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To Zane Schmid and the Schmid family, whose passion and dedication as they fight to find a cure for Spinal Muscular Atrophy has inspired so many to accomplish so much.
“... the greatest defeat of all would be to live without courage, for that would hardly be living at all.”
—Gerald Ford
“All my life I’ve had one dream, to achieve my many goals.”
—Homer Simpson
“There they are,” said the ultrasound technician. “What?” I exclaimed. Simultaneously, my mouth opened wide, my body shook, and tears flowed as she informed my husband Keith and I that we would be expecting twins. I was overjoyed, shocked, and scared.
I had a great pregnancy, and we soon learned we were having twin girls. I pictured dressing them the same, braiding their hair, and getting them on the school bus for the first time. So many “firsts” were about to happen.
The girls were born in January 2009. Avery and Zane were beautiful and healthy. We couldn’t stop looking at them. Avery looked like Keith, and Zane looked like me. Those days were joyfully tiresome and busy.
I can remember it vividly. On their one month birthday, we took their picture, in matching outfits of course. Keith and I noticed Zane was not moving her head or legs as much as she was previously, but we didn’t think much of it. Two weeks later, the girls had a routine pediatrician appointment. I discussed our observations with the doctor. He assessed Zane, made a few phone calls, and suggested that Keith and I immediately take Zane to the emergency room. I was confused and scared. This was supposed to be a “routine” appointment, and now we were going to the emergency room?
After a grueling couple of days of tests, poking and prodding, Zane was diagnosed with Spinal Muscular Atrophy- Type I. We had never heard of this disease. The doctors explained what SMA was, informed us of the type of life a child with SMA leads, and most devastatingly, told us that she may not live past her first birthday. Our daughter had a terminal disease and statistics said she would only live a few more months. How could this be? We were devastated, shocked, confused, and angry.
There were times I found myself sobbing uncontrollably, and I felt like I didn’t know how to stop crying. I hated SMA. Keith and I shared many hugs over those next few days with few words spoken between us. We both couldn’t believe what had transpired. As we embraced our two girls, their smiles lead to our tears. As we stared at them, then focused on Zane, we shook our heads in disbelief. In the beginning, I would look at Zane and think to myself, “Is today the day we will lose her?”
In what seemed like a surreal moment, I stopped thinking like that. Zane had so many people that loved her. We had excellent medical care, and with our determination to help her fight this disease, she was going to beat SMA. I knew the statistics, but said, “It’s not going to be our daughter!” I truly felt she was going to beat this disease. She was special, a gift from God, and we weren’t going to give her back without a fight. I sprung into I am going to do everything mode to save her.
We were lucky to have Zane healthy for three months. Slowly, she started moving less and less, lost the ability to swallow, and she began to lose the tone in her muscles. All while having a smile on her face. The minds of children with SMA are unaffected. They tend to be very social and intellectual. Zane loved people. When she looked at you, she gave you her undivided attention. She had big brown eyes with long eyelashes. People were drawn towards her. One of her favorite activities (Keith’s too) was when he would lay her on her back and move her legs back and forth rapidly pairing his voice with the movements. She would gaze and smile at him. Avery and Zane were always together: on the play mat, in a crib, in a stroller, or sitting with us on the couch. They explored each other’s clothing and faces. Eventually, Zane needed arm slings to manipulate things in front of her. Other times, the girls would just smile at each other, sitting in silence.
Those three months were also a time of pure chaos. Weekly, if not daily doctor’s appointments, in home medical training, continuous medical equipment deliveries, early intervention therapies, insurance paperwork, locating and/or making adaptive equipment, countless phone calls, and trying to successfully run a household. We did it with support. Support from each other, our wonderful families, our fantastic friends, the community, and Families of Spinal Muscular Atrophy — www.fsma.org. Whether it was one person or a group, each party in their own way helped our family through this difficult time.
Zane became ill one beautiful spring day in May. She was pale, really pale. Her oxygen levels were low, and she was struggling to breathe. I looked at Keith, and he returned the frightened look back to me. That thought came to me. “Is today THE day?” Frantically, we loaded her into the car and drove to the emergency room. She was admitted for twenty-seven days. Zane had contracted the flu. There were many days of one step forward and three steps backwards. She had to fight, and she did. Some days were harder than others for her. She always smiled except when it was time to put the Bi- Pap mask on her. The hospital staff was caring and comforting. They loved Zane, and she loved them. Between Keith, myself, and our compassionate circle of family and friends, Zane was never alone. There was always someone there to cheer her on. Slowly her condition started to improve. The discussion of being discharged was so exciting. At one point, I was jumping up and down while holding her in my arms. Avery and Zane had not seen each other in twenty-seven days, aside from pictures. We couldn’t wait to have our family together again.
I brought Zane home that day. She slept in the car. At every red light, I turned around and looked at her. Sometimes I smiled or shed tears of joy and relief that she was healthy again. When the girls saw each other, Avery reached forward in Zane’s direction. Zane looked at Avery, and she started whimpering. Keith and I thought this moment was going to be more than it was. As the hours passed, we noticed Zane sounded congested. We had to suction her frequently. I was getting nervous, but didn’t voice my feelings out loud.
Within twelve hours of being home, we called 911. It was 2 a.m. Zane’s breathing was shallow; she was pale, and barely responsive. Before the ambulance arrived, Keith and I talked to her, provided oxygen, and quickly repacked to go back to the hospital. We were running on adrenalin.
The hospital staff couldn’t believe we were back and so quickly. Zane’s smile was absent and she seemed listless. It felt different this time; she was different. I did not leave her side for three days. On the third day, the doctors approached Keith and me. As we sat in the small room, weeping, they presented Zane’s options to us. Although I was making eye contact and trying to listen, I just kept thinking, “How am I here right now having this discussion?” Keith sat next to me while holding my hand. I couldn’t look at him without falling apart. Zane’s condition was deteriorating. With all possible medical procedures being done, Zane was suffering. As we looked into her sullen eyes, we felt she was telling us she couldn’t fight anymore and that it would be alright. Nature took its course. Keith and I lay in bed with her, embracing her for two hours as she peacefully passed away. Our beautiful, five-month-old daughter rested in our arms. She was at peace; she was free of a debilitating disease. This is Spinal Muscular Atrophy.
Since Zane’s passing, Keith and I have grieved together and alone, similarly and differently. When Avery sees Zane’s picture, she reaches for it. She smiles at her twin. Although she will have no memory of Zane, we will share our memories and tell her how brave her twin sister fought this disease.
For weeks, I was in shock, disbelief. I seemed to function at times as if there was nothing wrong. I would cry, but then I found myself in Zane’s room putting away her clothes. I have come to terms with Zane’s death. Throwing myself into raising awareness for SMA, helping to fundraise, and talking to anyone who will listen is how I am coping with my daughter’s death. We will continue our quest until there is a cure for SMA. The fact that there is promising stem cell research being done gives us great hope that children may be cured. Yes, we wish it was Zane, but it is not. God had a different purpose for her. Zane’s story has inspired so many people; friends, family members, acquaintances, and strangers across the country. This book is an example of one person being inspired by a five-month-old baby.
Chris was inspired by Zane. We want to thank him for writing this story. It will teach you a bit about SMA and what a child and family experiences. It touched our hearts that he wanted to write this book even though he never met Zane. So, Chris, thank you for your hard work, time, and vision in creating this superb story.
Hillary Dunlop Schmid
Beth Groves glanced at the small clock as it chimed 10:00 p.m. It was one of the few things she’d brought this humid July night before they’d rushed to University of Philadelphia hospital from her father’s home in Wynnewood, twenty minutes from center city Philadelphia. She had never heard of Type One Spinal Muscular Atrophy when she gave birth to Michele on Valentine’s Day five months ago. Now, she’d read more on the subject than she’d ever dreamed, and it all told her the same thing. Her daughter was going to die.
She kissed and rubbed her daughter’s pale forehead as she sat by Michele’s bedside, trying not to disturb the ugly BiPap breathing apparatus that covered her daughter’s face. It was the machine she hated the most because her daughter’s smile disappeared each time she’d have to wear it. Her smile had been the last thing Beth had to keep her going as Michele’s body shut down from the disease, and now it was gone too.
“Please God,” Beth said, listening to the heart monitor’s rhythmic beep as she prayed. “Please make this terrible disease go away.”
The door swung open as Beth’s father entered. He placed his jacket on the table and walked over to her. “How is she, sweetheart?”
Beth looked up at him and shook her head as she continued to stroke her daughter’s hair and face. “I’m losing her, Daddy,” she said, “I just wish Steve—”
“I know, Beth. I know.”
Beth’s dad placed his large hands on Beth’s shoulders and leaned over and kissed his granddaughter. Beth buried her head into her father’s chest as he embraced her.
“Is Melissa here yet?” she asked, her voice muffled as she spoke into his gray turtleneck.
“She’s on her way.” The room phone rang, and he said, “That must be her. You answer it and tell her I’m coming downstairs to sign her in.” Her father kissed the top of her head as he headed for the door. Getting visitors up to the room was a frustrating exercise since it required one of them to leave Michele for up to ten minutes just to retrieve anyone.
He headed out of the room as she picked up the phone on the third ring.
“Hey sis, Dad will be right down,” she said.
“Excuse me?” the unfamiliar voice asked.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said. “I thought it was my sister arriving.”
“Ah, I see,” he said. “No Mrs. Groves, my name is Dr. Thomas Schad, and I’m calling to speak to you about your daughter. Her name is Michele, correct?”
“Well, yes, but—”
“And she has Type One Spinal Muscular Atrophy?”
“Who is this again?” she asked.
“Like I said Mrs. Groves, my name is Dr. Schad. Dr. Thomas Schad.”
“Have we met before, Dr. Schad?”
“No, Mrs. Groves, we haven’t. I was only recently contacted by someone who felt I could help Michele.”
She tried to think who could have called him, maybe the hospital administrator, a doctor on call, or a nurse.
“I’m not quite sure I understand, doctor,” she said. “I’ve seen or talked to just about every SMA specialist in the country, and I’ve never heard your name mentioned during our conversations.”
“Well, I don’t specialize in SMA. I’m more of a ‘jack of all trades’.”
“Look, I’m sorry, Dr. Schad, I don’t know who contacted you, but my father and I—”
“Beth, I can cure your daughter.”
She covered her mouth. “But, but how. They said—”
“They’re wrong. I promise you.”
She didn’t respond. Instead she glanced at her daughter’s breathing apparatus.
“Mrs. Groves, we need to continue the rest of this conversation in person if you’re interested in what I have to say. There’s a small office just a short walk from the hospital.”
“Well, yes, of course I’m interested. But my daughter—I’m afraid to leave her side in case something happens. I’d really prefer to do the meeting here.”
“I understand your reluctance to leave her, Mrs. Groves, but everything has already been set up at the office. Perhaps your father could remain with Michele while we go over the details here.”
The doctor on-call had assured her Michele would sleep for the next few hours because of the intravenous pain medication she was receiving. However, Michele’s condition was grave, and leaving her daughter’s side, even for a moment, seemed crazy to her. But if there was any hope, any chance that what this guy said was true, didn’t she owe it to Michele to at least check it out?
“How did you know my father—”
“Everything will be explained once you arrive,” he said. “The address is 1425 Spruce Street, Office 4B. It’s just up the elevator to the second floor and down the hall on your right. I’ll make sure the lobby doors are unlocked by the time you get here at say, 10:30? That should give you plenty of time.”
She glanced at the clock—it was 10:10 p.m.
“Don’t worry, Mrs. Groves, everything is going to be just fine.”
With that, the line went dead. She set the phone down and stood for a moment, staring at her daughter.
Her father opened the door, cleaning the lid of a Diet Sprite as he attempted to close the door behind him with his leg.
“Your sister wasn’t there,” he said. “Figured I wouldn’t waste the trip and got you something to drink. Here you go.”
He pushed the soda towards her, but she didn’t move or take her eyes off Michele.
“Beth? What is it?”
“Some guy named Dr. Schad just called,” she said.
“Dr. Schad? Who’s Dr. Schad?”
“I, I’m not sure...”
“Here, tell me what happened.”
Her father pulled the other chair over in front of Michele’s bed and faced her. He opened the soda can and handed it to her again. She took a long sip before she returned it to him.
“Okay, so what exactly did this guy say?”
“He said his name was Dr. Thomas Schad, and he’s some sort of specialist who can cure Michele.”
“Cure her? Oh, c’mon.”
“Yes, he claimed he could cure her. He wants me to meet him at some office just down the street while you stay with Michele.”
“Absolutely not,” her father said, standing up from his chair and waving her off as he walked over to the window. “He’s obviously a fraud.”
“But Dad—”
“No, I’m not letting my daughter go off in the middle of the night to speak with some snake oil salesman who’s preying on her emotions.”
She walked over to her father and looked out the window with him.
“What would Mom have done?”
He half-chuckled and looked down. “She’d already have told me to stuff it and be out the door.”
“I was praying for a miracle, Daddy,” she said. “Maybe this Dr. Schad is the answer to my prayers.”
“But he’s not, Beth,” he said, shaking his head. “I see people like this all the time—”
She fought back tears and placed her head on her father’s chest. “Please, Daddy. I don’t care. I have to try.”
He wrapped his arms around her, and he stroked her hair. “Beth, you know I’d do anything for you and Michele, but—”
She sighed, remembering when her father used to hold her, whether it was when she’d had a fever or gotten scared by a thunderstorm. “What if it was me, Daddy?” she asked. “What would you do if it was me?”
He rubbed his daughter’s back. “I’d do anything, sweetheart. You know that.”
She wiped her eyes as she pulled back from him. “Then you know I have to do this for Michele,” she said.
“Alright, sweetheart, alright,” he said. “But at least let me go and see what his story is.”
“No, Daddy,” she said. “I’m her mother. It’s my job, not yours, and I’m going.”
She grabbed her purse and checked her appearance in the mirror on the door. He brushed the lint from the sleeve of her shirt.
“Be careful, Beth,” he said. “You call me the minute you’re done.”
“I will,” she said. “I love you, Dad.”
“I love you, too.” They embraced for a moment before she walked to Michele’s bedside. The breathing machine hummed in her ear as she leaned over to kiss her daughter’s tiny hand, which Michele couldn’t move on her own any longer. She kissed and cradled it in her own.
“I won’t let you down, sweetie,” she whispered. “I promise.” She squeezed Michele’s hand and headed out the door.
Beth arrived at 1425 Spruce Street just fifteen minutes after she’d hung up with Dr. Schad. The building was a non-descript office complex, one of a dozen similar structures that dotted the area around the sprawling hospital grounds. She’d passed it before when they’d had to park in the adjacent private lot during her daughter’s previous visits. The white building numerals above the outer doors had faded, and few lights in the lobby were on. Taking a deep breath, she headed towards the front entrance.
She pushed open the lobby door and hurried inside. The small lobby wasn’t decorated, and an inactive fountain covered most of it, flanked by a pair of benches that formed a virtual “V”. She walked across the empty lobby to the bank of elevators, unnerved by the sound of the occasional drip of water from the fountain head splashing into the murky blue pool below.
She stepped out of the elevator as the doors opened to the second floor. Unlike the lobby, there were no lights on in the hallway at all; the only light came from the open doorway on the right side of the hall. No nameplate hung noting the room number or Dr. Schad. She peered inside the office and saw an older man sitting at a single desk in the middle of the room working on a laptop. The desk also had a phone, small printer and green lamp on it that provided the light for the room. Another door was to the left of the desk, with a sign on it that said ‘Warning— Not A Fire Exit’. There was a single folding chair on her side of the desk.
“Hello? Dr. Schad?” she asked as she knocked on the open door.
He lifted his head and looked her over before returning to his work. “Please have a seat, Mrs. Groves,” he said as he directed her to the open chair. “I’ll be with you momentarily.” He was white and in his late fifties, his hair and thick beard and moustache mostly white, save for some flecks of black. His vintage grey pinstripe suit was buttoned and tailored, and his thin-rimmed glasses pressed against his nose and face.
She unzipped her jacket and tucked her long skirt under her as she sat down on the uncomfortable metal chair. Dr. Schad ignored her presence as he tapped away on the keyboard for another minute before the printer came to life and spit out multiple sheets of paper. He drummed his hand on the desk and glanced at his watch while she shifted in her seat as the machine droned on.
“I apologize for the delay. I know you must be eager to get started,” he said. The printer stopped, and he flipped through the stack of papers for a few moments. He nodded and placed the papers on the desk facing her.
“There we go,” he said. “Shall we begin, Mrs. Groves?”
She nodded and pulled her chair up. “Please, call me Beth,” she said.
“Very well, Beth, as I told you during our phone call, my name is Dr. Thomas Schad. Here’s my card.”
He handed her a faded business card that almost slipped through her fingers as she took it from him. It simply read—
Dr. Thomas Schad
(888) 667-3981
“I’m not a specialist in this area,” he said, “but this particular treatment has proven to be effective with a wide variety of patients and their various diseases, including Michele’s. However, I’d like to review her official records online before I get into specifics about the procedure. Would that be okay with you?”
“Yes, please, whatever you need,” she said.
“Alright, I’ll just need you to sign at the bottom of the top page where I’ve indicated with an X.” Dr. Schad took a gold pen from his coat pocket and handed it to her. She scribbled her signature in the bottom box and handed the page to him. “Don’t you even want to read it?” he asked.
“I’ve read that same HIPAA form a hundred times,” she said. “I could recite it by heart.”
“I know,” he said. “But I want you to trust me about everything I have you sign. Here, just take a moment and make sure you’re comfortable with it.” He handed the paper back to her, and she read the generic HIPAA release form giving him access to Michele’s records.
“This is fine,” she said and slid it back to him. “I appreciate the thought, though.”
He nodded and placed the paper in an empty manila folder he pulled out of the desk drawer and typed in some information on his laptop. He lifted his glasses and squinted at the output on the screen and returned to the paper to jot down some notes. It took about three minutes to finish writing down everything he needed off the screen. What is taking so long, she thought, checking her cell phone and sighing when she saw the “No Service” message on her phone.
“Well this is good news,” he said. “It appears I can have your daughter completely cured and fully recovered within three days.”
“Three days?” she asked, pushing the hair out of her face. “That’s, that’s not possible.”
“Of course it is,” he said. “Here, take a look for yourself.” He spun the laptop screen towards her and enlarged the window with Michele’s information. There were several complex mathematical equations on the screen and her vital statistics. Directly above this information spun a 3-D image of Michele, including the birthmark on the back of her right thigh. Blinking in the bottom right hand corner was the following information: “Predicted Death Rate—Zero percent. Prognosis—Full Recovery.”
She tapped her teeth with her thumbnail as she stared at the information. “This is certainly impressive,” she said. “But I’m not—”
“Convinced?” he asked. “I wouldn’t expect you to be. It’s only a computer simulation, after all, and I know how every doctor Michele’s seen has been telling you that your daughter’s condition is both incurable and fatal. But I wouldn’t have pulled you away from her side if I couldn’t do exactly what I just told you.”
Beth rubbed her earlobe as he spoke.
“I’m sorry, Dr. Schad,” she said, shaking her head. “I want to believe you, I really do, it’s just—”
“Part of you thinks I’m nuts, right?” he asked as he leaned closer and smirked.
“Well...” she said, looking at the floor.
He chuckled. “Alright, maybe all of you think I’m nuts. That’s okay, you’re not the first, and you certainly won’t be the last. But I’m not about to lie to you in any way. It would not only be a breach of our contract, but I’d be costing myself a considerable amount of money, since with this procedure I don’t get paid unless the treatment is successful.”
“I’d pay any price to save Michele,” she said.
“Of course, Beth,” he said. “That’s why I’m here. So let’s get down to business.”
Dr. Schad got up from his chair and came around the desk. He smiled as he walked past her and looked in the hallway before continuing. She read through the remaining paperwork as he settled back into his chair.
He said, “So, what we need to do—”
She put up her hand to cut him off. “What’s this part here about some person called the host?” she asked as she pointed at the paperwork.
“That section refers to the obligations of the two involved parties besides me, who are identified in the contract as the patient and the host,” he said.
“Who is the host?”
“That’s what I wanted to explain. Before you commit to anything, it’s important I go over the details of the procedure and the financial options you’ll have. This information is also covered in the documents in front of you, and you’re under no obligation to do anything until you sign. But this agreement cannot be changed, altered, or re-structured for any reason. You either accept all the terms and conditions or you don’t. Do you understand?”
The room was silent as he waited for her response. She nodded and set the paperwork back down in front of her.
“Very well,” he said. “This procedure is straightforward, but it’s more complicated for certain children under the age of one. The host has to meet certain criteria and that can vary greatly based on the patient’s age and vital statistics.”
“Alright...?” she said.
“So, getting back to your question, the host is someone who is the approximate age, sex, ethnic background, and weight of the patient. It’s also very important the new host is free from any sort of major medical issues of his or her own, things like deformities, birth defects, etc. What I always tell people is the host basically can’t have anything that can’t be treated at one of those drugstore clinics. That’s the easiest way to think of it. Hosts are carefully screened before the procedure begins anyway, but letting people know that upfront saves a lot of time and aggravation later on.”
“I’m sorry, I’m not sure I’m following you. Are you saying another little girl needs to be a part of this procedure?”
He nodded and opened the bottom desk drawer, removing a bottle of water and two plastic cups. He set the two cups on the desk in front of her, pouring part of the bottle into the cup on the left.
“I used to try and just explain this part,” he said. “But I’ve found it’s easier for people to follow if I use these props. Now, this cup with the water is Michele, and this other cup is the host I’ve been speaking of.”
Taking an Alka-Seltzer packet from his coat pocket, he ripped open the package and dropped the tablets into the Michele cup. “The chemical compound I’ve developed is injected into Michele’s body, causing a similar reaction with her SMA to what you see happening with the water in this cup,” he said. “As you can see, this reaction is immediate and rather violent, and needs to be out of her system as quickly as possible. So it’s moved.” He poured the fizzing water into the empty cup. “To the host, thus leaving Michele free of both her disease and the chemicals I’ve used. A day or two of bed rest, and she’ll be as good as new.”
“But, but what about this cup?” Beth asked as she pointed at it on the desk. “What happens to the other little girl, the host?”
Dr. Schad dropped his head and took a long breath. He wiped his nose and replaced his glasses before he continued. “The host dies, Beth,” he explained. “There’s simply no other way the procedure will work.”
“You can’t mean...” She avoided his eyes as the impact of what he’d said sunk in. Her face turned white and she sat in stunned silence for several moments before she covered her mouth.
“Here, please, have something to drink,” he said as he slid the half-empty water bottle across the desk to her.
She ignored the offer and shook her head. “How could you?” she asked.
“How could I what?” he asked. “All I did was explain how the procedure worked.”
“You said you’ve done this with children before!”
“Well I have, but—”
The chair almost tipped over as she bolted up out of it. “Then you’re a monster. An inhuman monster who murders children for your own profit!”
“I resent that!” he said. “I’m a doctor who—”
She waved him off and swung her purse over her shoulder. “You’re no doctor,” she said. “You’re the devil.”
Dr. Schad searched his pockets and pulled out a crumpled Post-It note. “On the contrary, Mrs. Groves,” he said, grabbing the phone off his desk and dialing. “I’ll think you’ll find I’m the answer to your prayers.”
He paused for a moment as he held the phone to his ear. “Go ahead,” he said and slammed the phone down, glaring at her as she gathered her coat.
“I’d like to show you something before you storm out of here.” He whipped the laptop around towards her and hit the enter key to bring up a new web browser. Nothing happened on the screen. He held up one finger as she moved towards the door.
“I’ve got nothing more to—” She froze as the video of Michele came up on the computer screen. The camera must have been directly over her daughter’s bed at the hospital. Michele was awake. Her blue eyes looked into the camera.
“Michele,” Beth whispered. She retook her seat and pulled the laptop closer. Dr. Schad walked around the desk and folded his arms as he stood beside her. Without warning, Michele’s back arched and her mouth opened wide. Since there was no sound, it was impossible to tell if she was screaming or simply gasping for breath.
“Oh god, what did you do to her?” she asked.
“Give it a moment,” he said.
Michele was joined in frame by Beth’s father and then a nurse, who was attempting to adjust some of the attached machines that were wrenched loose by her daughter’s sudden movement. They pushed on Michele’s chest to bring her back to the bed. Her head turned from side to side as they held her down and then, nothing. There was no movement of any kind as her eyes closed.
“You killed her!” Beth screamed as she jumped up and lunged towards him. He grabbed her hands as she attempted to strike him and turned her back towards the monitor.
“Mrs. Groves, please, just watch the screen!” he said as he struggled to control her.
As she tried to break free from Dr. Schad’s grip, the video feed showed Michele’s eyes open. She smiled. Her arms and legs, which hadn’t moved in weeks, now kicked and swung without restriction. She turned her head and continued to kick about as she saw her grandfather, who kissed and hugged her while she grabbed at his nose and fingers. The nurse scurried off camera and brought the doctor back with her to examine Michele.
As Beth watched, she stopped fighting Dr. Schad and now embraced him. To his shoulder she kept saying, “Thank you, thank you.”
“I’m very happy you’re pleased with these results, but I must caution you,” he said as he pulled her away and looked her in the eyes, “this was only a temporary solution to stabilize her for the full treatment. Without a signed agreement in place in the next two hours, this will wear off, and she’ll be back on life support and die shortly thereafter, just as she would have if I hadn’t intervened.”
Beth turned back towards the screen, which showed her daughter with more spirit and energy than at any other time in her short life. She bowed her head towards the floor and pulled at her left arm with her right hand.
“I, I just don’t think I can just grab someone’s child and—”
“You’re not grabbing anyone,” he said. “I told you children this young are more complicated and that’s because unlike adults or even older children, they’re too young to consent to this procedure on their own. For children under the age of one to be used as a host, a child’s biological parent must give their consent. Siblings and children who have been adopted or orphaned are not eligible, and a DNA test is done to verify the identity.”
“A parent has to consent?”
He nodded.
“What sort of person would ever agree to such a thing?” she asked.
“Not everyone is as loving and devoted as you are, Mrs. Groves,” he said. “I’ve seen all types of parents in the world, raising their children any number of ways. Why do people give their children up for adoption? Or beat them? Or sell them? Parents are tested by their children every day, and sadly many of them fail to do what’s best. I wish every parent was like you, Beth, but I’d be naïve if I believed that would happen.”
She sat back in her chair and looked at the floor. She fiddled with her earlobe, looking once again at Dr. Schad.
“And you’ve seen people agree to this before?” she asked.
“In Michele’s case, it isn’t an issue. A host has already been identified and the paperwork drawn up.”
“It has?”
“That’s correct,” he said.
“Well who is it?”
“I can’t reveal that until you’ve signed the agreement, but rest assured, the baby doesn’t have a parent like you.” He looked at his watch and gathered the paperwork, placing it in the manila folder. “I don’t mean to rush you, Beth. But I’m sure your father has been trying to contact you about the happy news with Michele, and the cell reception in this building is awful. You have a couple hours to make up your mind, and I want you to enjoy this time with your daughter and make the right decision.”
She nodded and took the folder from him. Michele’s face was still visible on the computer screen, and Beth watched every gesture with a growing smile that disappeared when she looked back at the cup of milky water on the desk.
“Is this even legal?” she asked as she rose from her chair.
“That’s all covered in the paperwork,” he said. “While it’s crafted to protect all parties, you shouldn’t be concerned with breaking the law. You just worry about the cost of the procedure and doing what’s best for your daughter.”
“Of course, doctor.” She took her purse and pointed at the closed door in the room. “Can I get out that way?”
He glanced over at the warning sign and pointed at the door she used when she arrived. “You can,” he said, “But you’d be better off going back the way you came.”
“Alright,” she said, and headed back towards the hallway. “Goodbye, Dr. Schad. I’ll call you soon with my decision.”
“Goodbye, Beth,” he said. “I’m sure you’ll do the right thing for Michele.”
She headed back to the elevator, and attempted to dial Michele’s room, but the call wouldn’t go through until she exited the building. A lone car startled her as it streaked past on the quiet street, and she dropped the phone and folder of information. Picking up the scattered pages, she saw phrases like “chemical burning” and “carcass disposal”. Her phone beeped at her feet. It read—
You have 3 Missed Calls.
You have 1 Voicemail.
She picked up the phone to dial her voicemail and pressed the phone to her ear as she dashed across the street.
“Press One to hear new messages, Press—”
Hurry up, she thought, quickly bypassing the rest of the menu. The message began, her face turning ashen as she listened. She stopped and replayed the message from the beginning, hand trembling as she pushed each key. But there was no mistaking Dr. Schad’s voice in the message she heard. It consisted of just two words—
“Go ahead.”
Three months later
“Another damn upward dog? What’s next, Sarah, waterboarding?” Jim asked.
The workout DVD had just started, and Sarah Knox was already tired of her husband’s incessant whining. He’d promised her that they’d start working out together every morning at the beginning of October, but he had found one excuse after another not to do so. Now that she’d finally forced him to follow through on the promise at 7:30 a.m. on Saturday, he’d done nothing but complain from the moment she pulled him out of bed.
“Yes Jim, I’m sure most terrorists are subject to basic yoga moves to make them talk,” she said. “We only have to do this part for two minutes, you big baby.”
“Easy for you to say, girls are supposed to be good at stuff like this.”
“You realize the instructor’s a guy, don’t you?”
“He’s the exception that proves the rule?”
“Nice try,” she said.
“Maybe they’re using CGI?” he asked.
“For an exercise video?”
Jim collapsed on the floor, losing his balance again. “Is there any answer here that gets me out of this?”
“No.”
“Then sure, what the hell.”
Sarah pulled him to his feet and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek as they started the next section. “Try to keep up,” she said, smiling as they began jogging in place.
“You know,” he said, gasping for breath like he’d been at it four hours instead of four minutes, “I would have been happy to just go biking again.”
“Oh really?” she asked. She nodded at a picture of him on the mantle above the fireplace with full cycling gear on, standing next to an expensive looking bike.
“C’mon, that was over three years ago and was an accident.”
“You smashed it in the garage with your softball bat!”
“I was off my meds.”
“Flintstone Vitamins don’t count as meds.”
“I respectfully disagree.”
“Fine,” she said and smoothly transitioned into the next exercise. “Can you cite any other incidents of Flintstone Vitamins causing their users to lash out violently against a birthday present from their wife?”
“I believe some government studies are ongoing.”
“Really? Which government would that be? Bedrock’s?”
Her question went unanswered as the speaker on Jim’s work phone crackled to life in the kitchen.
“Hey, Knox, you there?” asked the voice on Jim’s push-to-talk phone.
Jim knocked Sarah from her mat and into the couch as he scrambled to the kitchen counter and grabbed it. The gravelly voice was Jim’s supervisor, Derek Sands. He’d been Jim’s supervisor at CRC Cable ever since he’d hired Jim as an installer over a year ago, and from what she’d observed from their few short exchanges, beneath Derek’s gruff exterior lay yet another gruff exterior.
“Yeah, Derek, hey I’m here,” he said. “What’s up?”
“That jackass Damon called out sick again. Can you take his service appointments this morning?” Derek asked. “He’s only got two, and then Zulowhatever his name is coming on.”
Jim glanced over at Sarah, who paused the workout and dabbed at beads of sweat on her face with a towel. She shook her head and mouthed, “No.”
“Hey, yeah, sure no problem,” he said and ducked to avoid the towel flying by. “What time?”
“Not till 9:30, but I need you to stop at dispatch and get the work orders for each around nine.”
“Alright, no problem,” he said. “I’ll be there.”
“Yeah, fine,” Derek said. “But don’t think this means I owe you one.”
Jim set the phone down and snapped his fingers in mock disappointment. “Sorry, Sarah. But you heard Derek,” he said. “Duty calls.”
“Nice try, honeybunch, but there’s no way you’re getting out of this that easily. I’ll just save this till tonight.”
She clicked off the DVD player and flipped to the beginning of the TODAY show being recorded with their Tivo. She tossed the remote onto the couch, walked into the kitchen and grabbed a water bottle from the fridge. He shambled over and tried to kiss her, but she pushed him aside as she went back to the family room.
“What are you so mad about?” he asked. “Don’t you have that stupid bake sale today anyway?”
“That’s not the point, Jim,” she said. “We were supposed to work out together today, and you promised me you’d go to the store as well. I’d really, really like you to get to that soon, please.”
“Yeah, I saw the color-coded and categorized list you put together. I’ll do it later.”
“That’s what you said yesterday. And the day before that.”
“Well I didn’t know I was going to have to go into work.”
“Oh, I know,” she said. “You just had to go in.”
“Hey, if you want me around on weekends, I can always take that job in Texas,” he said, settling into the recliner in front of the TV. Jim’s brother Cam had a sales position open at his company in Austin, but it would mean living down there during the week and flying home to Pennsylvania each weekend. “I have to give him an answer by Friday about that.”
“The answer is still no,” she said, frowning at the mere mention of the word Texas. “We already decided you’re not taking that job.”
“Well as long as WE’VE decided,” he said. “I think it merits further discussion.”
“You really want to be an account executive who sells sporting goods to stores in Texas?”
“Maybe,” he said. “Don’t forget, my territory would include the entire southwest region. Besides, I’d be making twice the money for half the work.”
“Except I’d never get to see you,” she said, folding her arms. “I hate it when you bring this up. You know it upsets me.”
“Bring what up?” he asked. “The fact that I want to make more money? Or that I want to get back into sales?”
“We don’t need the money. We’re doing just fine. Just stop talking about it, okay?” she asked.
“Yeah, because we could never use more money. I still want—” He stopped when he saw a commercial for Nolan Realty appear on screen.
“Oh, yes!” he said. “Let’s see what Cal’s got cooked up for this one.” Jim was a huge fan of Cal Nolan, the owner of Nolan Realty who’d inherited the company from his father eighteen months ago. Cal gave Nolan Realty a sexy new image when he took over and fired every realtor the company had and began a nationwide recruiting effort for the “hottest” realtors in the country to come to Philadelphia. He offered a starting base salary of $75,000 plus a tiny commission, which was unheard of in an industry where realtors depended on commission almost exclusively. There was a lot of snickering and outrage about “Hooters Realty,” but it worked and was now one of the most successful companies in the Philadelphia area. Much of the company s newfound success was attributed to the accompanying risqué commercials that bordered on soft core porn.
Sarah grabbed the remote and fast-forwarded quickly through the commercial.
“Oh, c’mon,” he said. “I wanted to see if that was a new one with Nolan’s Knockouts.”
“Nolan’s Knockouts?”
“Yeah, that’s what he’s calling them now. This one ad I just saw starts off with this shot of a forest and then—”
“I don’t want to know,” she said. “Those commercials are all the same anyway. Cal always wears that same cheesy tuxedo while a bunch of his realtors—”
“Knockouts,” he corrected her.
“Whatever. I didn’t record this show to watch him or his Knockouts in some smutty commercial. I recorded it to watch this.” She pointed at the screen and stopped fast-forwarding as a video montage began of a baby girl.
“Coming up next on TODAY, we check in on Michele Groves, the remarkable little girl who just three months ago appeared to be hours from death with what’s known as SMA, or Spinal Muscular Atrophy, a rare genetic disorder in children. Her sudden and complete recovery from this previously thought to be incurable disease stunned doctors and provided inspiration to millions of Americans. After months of silence, Michele and her mother Beth are back for another exclusive interview here on the TODAY show, live, in studio, right after this.”
The camera cut to show both mother and daughter sitting on the couch, mom smiling nervously into the camera with her daughter happily playing beside her. The screen faded into another commercial for Nolan Realty. Sarah sighed and hit fast-forward on the remote.
“Wait—who was that again?” he asked. “She looks awfully familiar.”
“I already told you, I’m not watching—”
“Not the commercial,” he said as he took the remote and rewound to the shot of the mother and daughter. “Her.”
Sarah turned and gave him a funny look. “You’re kidding, right? That’s that little girl I was watching all those stories about a while back.”
Jim stared at her blankly.
“Terminal illness suddenly cured? Brings joy to millions? Lives in the area? Any of this ring a bell?”
“I guess,” he said. “I remember you crying about some kid on TV. I meant her mom. What was her name?”
“Beth.”
“Beth what?”
“Beth Groves, but her maiden name is Snyder. She’s been a widow for over a year now, and I read somewhere she might change it, but she apparently never did.”
“So she only does interviews for the TODAY show or something?”
“Yeah, pretty much. She’s had book offers, movie offers, a reality show, you name it, and she’s been offered it. So far Beth turned everything down except these two interviews, and she supposedly only agreed to do these as a favor for her sister Melissa who’s a producer at the NBC station in town.”
Jim snapped his fingers at the screen. “Melissa Snyder!” he shouted. “Yes! That’s how I know who that is. Melissa Snyder was two years above me in high school. She had a younger sister Beth who went to an all-girls school, so she could ride horses or something.”
“Ride horses?”
“I dunno, something like that. Melissa was the one I cared about. Now there was a girl who would’ve been perfect as one of Nolan’s Knockouts.”
“Did you date her or something?”
“Well, if by date you mean masturbated to her picture in ‘Teen Magazine about a thousand times then sure, I dated her.”
“OK, first of all—gross,” she said. “Second, ‘Teen Magazine? Really?”
“What, I was fifteen. I liked looking at girls my own age.”
Sarah raised an eyebrow and folded her arms as she stared at him.
“Oh, whatever Sarah. That was twenty years ago.”
“It’s still weird.”
“ANYWAY,” he said, redirecting the conversation, “Melissa used to model for them in high school. Did some other stuff too, but that was her big thing. She was the reason I never missed Latin class.”
“Were you even friends with her?”
“Hardly. I sometimes ended up being partnered with her for worksheets we had to do, though. She seemed pretty nice. I never really said that much. I was too busy making sure my erection wasn’t showing.”
“Some things never change,” she said.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked.
“I mean like on Halloween when Carol came around with Marianne wearing that ridiculous French maid costume.” Carol was a young, single mother living with her daughter Marianne two houses up in their townhouse community in Springfield. She’d explained her outfit by saying she was going to a party later, but Sarah hadn’t bought it then or now.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. “That was nothing but a Kit Kat bar in my jacket pocket and some bad lighting.”
“You weren’t wearing a jacket.”
“I wasn’t?”
She shook her head slowly. “No, you weren’t. And besides, she wasn’t even wearing it right.”
“Could have fooled me,” he muttered.
She glanced at him and hopped off the couch, walking over to the hutch in the corner of the family room. Opening the bottom doors, she pulled out a light blue photo album and flipped through the photos. “Now this is how you wear a French maid costume,” she said, closing the door with her foot and handing him the album as she sat on the arm of his chair. “Notice the feather duster matches the outfit.”
He took it from her and coughed when he saw her picture. “When the hell was this taken?”
“It was junior year during my sorority Halloween party. I’m sure you’ve seen it before.”
“Yeah, I think I’d remember that if I had. Can I keep this?” he asked as he pointed to the picture.
“You have the real thing, Jimmy,” she said, taking the photo album back from him. He whimpered as she closed it. “How on earth did you ever get me to marry you?” she asked, shaking her head.
“I think I got you drunk on Southern Comfort and Mr. Pibb.”
“No, that’s just why I first went out with you,” she said and smiled. “Why else would I have agreed to a date with someone sporting those ridiculous muttonchops?”
“Oh, that’s right,” he said, “but they were not muttonchops, they were sideburns, and they were hip.”
“Of course they were. Now, are we done? I’d like to watch this interview.”
“Yeah, sure, here you go,” he said, handing her the remote and heading towards the stairs. “I gotta get ready for work anyway.”
The house phone rang as Sarah settled into the couch. Naturally, she thought.
“Jim? Can you get that?” she asked.
The phone rang again as she waited for his acknowledgement. When none came, she dropped the remote and grabbed the phone from the counter. Charlotte’s number appeared on the caller ID.
“Hey Char,” she said. “You all set for—”
“Did you watch?” Charlotte asked. Charlotte Charles had been Sarah’s best friend since college and even dated and eventually married one of Jim’s close friends, Eric Dawkins.
“Not yet, I was just about to,” she said. “But listen to this. Jim tells me this morning he went to high school with Beth’s older sister.”
“And he’s never mentioned this before?”
“You know Jim. He couldn’t even remember who Michele Groves was until I reminded him.”
“I went through the same thing with Eric last night. We were—Sammy, put them down! Eric, would you get down here and get your son dressed, please?”
Sarah patted her neck and smirked as she listened to Charlotte’s pleas for help. Sammy was Charlotte and Eric’s eight-year-old son and had a horrible sweet tooth, even worse than Jim’s.
“He’s already driving me nuts,” Charlotte said. “What time can you meet me over there?”
“Why don’t I just get ready now and meet you there around 8:45. It’s at Tyler Elementary, just off Shields Lane, right?” “Exactly, just behind the high school. You can park—” Sarah jerked her head away from the phone as a loud crashing sound came over the line.
“I’m sorry, Sarah, I gotta go. Sammy is running around knocking stuff everywhere. I’ll see you soon, okay? Bye.”
Charlotte hung up before Sarah could even say goodbye. When people wondered why she and Jim were thirty-five and still childless, she’d point to conversations like the one she just had. Why would anyone want to deal with all that aggravation? She shook her head and sighed as she downed the last few drops of her water bottle and placed it in the recycling bin before she went to turn off the TV. The image of Beth and Michele was still frozen on the set as she picked up the remote. Now free from Jim’s vulgar distractions, she took in the picture and smiled. They were every bit as photogenic a pair as she’d remembered, and the story still touched her like few ever had.
“Oh, that’s why,” she whispered, turning it off and hurrying up the stairs.
“What the hell, Lisa? I can’t get onto our system,” Jim said as he banged the side of the terminal.
Lisa was the only one at the CRC regional dispatch office when Jim arrived shortly before 9 a.m. She could get away with her outfit on a Saturday morning, which consisted of a pink jogging suit and sneakers. Her strawberry blonde hair had been pulled back into a ponytail, and the glasses she had on were the same pair she complained two days earlier weren’t strong enough.
“It’ll be a minute. I just rebooted the machine before you came in,” she said. She yawned and rested her head on the desk as she closed her bloodshot eyes.
“Jesus—were you up all night drinking or something?” he asked.
“Or something,” she said. “I was helping with this all night dance-a-thon to raise money for children’s cancer out in West Chester.” She stretched and stifled another yawn. “You look surprised.”
“Wow, no. I mean, that’s great and all, just seems crazy to do that all night and then try and work this morning.”
“I know. A bunch of us signed up awhile back right after the whole thing with Baby Michele. And we weren’t the only ones who did that, apparently. They must have had ten thousand people show up—it was insane”
“And all these people showed because of that girl Michele?”
“It had to be. One woman got up and spoke about her four-year-old son who was in a wheelchair. She said when he saw the story about Michele on the news, he said to her, ‘That’s going to be me, Mommy. I’m going to be all better.’ Of course the entire crowd is in tears at that point.”
“Shut up—that didn’t happen,” he said. “You sure the kid’s name wasn’t Tiny Tim? Did he carve the roast beast too?”
“Wasn’t that the Grinch?”
“I thought it was Tiny Tim.”
Lisa waved him off. “Fine, mock all you want. But they’re expecting to raise twenty-five million dollars by the time it’s over tomorrow. That’s four times as much as the previous high.”
He shook his head as he logged into the terminal, which was now back online. “Man oh man. That kid’s like a gold mine, and her mother isn’t even cashing in on it. If it was me I’d slap that kid’s face on every lunchbox and piece of crap knick-knack I could find.”
“That’s real nice. Ready to sell out the kid you don’t even have yet,” she said.
“What, if you’re going to do interviews anyways, might as well get paid. You know they were on the TODAY show earlier?”
“I know, I was planning to watch when you left. Thanks again for rigging up my computer to stream video from that old DVR. Nobody else here could’ve gotten that to work.”
“I’m amazing, aren’t I?” he asked, blowing on his knuckles and polishing them against his chest. “I don’t know how you’re going to live without me.”
“You’re not really going to take that job in Texas, are you?” she asked as she walked over to the printer to collect his work orders. “There’s no way Sarah’s going to go for that.”
“Sarah’s not the boss of me,” he said. “I can do whatever I want.” Lisa tried but failed to stifle a laugh as she handed him the sheets from the printer. He asked, “And what are you sputtering at exactly?”
“Gee I wonder,” she said. “So you’ve told Sarah you’re taking the job then?”
“Well, I haven’t said anything explicit yet,” he said. “But that’s the great thing about our marriage. I can just—” Lisa rolled her eyes as she picked up the phone on the counter and started dialing. “Who are you calling?” he asked.
“I’m calling Sarah to say goodbye since—”
Jim lunged forward and slammed his hand down on the receiver. “Are you crazy?” he asked. “Sarah would kill me.”
“What’s the matter? I thought you could do whatever you wanted.”
“Oh you’re a riot,” he said. “Look, if I decide to take that job, I’ll tell her in my own special way.”
“Which is?”
“From the plane as I’m taking off.”
“Exactly. Why don’t you just forget about that stupid job and go full time here?” He’d seen the posting on the internal company website for full-time position at his dispatch office but hadn’t bothered applying. While it meant a raise in pay and being eligible for company benefits, it also meant signing a minimum one-year contract, which the company had implemented to prevent new hires from getting thousands of dollars of training and then jumping to another company.
“I’m not sticking around here another year. And it’s what, ten grand if I quit before my contract is up?”
“You’re exaggerating,” she said. “It’s only 7500.”
“Thanks, but no thanks,” he said as he looked over the work orders. “I’ll find something back in sales. Hey, this Paul Nelson guy in Villanova. Doesn’t Derek play poker with a Paul Nelson?”
“Yeah, that’s the same guy,” she said as she went back to her seat.
“But it’s a disconnect?”
She shrugged. “I guess he lost.”
“Boy, guess so.” He flipped to the next page and slammed his hand down on the counter as he read the address. “Why the hell am I getting sent all the way out to Exton?”
“Derek said you’d be thrilled with that,” she said.
Exton was at least thirty-five minutes west of the office. “He realizes Exton’s handled by another office, right?”
She nodded. “Derek told them you’d do it. You’re supposed to do a signal leakage test for that place.”
Conducting a signal test on people’s cable connection was his least favorite part of the job. It was normally just an issue with something inside the house, but sometimes it meant there was cable theft involved. People generally weren’t happy to see him around if they were stealing cable, and it was hard to do the test undetected with a marked van parked out front.
“No way, I’m not doing that,” he said and put the pen down. “The last time I did that a guy came charging out of his house with a golf club and tried to take my head off.”
“That’s probably why Derek volunteered you.”
He rubbed his face in frustration. “God I hate this fucking job.”
“No you don’t; you just hate Derek.”
“I hate them both.”
She shook her head and stretched. “No, you don’t. I’ve seen you come in after your shift all happy you made some kid’s day because they could watch Elmo’s World on demand.”
“You must be thinking of Francisco,” he said as he came around the counter to her. “Just give me the form.”
Lisa opened her desk drawer and handed him a blank site survey report form. “Call if you need anything,” Lisa said. “Now get out of here before Derek shows up.”
“Yeah, yeah,” he said as he folded the papers and shoved them in his back pocket. “Make sure you give him a hug and tell him it’s from me.”
“Just get out and let me get some sleep.”
He laughed and waved as he headed out.
***
It was 10:15 a.m. and the gym at Tyler Elementary swarmed with kids and their frazzled parents. The bake sale Sarah had volunteered for was only part of the school fair occurring that day to raise money for the PTO.
“How much for those?” the little girl asked.
“The cupcakes are seventy-five cents,” Sarah said. The girl opened her hand and counted the change she had left.
“I only have fifty cents. Do you have anything I can get for that?”
“Are you sure you only have fifty cents?” Sarah asked, leaning over the table. The girl counted again as Sarah slipped her hand in her pocket. “Yeah, only fifty cents,” the girl said.
“Well what about this here?” Sarah asked, and reached her hand behind the girl’s ear to pull out another quarter.
The girl gasped and smiled as Sarah dropped it in her hand. “That was amazing! I didn’t even know it was there.” Sarah laughed and took the girl’s money as she placed the cupcake on a napkin for her. The girl took it and skipped off towards the exit. Charlotte walked back from the area near the tumbling mats where Sammy stood in a long line.
“How’s it going?” Charlotte asked.
“Fine. What’s Sammy doing?” she asked, counting the remaining baked goods on the table and updating her self-made inventory sheet.
“He’s getting his face painted like The Joker.”
“The Joker? Isn’t that going to take awhile?”
Charlotte nodded. “As long as it keeps him away from the food, he can stay in that line for as long as it’ll take.”
“What’s with your ‘The New Hollywood’ t-shirt?” Charlotte asked.
Sarah straightened the bright pink shirt out and grinned. “It’s this great women’s group out in LA my cousin Angelia’s in. She sent me the shirt and some other stuff as a birthday gift last month.”
“Oh, I remember you telling me about her. How’s her little boy doing?”
“He’s good,” she said. “Cute little guy, just started first grade this year.”
“So...?” Charlotte nudged her.
“Here we go,” Sarah said. “Why are you always so eager for me to have kids?”
“Because I think you’d be a great mom.”
“You just want someone else to complain about their kids with you.”
“Either way,” Charlotte said as she shrugged. “But maybe then Jim would have less time to spend chatting with Carol and Marianne when they come wandering by. What do you think he was really talking to her about?” Sarah had spotted Jim outside speaking to Carol earlier in the week when he thought she was in the shower. He’d told her about it only after she confronted him, and then struggled to explain what he was talking to Carol about.
“I don’t know, but I don’t like it,” Sarah said as she adjusted the brownie arrangement.
“That woman is definitely trouble,” Charlotte said. “I heard Eric describing her to one of his friends on the phone yesterday.”
A woman and young boy wearing a tuxedo approached the table. The woman, a petite blonde in her late thirties, attractive and well-dressed, sipped from a diet soda can as they approached. The boy kept turning his head and looking at the entranceway to the gym.
“When’s Dad getting here?” the boy asked.
“He’ll be here soon, sweetheart. He’s just busy at work,” the woman said.
“Do you think he’ll like the surprise?”
“I’m sure he’ll love it, Christian. Now do you want anything from this table?”
“No, I want to wait until Dad gets here. Can I go do the ring toss?” The woman smiled and nodded as she took his hand. He looked back at the gymnasium door before they walked to the ring toss corner.
“What is with the kid in the tuxedo?” Sarah asked.
“That’s Cal Nolan’s kid Christian and his wife Bonnie. They come to all of these things.”
“Ugh. You didn’t tell me Cal Nolan might be here. I wouldn’t have come,” she said.
“I wouldn’t worry about it too much. He never bothers showing up. That poor kid is wearing that dumb tuxedo for nothing.”
“Aw, that’s so sad. Why doesn’t Cal come?”
“Probably knocking boots with a Knockout,” Charlotte said, shaking her head as she watched Christian miss badly with his first ring.
“Really?” Sarah asked. “Do you think he’s...?”
“No, I doubt it. I heard Bonnie only let him do the whole Nolan Knockout thing if he signed a post-nuptial agreement where if he commits adultery, he gets nothing in the divorce.”
“Is that right? Hmm, my boss might enjoy hearing about that. He can’t stand Cal either.”
“I thought Cal was one of your firm’s biggest clients?”
“He is, but I’ve never heard Mr. Donald say once nice thing about that guy,” she said. Frank Donald, along with John Kim, founded the accounting firm Donald and Kim LLP almost forty years ago, and it was now one of the largest in the city. “It’s been one complaint after another now that our firm is stuck gathering up records for that lawsuit against him. Thank god I’m not on that project.”
Charlotte’s phone rang, and she fumbled in her pants pocket to retrieve it.
“Is that Flock of Seagulls?” Sarah asked.
“Yeah, don’t ask,” she said. “You mind if I take this outside? Eric probably can’t find the remote or something. Can you make sure Sammy doesn’t wander off?”
“No problem, I’ll keep an eye on him.”
Charlotte ran out into the hallway as Sarah took a seat behind the table. People continued to wander by but weren’t very interested in what items they had left. She pulled out her phone to calculate lower price points and potential profits based on each one.
“Hey, Hollywood. Where’s the bathroom in this place?” a man’s voice said. She recognized it from his commercials even before she looked up and swept her brown hair out of her face. Cal Nolan stood in front of the table, wearing a dark blue suit and a light blue tie. The Bluetooth headset in his ear flashed, and he gestured for her to hurry up with her answer.
“Excuse me?” she asked.
“Look, I’m in a hurry here, so can you point out where the bathrooms are or not?”
“They’re over there,” she said and pointed out their location. “And my name’s not—”
“Thanks, Hollywood.” He tapped his headset and took a cupcake from the tray before he headed off. “So, where was I?” he asked. “Right, advertising budget. So what do you think we—”
“Hey!” she yelled and scurried in front of him.
“Dammit, hold on.” Cal tapped his headset and looked at her. “What do you want?”
“You took that cupcake without paying for it,” she said, standing with her hands on her hips.
He dismissed her with a wave. “I’ll pay for it later,” he said and headed off again.
“No, you’ll pay for it now,” she said, sliding in front of him.
“Do you have any idea who you’re talking to?”
“I don’t care who you are. It’s seventy-five cents for that cupcake.”
He stroked his moustache and again tried to step around her. She folded her arms and blocked him once more. He tapped his headset to resume the call.
“Let me call you back,” he said. He popped the earpiece out and typed something into his phone.
“What’s your e-mail address, Hollywood?”
“Excuse me?”
“I’m sending you the money via Paypal, so I need an e-mail address or phone number.”
“Is this a joke? This is a bake sale, we don’t take Paypal.”
“So you’re refusing my payment for this cupcake?”
“Daddy!” Christian yelled, sprinting over to Cal. “Is that cupcake for me?”
“Well, look at you,” Cal said, admiring his son’s homage as he ran up. “It was, but I’m afraid this woman won’t sell it to me.”
“Why not?” Cal’s wife asked as she walked up. She looked Sarah over and shook her head.
“You know how it is with some people, dear,” Cal said. “They just can’t get past the commercials.”
“That’s not what I—” Sarah said. Cal waved her off, handed the cupcake to Christian and walked back to the table. He then pulled out his money clip and peeled off a hundred dollar bill.
“I’m sorry you find me so offensive, miss,” he said and set the money on the table. “But I’m sure you wouldn’t want to hold that against a little boy now, would you? Keep the change.” He came back and patted Christian on the head, giving him a big smile. “Bon-Bon, why don’t you take Christian over to the dunk tank while I hit the head?”
“Yay,” Christian cheered.
“That’s fine, dear,” Bonnie said. “We’ll meet you over there. Let’s go, Christian.” She glared at Sarah as she took Christian’s hand and marched off to the dunk tank.
“Bye, bye Hollywood,” Cal said.
Sarah clenched her fists as Cal winked at her and headed to the bathroom.
“Did he just leave a hundred dollar bill?” Charlotte asked, hurrying back behind the table.
Sarah picked up the money and threw it in the cash box. “Yeah, but first he tried to steal a cupcake.”
“He didn’t!”
“Yes he did,” she said. “I stopped him as he tried to walk off, and then he tried to pay for it via Paypal.”
“Well, he gave us a hundred dollars. It all worked out in the end.”
“For him it did. I’m still pissed.”
“Calm down hon, there’s not much left here for anyone to steal anyways. Look, why don’t you go take a break? The fair is over in another hour and then maybe we can grab lunch or something. What time is Jim getting home?”
“I don’t know, I was going to send him a text message,” she said. “Let me go call him.”
“Take your time. Sammy’s still waiting in that line. I’ll make sure Cal doesn’t take another cookie.”
“Cupcake!”
Charlotte laughed. “Okay, cupcake. Now go outside and try to relax.”
Sarah took her phone to the parking lot where the fresh air and bright sunshine was a welcome change from the stuffy gymnasium.
“Hey babycakes. What’s up?” Jim answered.
“Oh not much. Have I got a story for you, though.”
“I hope it’s not another story about how upsetting you found it that someone used Cocoa Krispies to make Rice Krispie squares,” he begged.
“No, it’s not that.”
“Why did you go back?” he said. “The last time you helped Charlotte with this, you spent the whole week afterwards complaining about how much you hated it.”
“The last bake sale was at her church. This one is at her kid’s school.”
“Church? What exactly does she consider church, Target?”
“You know she sometimes goes to—”
“Wal-mart? Best Buy? Costco?”
“Jim!”
“Right, sorry. Your spine-tingling story of the bake sale. Please proceed.” “Thank you,” she said. “As I was saying, I’m here helping Charlotte and up walks Cal Nolan and—” “Cal Nolan!” he said. “That’s awesome! Did he have any of the Nolan Knockouts with him?” “No, he didn’t have any of the Nolan Knockouts with him. But guess what he—”
“Hey sweetie, hold on a sec.” The line was quiet for a few seconds, although she thought she heard Jim turn the ignition off in his van.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“I’m out in Exton doing a—hey, check it out! There’s a Nolan Realty sign in the front window.”
“Of course there is,” she said. “Look, I’m going to go. I’m pretty sick of Cal Nolan and Nolan Realty.”
“But I thought you wanted to tell me something.”
“Forget it. You want me to bring home something for lunch?”
“Maybe. Depends where you’re going.”
“I’m guessing we’ll go to Popper’s Deli.”
“Sweet. Yeah, that’d be great. Can you pick me up a Nolan Special Hoagie and some chips?”
“Are you trying to piss me off?” she asked. “Cause if you are—”
“I’m serious,” he said. “They added it to the menu like two weeks ago. They donate ten percent of the purchase price to local soup kitchens to help knockout hunger. It’s really good.”
“I don’t believe this,” she said. “I’ve done charity work for years to help feed the homeless and—” She stopped herself and realized what she was about to say. No matter how much she loathed Cal Nolan, she wasn’t going to make someone go hungry because of it. “Alright, one Nolan Special Hoagie,” she said. “In fact I’ll get one too. What’s on it exactly?”
“Um, chicken breast, turkey breast—”
“I get the idea. I’ll see you when you get home.”
“Sounds like a plan. Love you.”
“Love you too. Bye.”
She hung up the phone and laughed. Unbelievable, she thought. There was a group of smokers now congregated by the door she’d gone out, so she headed around the side to re-enter through the main entrance. A black BMW was parked in the handicapped spot closest to the door.
KNOK-OUT, the plate read. Ugh, she thought and stomped back inside.
As Jim hung-up with Sarah, he got out of his van and stood in front of the unimpressive house at 714 Timothy Court, which was hidden from the cul-de-sac because of a long driveway that sloped down into a wooded valley. Traffic from the nearby turnpike created a kind of soothing white noise in the background while he looked the place over. It was an older, two-story building with a red exterior, black shutters, and white door. There was some furniture inside, but it didn’t appear to be fully furnished. A staircase led up the side of a detached garage to an apparent in-law suite.
He walked over to peer in the garage. Seeing no cars were inside, he relaxed a bit. The CRC cable junction box was attached to the main house against the wall opposite the garage. The contract every CRC customer signed when they received new service prohibited tampering with the box and allowed company employees to check it at any time with or without warning.
The cause of the signal leakage was obvious. The box door had been jimmied open, and the cable line coming from the road was split using a component from Radio Shack. One line now fed into the house while the other had been run up into the in-law suite above the garage.
“Hey Lisa, you there?” Jim asked, flipping open his phone and activating the walkie-talkie function.
No response.
“Lisa?”
“Hey Jim, I’m here,” she said. “Sorry, Derek is fighting with the snack machine guy. What’s up?”
“I’m at this stupid house in Exton. This Doug Flynn guy just ran a line over to the in-law suite above his garage. It’s not a big deal. The wiring looks fine, but the splitter isn’t ours, and he opened the box up. Can you ask Derek what he wants me to do?”
“Is the guy there?”
“No. In fact, there’s a Nolan Realty sign in the window and no cars in the garage, so I don’t even know if the guy is still living here,” he said.
“Knox!” Derek said, apparently having heard their conversation and grabbed Lisa’s walkie. “You just say there’s a Nolan Realty sign in the window?”
“Yeah, so what?”
The line was silent. He looked at the time on his phone, which said 11:00 a.m. Maybe I can get home early, he thought. “Derek? Lisa? Hello?”
“Pull the line from the garage and cap the line into the main house,” Derek said. “Then file a theft report with the CRC main office.”
“What? Are you crazy?”
“The in-law suite is a separate residence, and therefore it’s cable theft.”
Jim ran his fingers through his hair and shook his head. “Dude, I’m just calling it an in-law suite. There’s nothing to suggest that it’s actually being used as a separate residence. It’s not like there’s a sign on the wall that says ‘The Fonz’ with an arrow pointing upstairs.”
“You keep crackin’ wise with me Knox, and I’ll bounce your ass. Just do it and shut the hell up for once.”
“Don’t you think you’re overreacting to all this?”
“Knox, pull the fucking line, or I’ll pull your fucking job. Any other questions?”
The phone beeped off, and Jim threw up his hands. He puffed his cheeks and looked at the connection.
“Fine, whatever,” he muttered. He needed his ladder to cut both ends of the connection running into the garage suite, so he trudged to his van and set about unhooking the ladder from it.
A blue Porsche zoomed down the driveway with a Nolan Realty plate on the front of the car. He forgot all about the ladder as the car pulled into the turnaround space and out of the Porsche stepped a jaw-dropping woman. She was in her mid-twenties with sandy blonde hair and brown eyes. Her outfit, a blue jacket over a black mini-dress that showed off her long legs, was completed with shiny, black leather sling-back pumps that looked expensive.
“That’s right, Jane Scanlon. Scan-lon,” she said into the phone as she walked up to him. “Yes, I’ll hold.” She pulled up her sunglasses and looked him over as she covered the phone with her left hand, which had an inch long scar on the back. “What’s the cable company doing out here?”
“Yeah, uh, you see, there was this leak, with the signal, and I had to come check it out. Is Mr. Flynn going to be home later today, or does he still live here? Because I have to cap—”
“Yes, I’m still here,” she said into the phone. “Fine, then transfer me. Thank you.”
She sighed before she spoke to Jim. “Look, I’m kind of in the middle of something here. Can whatever you need to do wait until tomorrow? I’m sure it can be straightened out then.”
“Well, I have pretty strict instructions—”
“Please?” She flipped her hair to the side and tilted her head. “It would mean so much to me.”
He swallowed hard as he looked at her pouty full lips. “Yep, tomorrow’s no problem. Someone will be here around noon?”
She nodded and smiled. “That’ll work.” She walked over and unlocked the front door with a key from her pocket, disappearing inside as she waved.
God bless Cal Nolan, he thought. After making sure the ladder was re-secured, he pulled up the driveway and punched an address into the GPS. He called Lisa back on the regular office line as he drove off.
“CRC Dispatch, this is Lisa,” she answered.
“Hey, it’s Jim.”
“What are you doing calling this number?”
“I don’t want Derek to know you’re talking to me. Is he around?”
“He’s back in his office. Why, what are you up to?”
“The realtor showed up and asked me to come back tomorrow. I guess the owner will be back then.”
“So you didn’t finish?” she asked. “Are you crazy? Derek’s going to kill you when he finds out.”
“Look, the report doesn’t need to be filed until Monday, so if I talk to the owner tomorrow, I can straighten this out and save this guy from being raked over the coals by Derek for something stupid.”
“Listen to you. This morning you’re all... wait a minute, there was a Nolan Realty sign in the window and the realtor shows up? Well, I guess we know where you suddenly found your can of spinach.”
“I’m just a nice guy,” he protested.
“Yeah, a nice, unemployed guy if he’s not careful. Fine, you do what you want. But you’re playing with fire.”
“Don’t worry about me,” he said. “Just tell Derek I’m faxing over the report to the main office when I get home. Besides, I’ve always got Texas to fall back on.”
“I’ll tell him,” Lisa said. “Anything else, Tex?”
“Nope, I gotta run. I guess I’ll talk to you tomorrow?”
“Actually, I’m—”
The call dropped as Jim turned onto the main highway, heading towards a large outdoor shopping center. After a ten minute drive, he pulled into the lot of Goodman’s Shoe Warehouse and parked the van. He’d only ever been to the large store once before and didn’t remember it being so busy. The number of choices was overwhelming.
“Hi, welcome to Goodman’s Shoe Warehouse,” the greeter said as he entered. “Can I help you find something today?”
“Yes,” he said. “Yes, you can.”
***
It was just after 1:30 p.m. when she got home from lunch with Charlotte. She found Jim sprawled out on the couch watching football and flipping through a Fitness Magazine.
“Alright, sandwich time!” he said, tossing the magazine aside and hurrying over to her.
“Nice to see you too,” she said and handed him the bag.
“Oh right, hi babe,” he said and kissed her on the cheek. “Hey, how come you’re not wearing the shirt I left out for you?”
“Are you kidding? Did you really think I’d wear a Texas Longhorns shirt?” She took off her shoes and fell into the couch.
“Well, it’s nicer than that kooky shirt you’re wearing,” he said as he unwrapped his sandwich. “What’s so great about ‘The New Hollywood’ anyway? Just because it’s new doesn’t mean it’s better. I mean, look at New Coke.”
“You loved New Coke! You cried when the Acme finally stopped selling it.”
“Hmm, good point. Speaking of New Coke, you want something to drink? I picked up some Yoo-Hoo on the way home,” he said and headed into the kitchen.
“Well, thank you for finally taking care of that list,” she said. “Did they have the type of ginger ale I like?”
He stopped at the fridge and smacked his forehead as he looked at the list of items she wanted him to pick up, still pinned to the black freezer door with a “Don’t Forget” magnet shaped like an apple. “Oh right, the list,” he said. “I probably should have brought this with me.”
“Are you telling me you went to the grocery store and only bought a six pack of Yoo-Hoo?”
“No, I bought two six packs,” he said. “It was buy one, get one free. Oh, and I got a bottle of mustard.”
“Well naturally,” she said. “Because nothing goes with Yoo-Hoo quite like some delicious mustard. Do you realize how many jars of mustard we have in the cabinet already?”
“Eight, but we didn’t have the jalapeño kind.”
She looked at the time and stood up. “Just give me the list and I’ll go myself. There’s some stuff I—”
“No, don’t you dare,” he said. “That’d mean I was back on vacuum patrol, and I’m never going through that hell again.”
“Vacuum patrol was not that bad an assignment. It should have taken you twenty minutes.”
“Not with you following me around and telling me to use eighteen different attachments to do one room. Forget it, I did my time in the hole, and now I’m out. I earned store duty through my blood and my sweat and my blood and—”
“Knock it off. You better do it soon then, or you’ll think vacuum patrol was a cakewalk compared to laundry brigade.”
“Lost some good men on the laundry brigade. God rest their souls.”
He crossed himself as she giggled. “Okay, I won’t take your beloved store duty from you. But I would take a Diet Coke from you if we have one,” she said and sat back in her seat.
“Yep, got one more.” He returned with a can of Diet Coke and handed her the soda as he sat next to her and tore into his sandwich. The sandwich oil dripped out of the bottom of the hoagie roll and splashed onto the black leather of the sofa.
“Do you see the mess you’re making?” she asked. He looked down and saw the oil spill, which he proceeded to wipe with his shirt sleeve. She walked to the kitchen sink and got some paper towels and cleaning supplies.
“Go eat that at the table. My god, you’re worse than Sammy.”
He gathered his assorted items without objection and hurried to the table to continue his feeding frenzy. The sandwich was gone in three more of his monstrous bites while she cleaned up the oil stain he’d left behind. She set the paper towel roll in front of him and shook her head in amazement.
“What the hell got into you? You wolfed down that sandwich like you were Shaggy or something.”
“Shaggy?”
“Sorry,” she said, “Guess I have Scooby-Doo on the brain. Must have seen a half-dozen kids wearing Scooby-Doo t-shirts today.”
“No, it’s fine, I love Shaggy,” he said. “I just get sick of dealing with Derek’s bullshit sometimes, that’s all.”
“He’s just trying to get your goat,” she said, pulling a chair up to the table.
“Well, he’s got it,” he said. “Besides, I’m tired of this job anyway. I never thought I’d even be at CRC this long. I should’ve never gone to that stupid start-up.” Before beginning work with CRC sixteen months ago, he’d been let go from a folding startup company where he sold business software packages. One of the companies he pitched the system to was CRC, and while they didn’t buy it, the people he met liked him and said if he was ever looking for a job to give them a call. When he finally did call, a service technician position was the only job open. He’d had some experience in the field from work he did in college installing satellite dishes, so he jumped on what he’d hoped was temporary work before getting back into sales.
She pulled her chair closer to him. “You were miserable at that job. And at every job before that. You’re great at this and most days you seem to like it.”
“Are you implying I wasn’t great at my other jobs?” he asked as he leaned back in his chair.
“It’s not that you weren’t good at them,” she said. “They just weren’t you. This job seems to make you happy. You get to help people, you love driving that silly van around, and you’re home most nights, which never happened when you were traveling all the time.”
“What is with everyone today, trying to tell me how happy I am at this stupid job?” he asked. “I didn’t go to college to spend my life working as a cable installer. I need to get back into sales and that job in Texas—”
“You’re not taking that job in Texas, period,” she said and moved her chair back a bit. “So quit bringing it up. I’m sure you can find something around here if you really want to leave CRC.”
“Like what? I’ve been looking for over a year now and nothing’s come along.”
“I don’t know, maybe I could check with Mr. Donald if there’s anything—”
“No way,” he said. He crumpled up his trash and threw it over his shoulder into the trash can. “Like it isn’t bad enough you’re already making more money than me, now I need you to get a job for me too?”
“Is that what this is really all about?” she asked. “The fact I have a higher salary than you?”
“I don’t know, maybe,” he said. He chugged the last bit of Yoo-Hoo and tossed the bottle in the recycling bin. “I guess Cal Nolan didn’t mention if he was looking for male Knockouts, did he?”
She crushed her empty soda can in her hands. “No, we didn’t really do the small talk thing when he stopped by.”
“Yeah, so tell me what happened with him exactly?”
She retold the events of the bake sale while Jim looked around the room and sighed. Sarah included a detailed description of the gym’s layout and approximate number of attendees. Jim went into a mock snoring routine when she described the type of sprinkles on the cupcake Cal had stolen.
“C’mon, Jim,” she said.
“Look Hollywood, just get to—”
“Don’t even start with that.”
“I get it, you think Cal Nolan’s a jerk, and you have ever since he fired all of those realtors and only hired hot women,” he said. “But the Temple game is on at two o’clock, and I don’t want to miss the start of it.”
“So you don’t think what he did was wrong?”
“It was just a cupcake.”
“I meant about firing the realtors.”
He shrugged. “Not really, I mean, it’s his business, so as long as everything he did was legal, then who cares? Would you want anyone telling you how to run your business?”
“No,” she said. “But I also wouldn’t fire everyone who worked for me just so I could go from being rich to super-rich. Those poor people deserved better than that. A lot of them are still looking for work.”
“Then get your own real estate company up and running and you can hire all of them,” he said as he walked over to pick up the remote from the coffee table. “Or maybe they’d be interested in the opportunities that are currently available at a certain sporting goods distributor in Texas. I know I certainly am.”
“You know what wise guy? Just for that, you’ve volunteered for leaf duty with your wife this afternoon.” She snatched the remote from his hand and settled into the couch.
“Oh, c’mon. I hate leaf duty.”
“How do you know?” she asked. “You’ve never volunteered before.”
“I read the brochures the recruiter left, and it wasn’t for me. At least let me watch the first half before I report for duty.”
“Here, I’ll make a deal with you. Watch this interview with me, and you can watch the whole Temple game before you have to come outside,” she said. She pulled up the list of recorded programs, which was almost exclusively filled with Jim’s favorite shows. There were four episodes of Psych, eight episodes of Jeopardy, and five episodes of The Simpsons. She found the TODAY show in the list that contained the interview with Beth Groves and queued it up.
“Well, who’s doing the interview—Lester Holt or Amy Robach? I’m only watching if it’s Amy.”
“Sit. Down,” she ordered. “Or would you rather grab a rake right now?”
“Lester’s not so bad,” he said and sat down next to her. She hit play and set the remote out of Jim’s reach. He pumped his fist when he saw Amy was on the screen.
“Beth, thank you so much for speaking with us today.”
“Thank you, Amy. We’re happy to be back.”
“So, the obvious question. How is Michele doing?”
“Michele’s doing wonderfully,” Beth said, looking a little nervous as she rubbed her daughter’s back. “She’s a special little girl.”
“And there’s no sign of the disease, of the Spinal Muscular Atrophy she’d been diagnosed with?”
“None. The doctors have told me they expect she’ll grow up to be a perfectly healthy and happy little girl.”
“Can you explain what it felt like when they told you that?”
“It’s, it’s really indescribable to have the same people who just a few days earlier said there was no hope, to then say everything will be okay. I mean, it was just so incredibly amazing.”
“Now some in the medical community say that they feel her diagnosis must have been wrong. That since there’s no known cure for SMA that it was something else that was missed along the way. Do you think that’s a possibility?”
“Not at all, Amy. You know, I think people sometimes are just looking to, uh, to assign blame no matter what happens if they can’t explain something. Michele’s doctors did everything in their power, and they were all so incredibly helpful, and sometimes you have something like this that no one can explain and people think, oh the doctors did something wrong. I’d rather focus on the positive than try and find a negative.”
“You’ve obviously heard Michele’s recovery called a miracle. We called it that in our tease for this segment before the break. Do you personally think it was a miracle, Beth?”
“You can, people can call it what they’d like. I have my little girl, and I’m not worried about what to call it.”
“Are you happy Michele’s story has contributed to a large rise in charitable donations and people volunteering to help other children in need?”
“I think that’s one of the best things to come out of this entire saga with Michele. The fact that she’s inspired so many people to give some of their time and hard-earned money when we’re all facing these tough economic times is truly heartwarming, and we’re very touched.”
“Is that why you’ve made the decision not to try and profit off of her story?”
“My daughter has been through so much already, I just, as a mother, didn’t feel comfortable putting her out there like some sort of a uh, prop in an ad or a movie or something like that. I’m just glad she’s alive and has inspired so many already and that’s the important thing.”
“We all know your husband Steve died fighting in Afghanistan just a month before Michele was born,” Amy said. “Has this experience with Michele made his passing any easier to deal with?”
“In some ways it’s made things easier because I see things I loved about Steve in Michele. But I still struggle with his death and how much I wish I could have him on this journey with me.”
“Do you have any advice for people going through a similar situation with their child? What would you say to them?”
Beth rubbed her left earring and shook her head. “I wouldn’t want any other mother to have to go through that pain. It’s so—” Beth looked at her little girl and started to tear up. “I’m sorry, just being here with her I can’t believe I almost—” She collected herself and took a deep breath. “There’s a reason I turn down these types of things.”
“It’s alright if you—”
“No, I’m fine, it’s just,” she said, glancing at Michele. “It’s just I would try to stay positive and keep um, keep on working with the doctors, and just be there for your son or daughter as best you can and keep fighting the good fight.”
“Okay, Beth Groves, thanks so much for taking the time and helping to give hope to so many around the country and the world. We really do appreciate it.”
“Thank you, Amy,” Beth said.
“And we’re looking forward to seeing you on your first birthday there, cutie pie,” Amy said as she shook the little girl’s hand. Michele giggled as they shook.
“She’s just adorable,” Amy said. “Well, coming up next on TODAY, you love your cat, but does your cat really love you? We’ll speak with a man who says—”
Sarah clicked off the interview and switched to the beginning of the football game for Jim. She sighed and got up to head upstairs. “Wasn’t that sweet? I just can’t imagine—”
He was rubbing his eyes, and he turned away when she looked at him.
“Oh my god, you’re crying aren’t you?” she asked.
“No I’m not.”
“Then why won’t you look at me?”
“I’m just tired of looking at your shirt, that’s all.”
“You’re not fooling me. You’ve always been a big softie at heart. Just like when you helped that little girl on Route 30 a few years ago.” Sarah had never forgotten a trip to the Jersey Shore they’d made four years ago where Jim saw a nine-year-old girl from their neighborhood standing unsteadily on bright white roller skates in the turning lane. Her older sister was jumping up and down in the 7-Eleven parking lot across the street, waving at her petrified sibling to come over. No one else stopped to help, so Jim pulled into the turning lane and shielded the girl from oncoming traffic. They picked up both her and her sister, bought them both Slurpees, and drove them back home to their mother.
“I can’t help it,” he said. “Something about seeing a little girl crying, it gets me every time.”
“Michele wasn’t crying.”
“Well, she was about to!”
“You are too much,” she said, “Are you going to keep it together when you see the flower girls at Mark’s wedding tomorrow?”
Mark and Jim had once been college roommates, and while Mark had attended their wedding ten years ago, the guys had drifted apart. Jim had been pretty surprised when he got the invitation. He was going to decline until Sarah found it in the trash can.
“I’m more worried about missing the Eagles game tomorrow. Who the hell schedules their wedding on a Sunday?”
“It’s the anniversary of the day they met,” she said.
“Lame,” he mumbled.
“Lame or not, I still have to figure out what I’m wearing. It’s supposed to be cooler out.”
“Oh, that reminds me!” he said and jumped off the couch. “Sit back down for a second. I’ll be right back.”
He grabbed her shoulders and set her back on the couch before he ran upstairs. She cringed when she heard a loud thump from their bedroom.
“What was that?” she yelled.
“Um, nothing,” he said, hustling down the stairs and coming back in the room to stand behind the couch. “Now close your eyes.”
“It’s too late for that. I already saw the shoebox.”
“Oh, well, here you go then.”
She took the gift from him as he leaned over the back of the couch. She gasped and pulled out a pair of brand new black leather sling-back pumps and put them on. They were a perfect fit.
“Do you like them? I thought you could wear them to the wedding tomorrow.”
“Do I like them? Jimmy, I love them!” she said as she walked around on the hardwood floor and modeled them for him. She loved how they made her legs look.
“Good, I’m glad. I wanted to get something special for you.”
The heels clicked as she came over to his spot behind the couch and kissed him on the lips. “It was very sweet, thank you. But what brought all this on?”
“Nothing. I just wanted to do something special for my wife, that’s all.”
Her eyes narrowed when she heard this. “You did, huh?” she asked. “Did you see Carol wearing these or something?”
“No, of course not,” he said. “Stop being so suspicious all the time.”
“The last expensive gift you bought me out of the blue was my engagement ring.”
“That’s ridiculous,” he said. “And it’s just a gift. Quit trying to ruin it.”
“Mmmhmm,” she said. “I swear, if I start asking around and find out you saw Carol wearing these...”
“I didn’t see them on Carol, sheesh. Why do you always try and make everything a big mystery? It’s like being married to Daphne.”
“Daphne?”
“The hot chick from Scooby-Doo?”
“I know who Daphne is, and she never solved anything on that show. I always thought of myself more as a Velma.”
“Velma couldn’t pull off those heels,” he said. “Now can I watch my football game, please?”
“By all means.” She gestured for him to sit down on the couch, which prompted him to instead take a spot on the recliner.
“But if you’re lying,” she warned. “I’m going to break off a piece of that Kit Kat bar.” Jim swallowed hard as she turned and headed up the stairs.
“Where the hell is this place?” she asked, resting her head on her hand and leaning on the door. “You programmed the address into the GPS and then didn’t even follow the route it told you.”
“That way was dumb,” he said. “This way is much faster.” He’d thought the wedding didn’t start until three when he agreed to return to the Exton house on Sunday, but that was the time of the reception, not the ceremony. Since the ceremony started at 1:30 and was much closer to Exton than from their home in Springfield, they were forced to stop on the way there. As he raced along the winding back roads, the potholes grew larger and became more frequent, and with each bump in the road, Sarah’s sighs grew louder and louder.
“Why do you even bother using the GPS if you’re never going to actually follow it?”
“Oh you’re exaggerating. I followed it here yesterday for work. And I know I’ve followed it with you in the car before.”
“Name one time.”
“Well, what about that time we were meeting your entire family at your uncle’s place in the Poconos?”
She shot him a look. “Gee, I forgot about the time you used it to find the longest route possible, so you’d barely have to spend any time actually talking to them. We missed most of dinner because you wouldn’t use a toll road.”
“But you were in the car, and I did follow it.”
“I swear to god, Jim, I’m not in the mood right now.”
“Look, it’s not my fault we had to stop at the store because you ripped your pantyhose getting in the car.”
“What do you mean, it isn’t your fault?”
“How is that possibly my fault? They’re your pantyhose,” he said. “Maybe if you took less than two hours to do your hair for this stupid wedding you would have had all the time you needed to rip them and get a new pair.”
“I wouldn’t have been rushing around for any of it if we didn’t have to stop at this god-forsaken house!”
“You know, this wouldn’t be an issue if I had that job in—”
“Don’t you dare say the word Texas!”
He said nothing for a minute before he started whistling the tune of “Deep in the Heart of Texas.” She smacked him on the arm.
“What, I didn’t say that word, did I?” he asked. She rolled her eyes as he turned onto the street towards the house. He pulled down the driveway and parked in front of the garage. There were no other cars in the driveway, but several lights were on inside the house.
“Look, you’re the one who wants me to keep this job,” he said as he exited the car. “So just wait here and let me help this guy out. It isn’t going to take more than a couple minutes.”
“Oh, spare me the good Samaritan routine. You’re only back here because the realtor made goo-goo eyes at you. Did you bring a Kit Kat bar for her too?”
“Jane did not make ‘goo-goo eyes’ at me. She just asked—”
“Jane?” she asked. “So you’re on a first name basis with a Nolan Knockout now, are you?”
“Would you knock it off, Sarah? Sheesh,” he said. “First Carol and now this. Why are you so jealous?”
“I’m not jealous,” she protested, folding her arms.
“Look at you, you are jealous! Ha, ha, you love your husband, you love your husband,” he chanted like a child while dancing around in a circle. Before she could respond, he caught his shoe on the edging of the driveway, and he turned his ankle, which caused him to fall down. He lay there momentarily, humiliated but uninjured.
“Little help?” he asked feebly, reaching an arm towards the car.
Sarah got out and walked over to him lying in a pathetic heap. She stifled a laugh and extended her hand to help him up. “Are you okay?” she asked.
He rose to his feet and brushed off his pants, wishing his ego could be as easily repaired. “Yeah, I’m fine. I guess I deserved that.”
“You think?”
“Fine, I definitely deserved that,” he said. “That doesn’t mean it’s not silly for you to get jealous.”
“Oh, I shouldn’t? Between Carol and this woman batting her eyelids to get you to come back, it’s just—”
“I’m the first to admit I’m a sucker for a pretty girl,” he said. “But for whatever reason, every one of them seems to have this major flaw I can’t get past.”
“And what’s that, their boobs are too big?”
“No,” he said as he pulled her close, “It’s just none of them are you.” He kissed her on the forehead. “Now wait here, I’ll be right back.”
He bounded up to the door and rang the doorbell. After a few moments, he pushed it again, and there was still no response.
“There’s no one home, is there?” she asked. He looked at her and smiled as he tried knocking this time. “CA-BLE GUYYYYY!” he said, doing his terrible Jim Carrey impression.
“Yeah great, Jim. Never gets old. Would you come on?” she said.
“Stupid, sexy Jane,” he muttered, giving up and heading to the side of the house to disconnect the cable. “Hey, can you grab that bag in the trunk and bring it over to me please?” he asked.
“What for?” she asked, opening the door to pop the trunk.
“I just have to do something to this box real quick and then we can go. Not sitting around here waiting for Doug Flynn.”
She retrieved his bag and walked it over to him. A black BMW zipped down the driveway and pulled in beside them. Jim heard Sarah’s groan as they saw who was driving through the tinted windshield.
“Are you kidding me?” she asked.
“Holy shit, is that Cal Nolan? Man, this Flynn guy must be pretty important for Cal to come out personally.”
Cal stepped out of the car and closed the door. He was impeccably dressed and checked his hair in the driver’s side window before he strode over to them, grinning. Jim thrust his hand out to greet him.
“Jim Knox, CRC cable. I have to say, Mr. Nolan, it truly is a pleasure to meet you,” he said.
“Please, Jim, call me Cal,” Cal said as they shook. He started to shake Sarah’s hand when he stopped and squinted as he looked her over. “Do I know you?” Cal asked.
Sarah rolled her eyes. “We just met yesterday. I’m—”
Cal snapped his fingers and pointed at her. “Hollywood! Of course. Didn’t expect to see you again.”
“Ha! Hollywood, that’s great,” Jim said, while she stared daggers at both of them. “Yeah, this is my wife, Sarah. I, uh, heard you two had a bit of a misunderstanding at a bake sale yesterday?”
“It’s already forgotten,” Cal said, tugging at his shirt sleeves.
“Oh it is, is it?” she asked.
“Absolutely. There’s no need for you to apologize. Everyone makes mistakes.”
“I made the mistake? You know what? You are—”
“Excuse us for a moment,” Jim said, taking her arm and walking back towards the car. “What the hell are you doing?” he asked.
“What am I doing? I’m about to tell that cupcake-stealing asshole exactly what I think of him and his stupid Knockouts.”
“You know how much money he spends on advertising with CRC? If you piss him off, I’ll be fired and on the 9 a.m. flight to Austin tomorrow because of some bake sale. So I suggest you keep quiet.”
Sarah kept looking over at Cal while Jim spoke. Jim turned and watched Cal pacing back and forth, checking his Blackberry. Every so often he’d grin and type something before sliding the unit back into his pocket.
“Who do you think he’s texting?” she asked.
“Are you serious? Look, just go wait in the car, and I’ll be done in a couple minutes.”
“No way,” she said, grabbing his hand as he tried to walk away. “I want to hear exactly what your buddy Cal is saying. I’m not going anywhere.”
“You don’t think he’ll find it odd you’re crushing my hand and won’t leave my side?” he said, grimacing.
“I don’t care what he finds odd, just tell him we’re in love or something.”
“I’m leaning towards ‘or something’ since my hand is turning blue. C’mon, let go, would ya? I don’t care if you want to eavesdrop but try not to say anything.”
“Fine,” she said and released her grip. “But if he calls me Hollywood one more time...”
He shook his hand out a few times as they headed back. “I’m sorry about all that,” Jim said. “I guess you can tell we’re on our way to something else, and it’s been a stressful morning. Anyway, I’m not sure what Jane told you about all this, but—”
“Jane?” Cal asked.
“Yeah, Jane Scanlon, the realtor that was here yesterday?”
Cal coughed and shook his head. “Oh, of course, Ms. Scanlon. No, uh, Jane didn’t elaborate on why you were here yesterday. She just said there was some sort of problem, so I wanted to take care of this personally to make sure there were no issues selling the home.”
“Wow, okay, that’s really nice of you to help Mr. Flynn out like that,” Jim said.
“There’s a reason Nolan Realty is number one in customer satisfaction. We like to take a hands-on approach with all our customers.”
Sarah cleared her throat as Jim led the way to the cable box at the base of the house.
“Well, let me show what this guy did then,” Jim said and proceeded to explain the company regulations that’d been broken and Derek’s threats to file the report for suspected cable theft. He told Cal how unreasonable Derek was being, and that the only thing standing between Mr. Flynn and federal prison was Jim.
“Jim, I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you coming back here today. I think we can clear up this whole mess right here and now. Can you hold on a sec?” Cal pulled out his Bluetooth headset and popped it in his ear before he dialed. “John Matthews, please. Tell him Cal’s calling.”
“Who’s John Matthews?” Sarah whispered.
“Um, if it’s who I think it is, he’s the chairman of CRC.”
“John? Cal Nolan here. The fish biting up there?” Cal laughed at whatever was said. “Well John, I wanted to let you know about a situation that’s come up with one of my client’s homes here in Exton. Apparently he broke a couple minor CRC policies, and some gung-ho manager wants to make a federal case out of the whole thing. I have a technician named Jim Knox here who’s trying to clear things up, but he can’t because of—Sure, I’ll put him on.” He tapped a button on the handset and handed the phone to Jim. “John Matthews for you.”
Be cool, Jim thought as he took the phone from Cal.
“Yeah, hi, this is Jim Knox,” he said.
“You know who this is, Mr. Knox?” John asked.
“Yes sir, I do.”
“Then listen to me very carefully. You do whatever you need to do to make Mr. Nolan happy. Is that clear?”
“Absolutely, but my manager—”
“Doesn’t spend millions with us every year. Who’s your manager anyway?”
“Derek Sands.”
“I’ll have my assistant deal with Mr. Sands regarding this matter. You just take care of Mr. Nolan. Understood?”
“You can count on me, sir.”
“Good. Unless you have anything further...”
“Nope, here you go.” Jim handed the phone back to Cal. The conversation was over even before the handset was back in his pocket.
“How long will it take you to fix this?” Cal asked.
“Depends on what you want me to do. I can replace the splitter in about five minutes, but to re-string—”
“Five minutes is good. I have to make another call, so I’m going to step inside for a few minutes. Just knock if Hollywood there needs to fix her face.” He unlocked the door to the house and stepped inside.
“What is that supposed—”
“She’ll be fine,” Jim said, leading her away from the door to retrieve his bag.
Sarah pretended to strangle Cal as she watched the door close. “Oh, I’m gonna kill that guy.”
“Relax, it’s over. Man, I thought I was going to piss my pants when he put Matthews on the phone,” he said. He took a splitter from his bag and got to work.
“I don’t get it,” she said, still glaring at where Cal had gone inside. “Why’s he so eager to help this guy Flynn out?”
“Well, he said he takes a hands-on approach.”
“Calling the CEO of the cable company during his fishing trip to clean this up for a client? Don’t you think that’s a bit much?”
“Hey, if you have the power to pull strings, what’s the point if you never pull them? Plus he got Derek in trouble. So Jimmy Crack Corn and I don’t care.” He finished installing the new splitter after three or four minutes passed and clapped his hands together like a blackjack dealer when he finished.
“What the hell was that?” she asked.
“Something I do after every job I finish. It’s fun.”
“So you do enjoy this job?”
“No, I just—”
Cal was grinning as he slammed the door and walked outside. He straightened his tie and smoothed his hair as he came over to them.
“We good?” Cal asked.
“Yep, good to go,” Jim said.
“Walk with me for a moment before you go, Jim,” he said, putting his hand around Jim’s shoulder. “I’m sure your wife doesn’t mind if we talk privately.” He didn’t wait for a response as he pulled Jim away from Sarah and headed off. They looked back at her as they talked quietly, although Jim was more nervous that she hadn’t objected than if she’d done so.
“Is Hollywood back there always so smothering?” Cal asked. “That would drive me nuts. I don’t know how you put up with her.”
“Nice gams,” Jim said.
Cal chuckled and nodded in agreement as he looked her over while she typed into her phone. “I gotta say, now that I’ve had a chance to really size her up, I’m pretty fucking impressed with the whole package. Was she always hot, or did you find her in the fatty discount bin and luck out after putting in your time during the chubby years?”
“She’s uh, she’s always been hot,” he said, tugging at his collar. “In fact, when we met she was training to be in a fitness contest where you parade around in a sparkly bikini.”
“Now see, most guys wouldn’t have the balls to ask a chick like that out. But you saw her and said to yourself, I want to be the guy smearing the oil on that tight little body.”
“Um, I think I was actually saying ‘Don’t throw up on her when you say hello.’”
Cal laughed and slapped him on the back, “I hear you, I hear you. I have to say, you aren’t like the typical half-wit CRC sends to my house. Why is a guy like you wasting his time in such a shitty job?”
“It’s really just a temporary thing. I’m actually in software sales, but my last company folded, and I’m uh, still waiting for the right opportunity to come along? Guess that’s the best way to put it.”
“Well why didn’t you say so? I’m on the board of directors at TBQ Software. In fact, I’ve got a meeting over there on Tuesday.”
TBQ was one of the largest business software companies in the world, and their headquarters was located fifteen minutes from Jim’s house. He’d been trying for months to get an interview only to be stonewalled each time. Their base salary for the sales force was twice what he made at his last job, and the average commissions someone pulled in could push his total compensation close to 250,000 dollars.
“Tell you what,” Cal said, “You did right by me for helping me avoid a headache with CRC, so why don’t I get you setup with an interview over there. I’m sure there’s a spot for you in the TBQ family.”
“Wow, I don’t know what to say.”
“Don’t say anything, it’s the least I can do. Here, write your number on this,” Cal said, handing him a business card with his information on one side and a family portrait on the other.
“This is quite a card,” Jim said, jotting his number down and handing it back.
“I printed these up for my biggest clients. The number on it is one of those Google Voice numbers, and it rings every phone I have.”
“Oh no way, you got one of those?” Jim asked.
“My wife saw a whole segment on the TODAY show about it awhile back and asked me to get it. She got tired of dialing multiple numbers when she’d try to reach me. I don’t give it out to the hoi polloi.” He looked back at Sarah, who was still working on her phone. He gave Jim another card from the stack in his hand.
“Here, take it. You’ve got an eye for talent, and I’m actually looking to hire a new girl. If you know someone you’d consider worthy of being a Nolan Knockout, give her my card and have her mention you. If she gets the job, I’ll give you a referral bonus. Maybe even make you an extra in the newest commercial I’m—”
“Deal!” Jim said.
“Good man. Well look, it’s ah,” he looked at his Rolex and shook his head. “It’s almost one o’clock, and I have to prepare a few things for a showing Ms. Scanlon is having here this afternoon. So if you’ll excuse me, I’ll give you a call after I talk to Bill at TBQ. It’ll probably be sometime on Tuesday night or Wednesday. How’s that sound?”
“That sounds great. Hey, thanks so much, Mr. Nolan.”
“Forget it. I’ll be in touch.” Cal shook his hand and headed back to the house. Sarah was still looking at her phone as he passed by, and Cal wolf-whistled at her.
She snapped her head up.
“Have a good day, Hollywood,” he said, heading inside the house as the door swung shut behind him. Jim danced in a circle and ran back to her before she could respond to Cal’s taunt.
“There’s my girl!” he said, kissing her cheek before she could pull away.
“Did you just hear that?” she asked.
“Meh, it wasn’t even a good whistle. But check this out — he just told me he’s going to get me a job at TBQ. Isn’t that fantastic?” he asked while he danced around her.
“He’s getting you a job?” she asked, frowning.
He stopped dancing when he saw her facial expression. “Oh god, now I have a chance at a sales job around here in software and you’re still not happy. Do you realize how much money I could make there?”
“He hasn’t even seen your resume. Doesn’t that seem a bit too generous to you?”
“Maybe he just has an eye for talent.”
“You don’t just offer up something like that without a damn good reason. He must be up to something. Maybe he’s trying to buy you off.”
“Unbelievable,” he said and threw up his hands. “Look, I know this guy gets under your skin, and I’ll admit, he can be a bit of a prick. But I’m not passing up this job just because you’ve got some crazy hunch. I mean, just think what this could mean for us. Don’t you want to retire before you’re eighty?”
“Not if it means doing it with his help,” she said. “I’m telling you—”
“You know what? Fine,” he said and headed back towards the car. “Then I’m taking that job in Texas.”
She caught up to him, stopping him and taking his hand. “No, Jimmy, I don’t want you to do that either. I’d miss you.”
He half-smiled and took her other hand. “I’d miss you too, but I never planned on staying in this job permanently. You know that.”
“I know, but you’re good at this and—”
“That’s not the point,” he said, tugging on her hands as he spoke. “This TBQ job could be my big chance, and I can’t just dismiss it out of hand because you’ve got a hunch about Cal Nolan’s motives.” Sarah closed her eyes and looked at the ground as he spoke, appearing unmoved by his argument. He tilted her head back up towards him and smiled. “C’mon beautiful, if we want to ever get to this stupid wedding, we better get moving. You can be paranoid in the car while I’m figuring out where to build our retirement home.” They walked to the car as he squeezed her hand.
“Okay,” she said, “But I still want to—” Another car revved its engine as it came down the driveway. A blue Porsche pulled in behind Cal’s car and came within inches of hitting its bumper.
“Guess Jane’s here,” he said, nodding at the new arrival.
“Miss Goo-Goo Eyes from yesterday?”
“That’s the one.”
Jane stepped out after she turned the engine off. She saw Jim and Sarah standing by their car and pointed towards the door.
“Is Mr. Nolan inside?” she asked, her long legs headed in that direction even before they could answer. “Oh, never mind, I see him through the window.”
“Would you look at that outfit,” Sarah said under her breath. “Fishnets, are you kidding me? But I do like her—” she stopped and started digging her long red nails into the back of his hand.
“Ahhhh!” he screamed and pulled his hand away in pain.
“Is everything alright?” Jane stopped and asked.
“Yeah, I’m fine, everything’s great. Just a hand cramp,” he said, holding his hand as Sarah regained her earlier scowl. Jane started to ask him something, but Cal tapped on the window and gestured for her to come inside.
“What the hell was that for?” Jim asked as they got in the car. “You’re going to give me a scar like Jane’s.”
“Maybe if you weren’t so distracted by her legs you’d—”
“It wasn’t just her legs that distracted me.”
“Oh, you’re a riot. I can’t believe you don’t know why I’m upset.”
He looked at his injured hand and eyed Sarah’s legs. “Oh! Wait, why are you so upset about that?”
“Are you serious? Why didn’t you tell me if you really thought I’d be happy you bought the exact same shoes you saw on her?”
“I don’t know, maybe because you got all crazy thinking I saw Carol wearing them. Which I didn’t, by the way.”
“It doesn’t matter who was wearing them! You only bought them because you got all Kit Katty seeing Jane in them.”
“That’s not—”
She put her hand up and turned away. “Just leave me alone.”
They headed up the driveway and rode in silence for ten minutes. Each attempt Jim made to break the ice, Sarah rebuffed with either a sigh or an eye roll. He moved to use the hands-free phone, but pulled away when she slapped his hand.
“C’mon, this is silly,” he said. “I need to call my office.”
“Do it later,” she said. “I don’t want to hear your voice.”
He scratched his forehead. “Is this how it’s going to be the whole time we’re at the wedding?”
“Maybe.”
“I’m sorry, alright? I didn’t get all Kit Katty or whatever seeing Jane in them.”
“Uh huh, sure you didn’t.”
“Sarah, please don’t be mad. I honestly am sorry. Did seeing them on Jane prompt me to buy them? Well yeah, but only because I thought you’d look way hotter in them than she did. I wasn’t trying to hurt your feelings.”
She took a deep breath but didn’t respond.
“I love you?”
She glanced over at him and unfolded her arms. “Fine, call your office.”
He breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you,” he said.
“Oh, I’m still mad at you. I just—”
“Love me too? I know.” He punched a button in the center console to voice dial the dispatch office on speakerphone. “Call CRC Dispatch,” he ordered the unit.
There was a momentary pause before the female voice on the speakerphone said, “Say a command.”
“C’mon, Call CRC Dispatch,” he asked again.
“Please try again,” the voice prodded.
“Would you just call CRC Dispatch already?” he said.
“Did you say—Call CVS Pharmacy?”
“Dammit, this stupid piece of shit!”
“Sorry—no address book entry for Pizza Hut. Please try again.”
As he smacked his hand on the steering wheel, Sarah calmly leaned forward.
“Call C-R-C Dis-patch,” she enunciated carefully.
“Calling,” the unit said. She leaned back in her seat and smirked.
“How did you -”
“Maybe you should be a little more patient with some things.”
“CRC Dispatch, this is Catherine,” the phone barked.
Just my luck, he thought. Catherine was a frumpy older woman a few years from retirement age. And while she was hardly a fan of Jim’s, she thought the world of Sarah. Ever since Catherine had met her, he’d endured several “You better take care of that girl, she’s too good for the likes of you” type comments whenever he worked with her.
“Hi Catherine, it’s Jim Knox here.”
“So?”
“I guess Lisa’s not working today, huh.”
“You leave that poor child alone.”
“What? I just meant—”
“She’s in Cancun for the week. A girl that pale is going to fry like a lobster down there.”
“Really? She didn’t mention it to me yesterday.”
“Little Miss College thing needs to clear her schedule with you, does she, Jimmy?”
“No, I just thought since, you know, I was in and—”
“Maybe Lisa wasn’t keen on letting Mr. Middle Age know where she’d be shaking her moneymaker for fall break.”
Sarah covered her mouth but still laughed out loud. There were very few people who could out-snark Jim, but Catherine was one who always seemed to get the best of him.
“Sarah!” Catherine said excitedly. “Is that you, hon? How are you doing?”
“Hi Cathy, I’m just fine. How are you?”
“I’m good, I’m good. So what is your husband up to with Cal Nolan? I got some hussy from the CEO’s office calling every two minutes looking to speak to that jackass Derek about something Jim was doing for him.”
“That’s right,” Jim said. “I’m a superstar.”
“You’re a damn fool, that’s what you are.”
“Whatever, Catherine. Can you just tell Derek I installed a new splitter at the Exton house and I’ll fax in a work order tomorrow?”
“What do I look like, your secretary?” she said. “Tell that jackass yourself.”
“No, I don’t—”
Sarah laughed as the hold music started playing over the speakerphone.
“What’s the matter, Mr. Middle Age? Cathy got your tongue?” she asked.
“Shut up,” he said.
Catherine returned to the line. “He’s on the other line with someone talking about you superstar, so you’ll have to call back later.”
“Why can’t he call me back?” he asked.
“You can ask that jackass when you call later. Goodbye Miss Sarah.” She hung up as Sarah howled.
“Why do you encourage her?” he asked.
“I think it’s important someone keeps you in line now and again,” she said. “And I can’t keep an eye on you 24-7.”
The exit for the chapel appeared. He slowed down and took the next off-ramp, gripping and releasing the steering wheel as he tried to relax. “Well, you’ll have to find a new partner in crime when I’m working at TBQ.” He turned into the church parking lot and pulled into the first available spot.
“Jimmy, can we please talk more about that job when we get home. I’m still suspicious—”
“Of course.” He sighed and wiped his hand across his face. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll listen to any kooky theories you have around Cal and that job later, but only if that gets me off the hook for the shoes. Agreed?”
She smiled and nodded. “Agreed. Now do something with your hair.” She pulled a thin green hairbrush from her purse. “Here, use this.”
“Kind of small, don’t you think?” he asked. “Besides, I’m sure it’s not that bad.”
She took his chin and turned his head towards the rearview mirror. It was obvious he needed to do something with his hair.
“Give it here.”
He grabbed it from her and tried combing his thick brown hair with it, but it wasn’t the best tool for the job.
“How about now?”
They exited the car, and she walked over to inspect his handiwork.
“It looks like you spent ten seconds using my brush,” she said
“Well, it’ll have to do.” He handed the comb back to her and adjusted his tie in the rearview mirror. “You ready to go in?” he asked, but she didn’t respond. She was staring at her feet and tapping her teeth with her fingernails. “Sarah?”
“Hmm? Oh sorry, I was just putting together some things in my head.”
“Jesus, you really are a Velma.”
She laughed as they walked together towards the church entrance.
“Puzzles have always intrigued me, Jim. I’m still trying to figure you out, aren’t I?”
They’d only been home from the wedding reception for thirty minutes, and Sarah was in full research mode as he’d gone into the bathroom to shower. She hadn’t bothered changing clothes, so she could start work the moment they walked in. Her usual information gathering tools, including her notepads, multiple pens and their laptop were laid out across the bed. It’d been awhile since he’d seen her try to solve any sort of mystery, the last one being when he lost the remote control. She’d spent hours tracking it down only to discover he’d left it in the freezer while getting an ice cream sandwich. Jim heard the music blaring from the computer speakers as he put on his clothes.
“Can you turn that down please?” Jim asked, poking his head out of the bathroom. Steam poured out the door. “I’m trying to get dressed.”
She looked up from the computer screen and took a sip of wine from the glass by the bed. “You’re putting on a t-shirt and sweatpants. How distracting can it possibly be?”
“You try getting dressed while some guy keeps yelling ‘Jam On It’ at you.”
“I’m not playing ‘Jam On It.’ It doesn’t even sound like that stupid song.”
“Oh. Are you playing ‘Humpty Dance’ then?”
“Would you quit stalling and get out here?”
Jim shut the door and turned the fan on to drown out the music as he finished toweling off. He weighed his chances of having sex with her tonight, and decided it was a longshot, but he’d use mouthwash anyway. He re-emerged and plopped down on the bed next to her.
“Alright, Jiggly-Puff,” he said. “I’m ready. Do I get a tin foil hat to wear?”
“Only if you make it,” she said. “But I did a little research and—”
He picked up the pad next to her and flipped through the pages.
“A little? You have three pages of notes here!”
“It’s only two-and-a-half. And it’s just an outline, it’s no big deal.”
“You used the standard Harvard format?”
“Well, that’s what I always do for Mr. Donald, so I’m just used to doing it that way.”
“Roman Numeral One, Introduction. Roman Numeral Two, Cal Nolan. Roman Numeral Three, My wife is insane.”
“Give me that,” she said and snapped the pad back from him. “Are you going to listen or make fun?”
“Probably a little from column A, and a little from column B.”
“For now just listen. I think you’re happier at CRC than you let on, but if you really want a job at TBQ, I want you to get it on your own, and not as some bribe from Cal Nolan. Why do you think he put all that effort in today? Because some things just don’t add up for me.”
“Since when does Shaggy have to start filling in the blanks? You’re driving this van, Velma. I’m just riding back here with Phyllis Diller and the Globetrotters.”
“First off, Fred always drives. Second, I’m not asking you to drive, I’m just looking for your take on what happened.”
“Fine, Shaggy can do some spitballing,” he said. “To answer your question, I’d guess the owner is either a friend or somebody important, and he wanted to make sure there were no hiccups.”
“Okay, let’s say that’s the case. Did it seem like he was trying very hard to sell it?”
“Well, yeah, he took care of the cable thing for him, remember?”
“Forget the cable thing for a second. Why did he have the realty sign in the window of the house and not up at the road?”
“That’s not unusual,” he said. “People have realty signs in their window all the time.”
“True, but you couldn’t even see the house from the road. So if you drove by, how would you know it was for sale?”
“It was on a cul-de-sac. Nobody was just driving by there unless they had an appointment.”
“Fair point. So schedule an appointment for me to view that house.” She handed Jim the laptop and already had the browser window open to Nolan Realty’s current listings. He took the laptop and clicked onto the list of realtors instead.
“Jim, c’mon, I had it open to where I wanted you to look.”
“Do the homes have bikini shots too?” he asked.
“I’ll get to the Knockouts in a minute, just look where I told you to.”
“Fine.” He clicked back and looked through the current homes available, both for rent and for sale and then tried a search for that particular address. “It’s not on here,” he said.
“No, it’s not. I couldn’t find that house listed anywhere, and the last sale date was seven years ago.”
“Maybe it’s a new listing, and it isn’t going live on the website till Monday. Or maybe they’re just managing the property for the guy while he’s out of town, and he asked they sell it privately.”
“The guy being Doug Flynn, right?”
“Well sure, isn’t it?”
“I don’t know, actually. The house was purchased under the name of a company. A company called BRM, LLC. The company isn’t registered in Pennsylvania according to the state web-site, so I haven’t found the owner yet.”
“Okay, so, a company owns this house, not a person?”
She took a sip of her wine before answering. “Not exactly. You can set up something called a limited liability company to shield your identity in a sale if you don’t want people seeing you bought a house. I’ve seen Mr. Donald do it for some of our customers. There are also certain tax benefits to doing it, but it’s not something you see all that often.”
“Well, then it makes even more sense they’d be selling it privately. Probably the owner is some fancy-pants and doesn’t want the hoi polloi wandering around his house. Cal steps in when there’s a problem with the cable because he’s a big shot, and tada, mystery solved!”
“Hoi Polloi? Breaking out the big words tonight, are we?”
“What? It’s my favorite Three Stooges episode. Now if you’ll excuse me, Shaggy wants some peanut butter cup ice cream before he goes to bed unless we were going to, you know—” Jim walked his fingers along her leg.
“We weren’t, and I’m not finished yet,” she said, removing his hand. “You’re ignoring Roman Numeral five.” She pointed at the paper with her pen.
“Jane Scanlon? So what?”
“She’s not on the website either, or anywhere else on the web for that matter. And yes, you can check for yourself,” she said. He picked up the laptop and started clicking through the realtors. “Let’s see, Alyssa, Amy, Andrea, Angela—”
“Alright, that’s enough confirming,” she said and reclaimed the laptop. “She doesn’t appear to work for Nolan Realty, does she?”
“Not as a Knockout, anyway. Or maybe she’s new and not on the website, either.”
“So you think that’s it? That all of this is just one happy coincidence and Cal Nolan puts his newest agent on a house so important that he personally shows up to fix a problem with the cable?”
“It’s because she was new that he showed up, to give her every chance to succeed. That’s the sign of a good manager.”
“Baloney,” she said. “It’s the sign of a guy who’s fooling around on his wife with a prostitute calling herself Jane Scanlon.”
“You think she’s a hooker?” He took the wine glass off the bedside table and drank the rest of it.
“Hey, I wasn’t finished with that,” she said.
“Oh, you’ve had plenty. There is no way she was a hooker.”
“Think about it, Jim. Cal’s got this unlisted house. It’s out of the way. He can come and go as he pleases, and if anyone asks, either one of them just points to the sign in the window and says they’re there for a house showing.”
“Yeah, except you forgot something. Well you didn’t forget, I just didn’t mention it to you. The reason I knew her name was Jane was I heard her talking on the phone to someone and enunciating it. Then they put her on hold. You really think she’s setting up anything under her hooker name that she has to call customer service for?”
Sarah looked at him for a moment, tapping her fingers on the computer. “You’re sure?”
“Yes, I’m sure. So I doubt very much she’s a hooker. In fact, I didn’t get the impression they were sleeping together at all, hooker or no hooker.”
“Please,” she said. She set the laptop aside, jumped off the bed, and took off her pantyhose. “They’re definitely sleeping together. I could tell that the moment you said her name to him.”
“I don’t doubt the guy might be nailing someone on the side, but there’s no way you could tell it was Jane.”
“That’s because you can’t read people like I can. It’s why I always clean you and your friends out at poker.” She hung up her dress in the closet.
“Oh really? What’s my big tell then, Teddy KGB?”
“Every time you bluff, you scratch the back of your neck,” she said as she pulled on a green t-shirt.
“Is that so? Then why can’t you tell when I’m bluffing whenever we’re bridge partners?”
“Because you aren’t supposed to bluff your partner in bridge.”
“You aren’t?”
“No!”
“Oh,” he said. “Then let’s say you’re right. Does that mean you’re fine with me accepting the help of a regular adulterer, just not a john?”
“I’m not fine with you accepting the help of Cal Nolan, period,” she said. She finished putting on her woolly pajama bottoms and walked into the bathroom. “It doesn’t matter which one he is, if he’s cheating on his wife, he’s going to get burned. He loses everything in the divorce if he’s caught. Why would anyone risk that?”
“You did actually see Jane today, didn’t you?”
She rolled her eyes and shut the door. He propped up some pillows on the bed and grabbed her notepad. The notes she’d taken were well-written in cursive, and had extensive citations referring to the sources for each item. It’s no wonder Mr. Donald won’t share her, he thought.
“So would you throw it all away to be with someone like Jane?” she asked as she came out of the bathroom and climbed into bed next to him.
“Nope,” he said without looking up. “Too much paperwork.”
“And grandmother thought you weren’t a catch.”
“No, she just thought I was a heathen.”
“She never actually called you a heathen,” she said.
“Look, let’s not quibble over every small detail.”
“That’s a small detail?”
“It’s neither here nor there,” he said. “Hey, did you see the guy at table seven that looked like my grandfather?”
“Yes!” she said, putting her hand on him. “The resemblance was eerie. It was like he’d come back from the dead or something.”
He sighed. “I just wish you could have met him back when my grandmother was alive. She was the best. I’ll never forget the last story time we had together.”
“Why, what happened?”
“Well, I guess I was six when she came over that last time to visit. I kind of knew she was sick, but I didn’t know how bad it was. So when we did story time the last night she was there, my dad taped it with his old Super 8 video camera. She said she wanted to read all my favorites, so she spent over an hour reading my favorite books. We acted out Caps for Sale, Frog and Toad Are Friends and Where the Wild Things Are. Then after she passed away, my dad set up the projector every year, and I’d watch her reading to me just like she did that night. There was no sound with Super 8 tapes, but I knew every word by heart and heard my grandmother’s voice saying them just the same.” He took a deep breath and covered his face.
“Oh Jimmy,” she said, caressing his back. “That’s one of the sweetest stories I’ve ever heard.”
“Yeah,” he said, “I thought so too when I saw it on the Hallmark channel last month.”
“What?”
“Ha, ha, gotcha!” he said. “Tee hee! Guess you can’t read me quite so well after all.”
“I’m going to kill you,” she said. She pummeled him with her pillow while he covered his face and laughed hysterically.
“Stop, stop, I’m sorry,” he said, “But this Cal the criminal nonsense is just as silly. There’s nothing to your theory, and his only ‘crimes’ seem to be he’s horny and loves baked goods, unless I missed something in Roman Numeral six, section B.”
“I only had half an hour, and I was rushing. If I had time to do a full investigation—”
“A full investigation?” he asked, rolling off the bed onto his feet. “Tell you what, Velma. No matter how much you dig, you won’t find Cal’s done anything illegal. Because the only way I’m passing up an opportunity like this is if he’s an honest to goodness crook.”
“No, no bets,” she said, waving him off. “I’m not going through that nonsense I did with Chick-Fil-A.” Their last bet had centered on whether he could go without ice cream for a month. She found him one day eating a cup of it from Chick-Fil-A in the living room. He argued for hours it was not really “ice cream” because they called it “Ice Dream,” and she was forced to finally concede the point when he called the corporate office and had them tell her it couldn’t technically be considered “ice cream” because there was no cream in it.
“It’s not really a bet, per se. More of a challenge from someone who doesn’t think you’re quite the sleuth you think you are. And I figure this is the only way I can take another sales job without you nagging me for the next ten years about it.”
“I’m an excellent sleuth, but I don’t really have time—”
He began playing a mock violin. “Boo hoo hoo. You’re just making excuses because I was right, and you were wrong. If you really thought you could discover Cal was haunting an old amusement park, you’d have no problem finding the time.” He stopped to turn off the light as he headed downstairs. “Sweet dreams, Hollywood.”
“Fine!” She jumped out of bed and grabbed his shirt before he could leave. “What do I have to do?”
“You have two days to dig around,” he said. “If you find proof by midnight on Tuesday that he’s some sort of master criminal and wasn’t just someone you found irritating, I won’t do the deal, and I’ll never mention Texas again. But if you can’t, you have to promise to drop the whole thing and support my decision to take whatever job I want.”
“Two days? That’s it?”
“Two days for you is like a month for a normal person. If you can’t do it in two days, there’s nothing there.”
She nodded. “Alright, you’re on.” They shook hands as she flashed a smug smile.
“Now give me some sugar baby,” Jim said, and tried to pull her into his arms.
Sarah pushed him off of her and through the open doorway. “Sorry, Sugar Daddy. I’ve got work to do.” She closed the door in his face.
Sarah arrived at her desk shortly before 8:00 a.m. on Monday morning. The crisp fall walk from the train station downtown to her office was a short one, so the entire trip only took about forty minutes to complete. Normally Jim dropped her at the station if he was working, but since he wasn’t scheduled today, that was a lost cause from the moment she tried shaking him to get up. When all she got in response was a muffled groan and what sounded like, “Hit by a taxi,” she gave up and drove herself to the station, but not without first strategically taping Jim’s unfinished shopping list on the TV.
She hung up her maroon suit jacket, slid into her chair and set her bag on the floor. Her yellow notepad peeked out of the front pocket. The three pages of notes she’d taken last night had grown to six, but she wasn’t any closer to proving anything than when she started.
Mr. Donald, tipping his hat as he walked by her desk and into his office, said “Good morning, Mrs. Knox.” He wore his usual attire, which was a plaid, light blue three-piece suit and matching striped tie. He was seventy-five-years-old, but thanks in no small part to Sarah’s efficiency, he showed no signs of slowing down.
“Good morning, Mr. Donald,” she said and turned on her PC. She waited until he was settled before she took a notebook from her desk drawer and printed out his schedule for the day. She walked into his office and sat down in one of the red leather chairs in front of his desk. There were a few pictures of him with his sister on the wall along with a copy of his honorable discharge from the army, dated 1954.
“Have you seen that notebook I had?” he asked while searching through his desk drawers.
“Which one is that, Mr. Donald? I’ve got them organized for you based on color and date.”
“Oh, it’s the last one I used, I think,” he said
“That’s over by my desk.” She pointed back to her desk, and he leaned over to get a better look.
“Yes, that’s it. Would you mind getting it for me?”
She walked back out into the hallway and retrieved the note-pad for him. It was jammed with handwritten notes he’d made and she’d organized by using a series of endnotes and printing a short bibliography that she’d slipped in the back. The office communication methods he used were straight from the 1970s. He didn’t use e-mail for anything except what she typed up on his behalf, and he asked her to print out anything urgent he should see. He had an assigned Blackberry, which never left her desk, and he liked to issue paper memos for employee mailboxes.
“Here you go, Mr. Donald, and here’s your schedule.”
“Thank you.”
“You have a 9:00 a.m. appointment with Mr. Milligan at his office, and then you’ve got a doctor’s appointment scheduled at 10:30. You asked me last week to keep your afternoon open today, so perhaps we can spend some time then going over some of those PowerPoint slides I’ve put together for your meeting on Wednesday morning?”
“Actually, Mrs. Knox, I asked you to keep my schedule open in case I need to be out of the office this afternoon, and I do,” he said. “The tests I’ve scheduled are apparently quite tiring, so the doctor asked I rest for a few hours once they’re completed. Can you schedule a car to pick me up at Philadelphia Hospital around 12:30?”
“Yes, yes, of course,” she said, jotting down some notes. “Is everything alright? What kind of car would you like? Last time I believe we used a—”
“I’m fine, and any car you come up with is fine.” Despite his assurances, she was still concerned. He’d scheduled this appointment on his own a few weeks ago and hadn’t told her what it was for. “That’s enough about all that,” he said, slapping his hand on the desk and smiling. “I’m sure you’ll manage in my absence, since you and I both know you’re the brains behind this operation.”
“That’s not true, but that’s very nice of you to say, thank you.” She smiled and turned to leave. “Is there anything else you might like me to do while you’re out today? I could take some time to write thank you notes for some of the clients we’ve already filed tax returns for this year.”
“No, that’s quite alright. Mr. Kim’s office did request your help with the Nolan Realty—” “I could help with that,” she said, trying not to sound too anxious. “Nonsense,” he said. “I already told him we’re spending too much time dealing with this during tax season.” “I don’t mind, really. Rory told me last week he needed a hand, so I’d be glad to help out.” “Very well. I just hate the idea of wasting your talents on anything involving Calvin.” “Mr. Donald, do you mind if I ask why you hate him so much?”
He shook his head. “He’s taken his father’s company and turned it into this burlesque show in order to line his already bulging pockets. Irvin never cared about anything other than helping his customers. Cal only seems to care about helping himself.”
“So all his charity work—”
“Is a tax strategy devised by Mr. Kim. Although I’ll admit, that sandwich bearing his name is quite delicious.” They both laughed. “Does that answer your question?”
“Yes, thank you,” she said. “I won’t let it interfere with my regular duties, I promise.”
“I know it won’t. Let’s see,” he said as he got up and checked his silver pocket watch, “I think I’ll head out now and grab something to eat before that meeting at nine. I’ll see you tomorrow, Mrs. Knox.”
“Goodbye, Mr. Donald. And don’t forget we’re doing story time down at the library tomorrow morning.” A city-wide day of community service for Philadelphia businesses was scheduled for tomorrow, and he’d volunteered himself and Sarah to read at one of the libraries in danger of being shut down.
He smiled. “I’m looking forward to it. I’ll see you in the morning.” He picked up his coat and hat and headed past her towards the elevators.
Returning to her desk, she logged back in and stretched before calling Rory Bauer from Mr. Kim’s office. Rory was Mr. Kim’s executive assistant and her closest friend at the company.
“Hi Sarah,” he said. “Is Mr. Donald in yet?”
“He left for the day, actually,” she said. “That’s why I was calling.”
“You want to get some coffee?” he asked. “I can walk down with you.”
“Sure, we can do that. But I was wondering if you started gathering that stuff for the Nolan case?”
“Not yet,” he said. “I’ve been putting it off as long as possible.”
“Well,” she said, twirling the phone cord as she spoke, “I thought since Mr. Donald was gone for the day I could give you a hand. Maybe organize things a bit for you.”
“Don’t toy with me, Sarah.”
“I wouldn’t do that. You want me to call down to Gary in IT to print out all the e-mail correspondence from the last year?”
“Yes!” he said. “I was dreading having to talk to that sourpuss. Thank you.”
“Let me call there now. I’ll walk over to you when I’m done.”
“Sounds good. And thanks again, really.”
“Just glad I can help.”
She smiled and sat on her desk corner as she called into the hold queue for the support desk, drumming her fingers and waiting for someone to save her from listening to the same dreadful cover of AC/DC’s “Moneytalks.”
“IT Support, this is Gary.”
She could hear him yawning through the phone. “Hey, Gary, it’s Sarah Knox, from Mr. Donald’s office? How are you today?”
“Peachy. What can I do for you, Mrs. Knox?”
“Can you give me access to the e-mail archive administrative console? I want to start printing out and organizing our communications for the Nolan Realty case.”
“Sure, that’s fine. Actually, if you want, I could just dump all the Nolan Realty e-mails into a big spreadsheet or something,” he said although she thought she could hear him physically biting his tongue as he finished speaking.
“That would be helpful, thank you. I’d like to have both options, and could you make sure the spreadsheet’s separated out into different tabs? It needs to be sorted based on title, subject, date, sender, recipients, and miscellaneous keywords.”
“Boy, sorry I asked,” he mumbled.
“Excuse me?”
“Nothing, I’ll take care of it. I just activated your login ID/ password. The system generated note should be sent via e-mail in a minute or so.”
She stayed on the line and waited only moments before the e-mail appeared in her inbox. She logged in and moved the keyboard onto her lap.
“Yep, I’m in,” she said.
“Oh boy,” he said and hung up on her. She picked up the receiver to call back but shook her head and placed the phone back in the cradle to work on more pressing business.
She typed “Jane Scanlon” into the search area. No results found, the system told her. She cleared the entry area and typed “Doug Flynn.” Same result.
An instant message from Jim popped on her screen. Good, he’s at least up, she thought.
ClubberLangIsAwesome: Hi Velma. Have you seen Scrappy-Doo?
SarahKnoxInPhilly: Very funny.
Jim had multiple screen names, and he kept adding new ones to gauge her reaction and see just how “clever” it was. This particular one used to be his main IM and e-mail address, but once she pointed out how dumb it looked on the top of his resume, he switched to a more professional address.
ClubberLangIsAwesome: Just kidding.
SarahKnoxInPhilly: Are we still on for lunch?
ClubberLangIsAwesome: Yes. What time?
SarahKnoxInPhilly: 12:30
ClubberLangIsAwesome: cool I’m in the mood for tex-mex.
SarahKnoxInPhilly: Knock it off.
ClubberLangIsAwesome: teehee. whatcha doin
SarahKnoxInPhilly: I’m looking through old e-mails from Nolan Realty.
ClubberLangIsAwesome: of course you are. my crazy wife
SarahKnoxInPhilly: J. What are you doing?
ClubberLangIsAwesome: looking at tuxedos
SarahKnoxInPhilly: Jimmy
ClubberLangIsAwesome: LOL
SarahKnoxInPhilly: Meet me in lobby at 12:30. Ok?
ClubberLangIsAwesome: will do. bye daphne
SarahKnoxInPhilly: velma!
She closed the chat window to resume her work, and typed 714 Timothy Court into the search engine. A new window popped up with a single result, showing one e-mail and its contents—
From: Brown, Rachel [rbrown@nolanrealty.com]
Sent: Thursday, September 7, 4:57 PM
To: Dever, Rita [rita.dever@donaldandkim.com]
Subject: Sorry
Importance: Normal
Hey Rita,
Sorry I didn’t get back to you sooner. I just spoke to Mr. Nolan, and there aren’t any positions opening up for a few months. I’m sorry you hate it there so much, and I’ll let you know when something opens up.
Anyway, can you do me a favor? I screwed up and accidentally sent you the following invoice before I should have
Invoice 4501050328/09 for 1425 Spruce Street, Philadelphia, PA
We were late getting the rent from Myrtle in office 4B again, but she finally paid up, and I need to adjust the invoice amount accordingly. Boy does that woman hate Mr. Nolan.
I’ll let you know when the lease is up on that condo in Malvern you wanted, although I’m guessing it won’t be until January. There’s a house in Exton on 714 Timothy Court that sounds like it might be available for rent soon, but not exactly sure when. I overheard Mr. Nolan telling someone to meet him out there for a walkthrough. Let me see if I can find out more about it.
See you at happy hour at B&F’s tomorrow!
Rachel Brown
Office Administrator
Nolan Realty, Inc.
1249 Chestnut Street
(215)555-4263 — Phone
(215)555-4264 — Fax
Sarah knew if Mr. Donald saw this e-mail he wouldn’t be pleased. She’d only met Rita once since she’d been hired five months ago and was surprised she’d be looking to get out so soon after landing the job. Rita’s extension rang twice before she answered.
“Accounts Payable, this is Rita.”
“Hey Rita, this is Sarah Knox from Mr. Donald’s office.”
“Hi, Sarah. What can I do for you?”
“I’m pulling together some archived e-mails for the partners, and I’d like to discuss one that Rachel Brown sent to you last month. The one from September seventh, specifically.”
“September seventh?” Rita asked. “I’m sorry Sarah, I’m not sure which e-mail you’re referring to.”
“Well, you seem to be looking for other employment in the one I have.”
The line was silent for a few moments.
“Rita?” she asked.
“Oh God, I forgot all about that. I’m fired, aren’t I?”
“I didn’t say that. I just want—”
“Please Sarah, I’m so sorry. I was just having a rough week last month, I don’t want to leave. I was mad and venting to Rachel, and she sent that e-mail and—”
“Rita, calm down. I just want to ask you about it, that’s all. Did you ever hear if that house in Exton that Rachel mentioned became available for rent?”
“No, it never did,” she said. “Mr. Nolan told her the owner decided to have some work done, and it wouldn’t be available for several more weeks.”
“Is that so?” she asked as she got her pad and took down some notes. “Did she say why he was doing a walkthrough then?”
“She said it was a misunderstanding, and he just meant he was seeing how the work on the place was going.”
“Did she mention what was being done?”
“I think she said it was remodeling? I’m not sure, I could check with her if you wanted.”
“Actually, if you don’t mind...”
“Please, no, whatever you need. I can call her right now.”
“Anytime is fine as long as it’s before 11:30. Oh, one last thing—what was this invoice she asked to pull?”
“That was nothing. Nolan Realty leases a building near the hospital and apparently this one tenant is upset about the office she’s in and keeps fighting with them about the rent. I just needed to adjust the invoice once she sent in her rent payment. That’s all.”
“I see,” Sarah said. “Would you happen to have any information around the building and the various tenants you could send up to me? I’m working on getting together some material for that lawsuit, and I’d like to have it for the files we’re preparing.”
“Absolutely, I’ll take care of it. Is there anything else I can do?”
“No, I think that’s all. I’ll look forward to hearing from you.”
“I’ll get back to you about both items sometime this morning,” Rita said. “Thank you so much, Sarah.”
“Sure thing. Bye Rita.” She hung up the phone and put down her pen to print out the e-mail. After she printed it, she tucked it in her purse and reset her search to get everything over the past year. As the printer roared to life, she grabbed her wallet to get her coffee.
Rory was on the phone when she arrived at his cubicle. He gestured he’d be another minute, so she leaned against the wall and checked Jim’s Facebook status from her phone. “Jim Knox is having lunch with a knockout today,” it read. She smiled as Rory finished the call and sidled up to her.
“Let’s go,” he said. They headed into the stairwell by Mr. Kim’s office to go down to the lobby.
“I’m printing out all those e-mails now,” she said. “I’ll start organizing them when I get back.”
“Thank god. Mr. Kim wants to give everything to the lawyers soon and be done with it.”
“When are we turning this stuff over?”
“Search me. Judge Snyder hasn’t said boo about anything these last few months.”
“I know, but since Beth did that interview on Saturday, I thought he’d be back at it. He seems to follow her lead on everything, so if she’s out and about, figured he’d be as well,” she said, opening the door to the lobby. The coffee cart had a line of people waiting, which wasn’t unusual for a Monday morning. “There’s really nothing going on in that case still?”
“No, although I heard some of the plaintiffs are grumbling it’s going so slowly,” Rory said. “You’d think they’d be a little more patient with the judge. He’s the only chance they have, and he’s been through a lot.”
“I’d be frustrated too if I’d been waiting a year since some bimbo replaced me. But I doubt they’re actually blaming the judge. I’m sure it’s Cal Nolan’s fault it’s dragging out so long.”
“Probably, but they knew what they were getting into. You can’t take a guy like Cal Nolan on and expect results overnight.”
“Can I take your order?” the young male barista asked.
“Oh, I’ll have a tall regular coffee,” he said, “And whatever she wants. I’ve got both.” He placed a ten dollar bill on the counter.
“I’ll have a tall non-fat mocha, but please make sure you use the organic chocolate,” she said. She watched the barista throughout the order to make sure he followed her instructions. She was satisfied he had, and they took their drinks off the countertop and headed back into the staircase.
“Thanks, Rory.”
“Forget it. I owe you a lot more than a coffee.” He sipped his coffee and grinned. “Mmm, delicioso,” he said. “This is probably all just a waste of time. Maybe the judge will throw the case out just to spend more time with his granddaughter.”
“God I hope not,” she said.
“Shh, don’t say that too loud,” he said as he looked around and lowered his voice. “I thought I remembered you wanted Nolan to lose this case. Why did you suddenly offer to help me?”
“I’m just helping organize the evidence for a friend,” she said. “If Cal’s done something wrong, I’m sure he’ll get what he deserves.” She winked and headed back to her desk.
At 12:30, she found Jim waiting in the lobby entrance, which was a pleasant surprise since he was often late for lunch dates. They decided to go to Bartlett’s Café, which was about a block and a half from her office and was one of her favorite spots to get lunch in the city. The tables and booths were cramped but cozy, and the small counter had five red stools. It was always crowded for lunch but appeared to be clearing out as they approached the host stand.
“Hi, how many?” asked the host as they walked up together.
“Seventeen,” Jim said.
“Two, please,” Sarah said, giving Jim a look. “We were hoping for a booth by the window, but it looks like you’re full up.”
“It’ll be about twenty minutes for a booth. If you want to sit right away, the counter’s free.”
The counter was empty, so they accepted the offer. She sat down at the stool on the far end as Jim sat to her left and spun around a few times. He stopped when the waitress came over and poured them each a glass of water. She was an older woman with black hair poking out from a small white hat.
“Hi, folks. Welcome to Bartlett’s. I’m Jody, and I’ll be serving you today,” Jody said.
“Hi Jody. My name’s Sarah, and this is my husband Jim.”
Jim shook his head as he watched this play out. Sarah knew it drove him nuts when she engaged the wait staff in idle chit-chat.
“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Sarah. And Jim,” Jody said. “Here are some menus, and I’ll be right back to take your order.”
“Why do you do that?” he asked. “It’s so stupid.”
“It isn’t stupid. When I was a waitress—”
“Never mind,” he said. “Do what you want.”
“You don’t have to be so grumpy about it.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, picking up his spoon and smacking it in his hand. “I’m annoyed at Derek, that’s all. Although that’s kind of a good news, bad news thing.”
“What? Why?”
“Oh, he called all pissed off I went over his head about that house, and we got into a whole argument about it so he took me off the schedule. I called HR to explain what happened, and they told him he has to put me back on the schedule or he’ll be suspended. So, the bad news is, I have twelve hour shifts on Thursday and Friday, and I’m on beeper all weekend for emergencies.”
“You’re not going to miss date night on Friday, are you?”
“No way, it’s my turn to pick the movie. I’ll be done by eight,” he said, flipping the spoon in the air.
“Well that is good news,” she said, catching the spoon and setting it back on the counter.
“It is, but that’s not what I meant. He told them he wasn’t going to work with a coddled superstar, so he requested a transfer.”
She smiled and put her hand on his knee. “That’s even better news. So maybe you’d consider staying now? Or maybe you could apply for Derek’s job?”
“No, I wouldn’t, and he’s probably not going anywhere for awhile anyway. You need at least ten years of experience in a field office to even apply, so unless they have someone in mind, I doubt he’ll be leaving anytime soon.”
“Oh,” she said, removing her hand. “Well, at least he’s transferring at some point.”
“Yeah, I guess,” Jim said. “And you know why he asked me to take such drastic action in the first place? His sister was fired by Nolan Realty, so he was pissed this Flynn guy used them to sell his house.”
“Too bad it’s not actually for sale.”
“Yeah, well, not publically anyway.”
She shook her head. “It isn’t for sale at all, Jim. It’s a rental that isn’t currently listed and hasn’t been for months. Supposedly the owner is having some remodeling work done.”
Jody approached and pulled a pad and pen out of her apron. “You folks decided yet?”
“Can I have an egg-white omelet with peppers, tomatoes, and onions along with some rye toast? And a cup of V8, please,” Sarah said.
“Sure thing, Sarah. And for you, Jim?”
“I’ll have the Heartattacker and a bottle of birch beer.” Sarah looked at her menu to see the sandwich he ordered consisted of Italian sausage, American Cheese, fried onions and Russian dressing on a kaiser roll.
“Birch beer?” Sarah asked as they handed their menus back.
“Yeah, wanted to spice things up a bit,” he said.
“Hey Doc, somebody actually ordered that crazy sandwich you like,” Jody yelled. One of the short order cooks just waved at her and smiled. “Doc’s my husband. Been working here thirty-seven years together.”
“That’s wonderful you’ve been married for so long,” Sarah said.
Jody threw her head back and let out a belly laugh. “Married for thirty-seven years? Hell no! We’ve only been married for the last eleven. I couldn’t have lived with that old fool for all thirty-seven years. Working together was plenty, but when I got divorced and Doc’s wife died, well, we figured we could save on gas. Ain’t that right, Doc?”
Doc waved her off again.
“My soulmate,” she said. “Let me go put those in for you and get your drinks.” She scribbled down her order on a pad and took it to the kitchen.
Jim waited for her to leave before turning back to Sarah. “Okay, so you’re saying Nolan is the property manager for this house?”
“Yep. Here, let me show you,” she said, pulling the e-mail she’d printed out of her purse. There were handwritten notes on every part of the page.
“Are you doing any actual work today?” he asked as she showed it to him.
“I’m ahead of schedule, actually. Mr. Donald had—”
“Here are your drinks,” Jody said. “You folks holler if you need anything. I’ll be back when Doc has finished up your orders.”
Jim watched Jody walk off and asked, “Does she remind you of my Aunt Kate?”
“Not really. Now Myrtle there,” she said, pointing to Myrtle’s name in the printed e-mail. “She’s like your Aunt Kate.”
“Myrtle?” He took the note to see where she pointed. “How the hell would you know that? You never actually—oh god, you called her, didn’t you?”
She nodded and picked some fuzz off his shirt sleeve. “Of course. A good detective follows up on every potential lead, and I’m always happy to talk to someone who hates Cal. I’m glad I did too because Myrtle is a hoot. She had me in stitches.”
“Yeah, I’m sure she’s a riot. You thought that crazy guy at the post office who called himself The Duke of Delivery was funny too.”
“Oh speaking of, do you mind dropping this off later?” She reached over and took a small, bulging envelope out of her purse and handed it to him.
“What’s in here?” he asked, shaking the envelope around. “Some ‘We Hate Cal’ Kool-Aid mix?”
“No, it’s a ‘The New Hollywood’ supporter button.”
“Well that’s pretty random. What would she want their stupid button for?”
“It’s not random. She collects buttons and didn’t have this one.”
“Gee I wonder why. Didn’t she have time to grab the swag bag from the after-party before she and P-Diddy had to split?”
“Very funny,” Sarah said.
“I know,” he said. “If her name’s Myrtle, she’s gotta be a hundred years old, so she’d probably go with Englebert Humperdinck or something. Why don’t you just mail that thing from your mailroom?”
“I was going to, but it’s not enough postage, and since it’s not a business—”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah, I got it. Whatever, I’ll mail it to Lady Buttons. I got nothing else going on.”
“Thank you,” she said, leaning over to kiss him on the cheek. “And she really was pretty funny. She told me a joke you might like.”
“I doubt it,” Jim said, and stuck the envelope in his coat pocket. “But fire away.”
“A dyslexic guy walks into a bra. Get it?”
“So he was a cross-dresser?”
Sarah rolled her eyes as Jody came back with their food. “Alright, enjoy your lunch and throw something at Doc if the food stinks. If you need anything, just holler.” She patted the counter and left the check in front of them before heading behind the cash register to ring people up.
“How’s that sandwich?” she asked, sipping her tomato juice.
He gave a thumbs-up as he chewed.
“Can you eat and listen to what else I found in my investigation?”
He swallowed and put the sandwich down to wipe his hands. “Go nuts. Perhaps you could start by explaining how you got access to this e-mail in the first place?” he asked. “Because I don’t remember that being part of your day to day activities as Mr. Donald’s assistant.”
“I volunteered to help Rory gather up documents for the lawsuit against Nolan Realty. And of course a big part of that is making sure all the e-mail communication is accounted for.”
“Volunteered huh? I should have known you’d have a few tricks up your sleeve.”
“Of course,” she said. “I had this girl Rita check on the status of the house. She called me back after she found out it hadn’t been on the market for over a year, supposedly because the owner was doing work on the place. So there haven’t been any showings, yesterday or any other day.”
“A full year? Then why did—hmmm.”
“Hmm what?” she asked.
“I’m just wondering why they kept the guy’s cable turned on. I mean, you can suspend your service for up to a year. Just seems like a waste of money if no one’s renting the place.”
“That’s what I thought. But what if someone was renting it off the books? Say, a Miss Jane Scanlon?”
“You think he stashed some mistress there for a full year?”
“Sure. That way his wife doesn’t find out about it, and as long as the owner is getting paid a monthly check from Nolan Realty, he’s not going to care.”
Jim took another bite of his sandwich and chewed it slowly as he looked at the e-mail.
“C’mon Jim, admit it, I’m on to something.”
He wiped his mouth with his sleeve and shook his head. “I’ll admit he’s probably sleeping with Jane. And perhaps she’s even living there. But he hasn’t committed a crime, has he?”
“No, but he’s obviously—”
“If I turned down every job because some board member was having an affair, I’d be permanently unemployed. How do you even know it isn’t this Flynn guy who’s having the affair with her?”
“Because he’s a happily married banker who lives in Kentucky.”
“Kentucky?”
“Yeah, I finally found out where that BRM company was registered, and it’s to a Doug Flynn in Kentucky. Including that house, he owns investment properties in seven states.”
“What the hell does a Kentucky banker want with a house in Exton?”
“Well I spoke to his assistant for almost twenty minutes. She was so sweet, and believe it or not, he’s a former baseball player for the Mets—”
“Boo!” he said, cupping his hands together.
“What was that for?” she asked.
“You just said the Mets, right?”
“Yeah, he—”
“Boo!”
She whacked him playfully on the arm. “Would you stop that? He doesn’t play for them anymore.”
“He’s still tainted,” he said “Perhaps I’ll call Mr. Met myself and say hello. What’s his phone number?”
“I’m not telling you that.”
“Fine, but I’m just going to look it up online when I get home. You know how much I hate the Mets.”
“Don’t you dare,” she warned him as she folded back up the paper. “He sounds like a wonderful person. Most of the money he makes from those properties is divvied up and donated to churches and charitable organizations.”
“I don’t believe it. It must be a trick or something.”
“It’s not a trick! Anyways, she told me his corporation was named after his first team, the Cincinnati Reds.”
“BRM?” He thought for a moment and snapped his fingers. “Big Red Machine!” he said, referring to the nickname of the Reds teams in the 1970s. “You know who the Big Red Machine was?” he asked.
“Of course, Jim. My dad grew up loving Pete Rose.”
“That’s about right,” he said as he finished his sandwich.
“What does that mean, exactly?”
“It uh, it means your dad loved someone who worked hard at his job every single day and never took a play off.”
“Nice save.”
He took a bow in his seat. “Thank you. So, what, now you go to Mrs. Nolan with your suspicions and leave Cal penniless?”
“Absolutely not,” she said. “That’s between him, his conscience and his wife. The point of this little exercise is not about me getting revenge.”
“No, it’s to make sure I stay in the same crappy job my entire life.”
“That’s not true, and you know it.”
“Do I?” he asked.
She grimaced and looked back at him. “Jimmy, we had a—”
He put his hands up and nodded. “You’re right, I’ll stop.”
“As I was saying, the agreement was I’d find proof he’d committed a crime by Tuesday at midnight. And adultery isn’t a crime. It’s like Samuel Johnson once said, ‘Revenge is an act of passion; vengeance of justice. Injuries are revenged; crimes are avenged.’”
“Who in the hell is Samuel Johnson?” he asked.
“He was an English author in the 1700s,” she said as he stared blankly at her. “I was an English Lit. major, remember?”
“Well then,” he said as he picked up the check, “To quote American beatnik Norville Rogers, ‘Like, let’s get outta here!’” He grinned and walked over to the short line at the register to pay. Sarah pulled out her phone to Google Norville Rogers but was interrupted by an incoming call.
“Sarah Knox,” she answered. Jim returned to drop the tip on the counter and sat back on his stool, watching her tug at her lip.
“Who is it?” he mouthed.
She got up from her stool and gathered her purse. “No, I understand. Are you sure everything is okay?” she asked. “Alright, give me about forty-five minutes, and I’ll be over. Thank you.” She sighed and put the phone back in her pocket.
“What’s the matter?” he asked.
“Mr. Donald went in for some tests this morning and needs to be admitted until Thursday,” she said. “He asked me to bring some things from his office and spend some time with him reviewing his schedule for the next few days.”
“Is he okay?”
“He assured me he’s fine, and it’s something very minor. Look, I have to run back to the office. Can you give me a ride over to the hospital?”
“Of course,” he said as he gave his hand to help her down from the stool. Sarah dropped some money in a donation jar for the Michele Groves foundation at the register as Jim scooped some mints into his hand. “All set,” he said. “You want a mint?”
“I’ll pass,” she said. “Where are you parked?”
“It’s actually the other direction from your office. How about I pick you up in front of your building in fifteen minutes? Or do you need me to help carry stuff down?”
She shook her head. “I think I can manage. So I’ll meet you out front at 1:26?”
He laughed as he checked his watch. “That’s fine. I can even do 1:27, but I’ve got a conflict at 1:28.”
She pulled the door open and held it for him.
“Wait, what are you doing?” Jim asked. “This is my favorite part.”
“I know, but you made fun.”
“No, no, I was just kidding. Please?”
“Alright.” She smiled and let him hold the door open for her, waving to Jody as she headed out.
“Going my way?” Jim asked, swinging the door to his van open for her. She set the file folder she’d put together for Mr. Donald on her seat, and he took her arm to help her in. He’d quickly cleaned the front area of the van and broken open a new air freshener with a picture of a pineapple wearing sunglasses. “This should be an interesting drive with the van since the side streets to get over there are awful.”
“When were you there before?” she asked.
“My sister spent a week down there after falling out of a window at her friend’s house when I was fourteen. I hope there’s more parking available than there used to be. You basically couldn’t get a spot near the hospital after nine in the morning. We parked every day in the same cheap garage over a half mile away on Spruce and had to walk.”
Traffic was heavy as they turned onto Walnut Street and headed west to the hospital. He attempted a shortcut that took them down a one way street, only to end up blocked behind a truck unloading beer at a local market. Sarah sighed and pulled out a pad and started making notes. Bored, he hit the voice dial button on his van’s speakerphone.
“Call Token,” he said, smiling when the unit affirmed his command. Sarah gave him a look and shifted away from Jim in her seat.
Token was the nickname his friends had long ago affixed to Eric Dawkins, the only member of his circle of friends that was black. It was neither clever nor unique, but that wasn’t really their forte when it came to assigning nicknames. His hairy friend was called Yeti, their friend who drank a lot called Rummy, their Italian friend called Dego, etc. He hated his nickname Cheatmissioner, which grew out of a grossly unfair reading of a situation between him and Eric in fantasy football several years prior.
“This is Eric Dawkins.”
Sarah sighed and flipped to a new page in her notebook.
“Token, what’s up dude?” he asked.
“What’s up, Mister Cheatmissioner?”
“Would you please stop calling me that?”
“Stop calling you Cheatmissioner? Fine, how about Cheatissioner? That’s probably more grammatically correct anyways.”
“No matter how you pronounce it, it’s not true. I didn’t cheat you.”
“Oh, didn’t you? Do you really want to argue that with the only barrister you know?”
“Quit calling yourself barrister. It sounds so stupid.”
“It’s better than calling myself Cheatmissioner.”
“I don’t call myself that!”
“You should, because you are, and you did.”
“Nothing I did was illegal.”
“But was it moral?”
“ESPN.com doesn’t have a section in the fantasy football rules about what’s moral.”
“They should for cheaters like you.”
“Look, it was your stupid trade proposal. All I did was accept.”
“Beep, boop, beep, beep, boop.”
“What are you doing?”
“Pushing your buttons,” Eric said. “And right now I’m playing you like a Simon! Where are you at dude?”
“I just finished lunch with Sarah down at Bartlett’s and now I’m dropping her—”
“No shit! I’ve been to that place. Did you see that weirdo behind the counter?”
“Yeah, we got stuck sitting there.”
“I was there last week with some of the partners, and the whole place is shouting out answers and cheering for someone on The Price is Right. It was like eating at the diner from Cop Rock or something.”
“Cop Rock!” Jim said. “Ha, that’s awesome. Did you have to sing for your order?”
“Give me that whole Egg-White Omelet. Give me that whole Egg-White Omelet,” Eric sang in a low baritone voice to the tune of “Give me that Old Time Religion.” Jim laughed, and even Sarah chuckled as he sang.
“You two must be the only guys who still remember Cop Rock was even on TV,” she said.
“My parents didn’t have cable,” Eric said.
“I just liked watching singing cops,” Jim said. “Hey, are we still on for Saturday?”
“You bet, dude. What time should Yeti and I get over there?”
“Well, the convention doesn’t start until ten, but I was hoping to get there early to make sure we can buy those comics from—”
“Comics?” Sarah asked as she looked up from her notebook. Jim had been temporarily forbidden to buy anymore comics after he spent two hundred dollars on several copies of Spider-Man that he claimed he could resell for a huge profit on eBay. He later found out he’d bought the wrong printing and couldn’t sell any of them. “Did I say comics? I meant to say something else.”
“Like?”
“Shamwow?”
“Nice try, Jim. No comics.”
“But Sarah,” he whined as Eric laughed in the background.
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