their cliques leaving him standing alone. Fine with me. After about twenty minutes they were all ushered into an arts class to play with potato halves making ink-printing stamps until lunchtime.
Afternoons gave them time for recreation. He played pool. He set up the balls, grabbed a cue and chalked the tip. After he had shot several pockets by himself a couple of the other patients walked up.
“Hey man, can we play with you?” the young man said. He held out his hand to shake. “I’m Curt and this here is Crystal.” She waved and smiled.
The guys played first.
“Whoever wins can take on Crystal. Okay with you?” Mike gave a thumbs up and the smashed the white ball, exploding colored balls all over the table. Crystal hung out watching, leaning against the back of the couch. He had noticed her during the day. She looked and acted like some spoiled movie starlet, a modern day Jean Harlowesque figure, who swished from room to room in a full length silk nightgown and robe, never changing from her night clothes. The dark roots in her dye job were growing in as they would not allow her to use peroxide while she was in the hospital. Her wrists bore the marks of a cutter. She was a little distracting and soon Mike found himself watching while his friends racked up a new game. Crystal’s breasts swung pendulously through the thin material of her nightgown as she bent over the pool table.
Afterwards, as Curt and Mike sat on the sofa talking he looked around and asked about some of the patients scattered around the sitting room, wanting to know as much about them as necessary, trying to figure who to avoid if he was to be here for any length of time.
“Look,” Curt said. “Most of us are here because we’re depressed or suicidal or something. Take me for instance,” he said volunteering his reason for being confined to the Samaritan for help.
He tugged gently at his soul patch. “I used to hang out, just me and Victoria. I am probably the best graffiti artist in Phoenix. You can find my work on buildings all over, legit stuff you know. Being around all that spray paint man, well we started huffing every night. Guess the high wasn’t good enough after a while and Vickie came home with some good stuff one night, first time we did it man; she injected me and then tied off her own arm and wham! Next morning when I came to she was gone, man, just cold. Her body couldn’t take it. She died on me man. My folks took me back into the house. They tried but I didn’t want to live without Vickie. My Mom walked in on me just as I tried to hang myself from the light fixture in my room. They’re just a couple of typical middle class suburbanites, yuppies man. They didn’t know how to cope with it so here I am. You would be surprised to find out how many of these people are self-admitted. Sometimes they are kept here for weeks, some of them months, and in Jeremy’s case, three years.”
Volunteering a little of his own information. after Curt opened up to him, Mike said, “Yeah I know. I’m really depressed too. Wife problems myself.”
He left it at that but became stressed over this information about the long-term confinement of some of the patients. I can’t stay in here indefinitely. Ed said the police had found the bodies so soon people will be looking for me. More than a little worried, he lay down in the dark of his dorm.
A nurse came and found him around three and woke him. Each patient was called to talk to the psychiatric staff daily. It was his turn. Once in the board room he found himself before four staff members including the doctor who had admitted him. He held a manila folder with ‘Mike Renton’ written on the top right flap.
“The weekend psychiatrist, Dr. Smart,” he said remembering, and shook his hand.
“Mike, I see you are settling in with us just fine,” said Dr. Smart, referring to his paper work. “We have spoken to Ms. Hampton and we understand what she wants. We will be evaluating your behavior while you are with us and reporting back to her with our findings and recommendations.”
He was happy that having spoken to Jean Hampton the staff here was attuned to the circumstances and all seemed to be in agreement with her that he needed some rest while under observation. He gave off a calm exterior looking as positive as he could, hoping, watching and listening for the break he would need to ensure his stay here was just the weekend. He did not want to end up like Jeremy.
“Tell me a little about what caused this sudden choice to overdose, Mike,” asked Dr. Smart.
“Bonnie, my wife, and I have had a few rough months lately. Our relationship is a little rocky. We had an argument and she took off with the kids. I felt really depressed and well, one thing led to another. Anyway, here I am. Jean Hampton advised that I might benefit from some time for reflection before heading back to see her next week and as you know, suggested that I take advantage of your hospitality for the weekend.”
He hoped his voice carried enough empathy but with strength so they would know without any doubt that he was healing fast enough to only be here a couple of days, and that the story of his family strife would seem familiar enough to them to not go digging any deeper.
Dr. Smart and his staff exchanged looks and head nods, writing in their file, and then Dr. Smart said, “Ms. Hampton gave us a similar tale from when you had spoken with her. If there is anything we can do for the rest of your stay please call on one of us,” he said, waving his hand around the staff assembled in the room. “We will talk again tomorrow and see how you have been doing.”
After dinner was served, fried chicken, mashed potatoes and green beans with cornbread, he watched television until bedtime; game shows seemed to be the highlight of these people’s evening. Back in the dorm area, lights were turned out at nine. Finally collapsing into bed he slept the best sleep he had experienced since leaving Oklahoma.
The following morning was Sunday. A few patients went to early morning worship services, so he had an uninterrupted shower time again. Family members were dropping by about ten and staying through lunch. He sat off to the side, reading a dog-eared copy of Popular Mechanics, circa 1984.
Right before lunch he was again summoned before the medical board. Smiling and stepping smartly he tried to set a good impression on the group. Try to appear relaxed, just breathe. Dr. Smart asked him what he had been thinking about since they met yesterday.
“I’ve been thinking about my sons, Caleb and Seth, and how I will be able to take them camping and hunting as they grow older. I can’t wait to experience how much fun it will be to see them grow up and become young men,” he said.
“So, no more thought toward suicide then?”
He shook his head slowly, “No.”
“If we were to allow you to leave today what would you do?”
“I’d drive right back to Oklahoma and take care of my family situation. I need to make that right.”
The staff looked at each other, compared notes from the folders in front of them pointing out to each other various points, and conferred quietly at their end of the office.
Dr. Smart spoke. “Alright then Mike, you can leave after lunch today. We talked to Ms. Hampton yesterday after we had spoken with you, and she was in agreement that if you were feeling stronger she would be happy to get with you as soon as you get home.”
He stood, smiled, shook everyone’s hand and thanked them. Wanting to jump and scream hallelujah, he waited until after closing the door and pumped his fist in a victory salute, suitably composing himself until he reached his bed. Burrowing his face into the pillow he allowed himself a muffled yell of exaltation.
Moving slowly, so as not to bring any undue focus on his activities, he packed up his bag, and zipped it shut. He went back out to the lounge just in time to join the line of smokers who were shuffling out through the kitchen to the outside courtyard. He exchanged a few pleasantries with some of the group, waving to Crystal as she sat smoking on the bench. He even tossed a basketball through the hoop a couple of times. He was feeling stoked, but keeping subdued until he saw the outside of those swooshing doors with the air lock. The outside beckoned, but he was not there yet. Fifteen minutes later they entered the dining room again. He ate like it was his last meal. He needed the fuel for his upcoming trip. He had a plan.
Gonna make Vegas. Fuck Oklahoma and Jean Hampton. I’ve made it through this and survived. Got to keep rolling. Instead of heading south through Glendale in an effort to hit I-10 and start his return journey to Oklahoma, as he had just promised the doctors, Mike took the Sun City exit on to Hwy 60 and headed due west. Stopping for gas when entering Wickenburg about an hour later he continued on steadfast, never wavering. He picked up Hwy 93 just the other side of town. The route, crossing some of the most uninhabited desolate desert and mountain ranges was just fine; no one to see him or record a visual on his presence.
With his second-found freedom he had time to concentrate on his situation instead of focusing on weaving a tall tale for some doctor. He looked back in sorrow at what his life had become and why. She really had me wrapped around her little finger. Now I know why she had just appeared distracted so often, taken the kids out to the movies or Quail Creek Mall, an excuse to get away from me. I did everything she wanted done, including putting up a chainlink fence. She got everything she wanted. Why not, I loved her. If I could just have it back, if I could just do it over.
Meeting up briefly with I-40, just outside Kingman, he crossed the Nevada border intent on reaching Vegas by dusk. The realization of the enormity of his problems grew with every mile. The decision to live or die was in his hands. He fluctuated between the ideas constantly. The alternative to “pulling the trigger”, as it were, and killing himself, was to find a way to do it without physically having to stick the gun muzzle in his mouth, or slicing his wrists in some lonely motel bathroom.
He recalled a National Geographic Adventure magazine—his in-laws had given him a subscription for Christmas a couple of years ago—that had piqued his interest in hiking on one of the great trails of America. He had always wanted to travel to someplace with mountains and forests, not the flatlands of Oklahoma and Kansas. One in particular that seemed to call his name was the 2170 miles of the Appalachian Trail, Georgia to Maine. He had often voiced to everyone his inner desires to escape to the great wilderness that America offered. Now the Appalachian Trail seemed to be the epitome of escapism, survival living. Once in Vegas he could, what, catch a bus out of town, and head for Georgia? He could disappear into the unknown and deal with the visions that his mind’s eye kept throwing at him. Everything he had read talked about the healing nature of hiking, the time it gave for processing your own psychosis. It might give him the opportunity to just walk away from it all. Perhaps there, in the quiet comfort of aloneness, I’ll find the way to deal with my death, walking until too exhausted to continue, dehydration, starvation or perhaps getting bitten by a rattlesnake. All could lead to me dying on the side of the trail; suicide without having to actually actively participate. He was scared, tired and ready to give up. The trail would make that decision for him.
Upon reaching Las Vegas, he drove around the outskirts of the strip, passing the Greyhound bus station. Yeah, that would be the way to travel. Not being under the watchful eye of anyone. Folks on the bus were usually poor in spirit, or loners, escaping from someplace or something. He fit the mold. A bus leaving tonight, for Atlanta, would take him in the direction he felt himself drawn.
Looking for a fitting site to leave his truck—he would not need it anymore—he drove the back streets in one of the residential districts up behind City Hall. Finding a narrow street with no parking meters, he figured it would probably take three or four days for the police to slap a couple of tickets on an abandoned vehicle. He parked the truck at the curb on a nearly deserted street, with grey desolate houses. Hell, perhaps it might even get stolen, not that I care anymore. By the time it’s hauled to the City impound lot I’ll be in Georgia and heading north on the AT. By the time they check on the registration and notify Tinker Credit Union that their car is being held in Nevada I’ll be dead. Walking away, he did not look back, moving forward with conviction.
He walked the half mile or so back to where he had seen the bus station. Reconnoitering the area he noticed that it was adjacent to and about two blocks from the old downtown Vegas Strip. Nipping into the Golden Nugget he ignored the slot machines in the casino and headed for the hotel gift shop. People remember red hair; don’t want to stand out in a crowd. A ball cap will hide my hair and disguised in a Golden Nugget cap and t-shirt I’ll look like every other down on their luck tourist walking the Strip. Standing in the shadows on Main Street he stripped off his white t-shirt replacing it with the Golden Nugget shirt and pulled the cap down over his forehead, jacket draped over his bag. He discarded his old shirt in one of the trash receptacles outside the Greyhound depot.
His two duffels felt like lead the later it got. Realizing it had been several hours since he had eaten or drank he decided to remedy that at the first opportunity. Need to keep my strength up but first things first; need to get that ticket out of here. He stood in line with the throng of people that were waiting to buy their tickets, too. He pushed his luggage in front of him with his feet; he was feeling faint from hunger.
Finally almost an hour later he heard, “Next!”
The lady that sat in front of him had a very wide toothy smile causing a fleshy pink slit to emerge from the dark ebony folds of her many chins. She was a full-bodied woman with her hair done in a 1950’s style bouffant and horn-rimmed bejeweled glasses hanging from a silver chain balancing on her ample bosom, precariously threatening to disappear into her cleavage. Gold hoops hung from her earlobes and she wore a diamond Marilyn Monroe style piercing, through her upper lip. Mike had never experienced anyone quite so cosmopolitan before and caught himself staring.
“May I help you,” she asked in her broad Southern accent.
“Yes ma’am, I need to get on the next bus to Atlanta.”
“My my, what a polite young man. Calling Miss Bea, ma’am an’ all. Now, lets see,” she said, as her long fingernails racked over the computers keyboard, “I have a 5:05 tomorrow morning. Will that suit you baby?”
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