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Chapter 1

 


Sun
sneaked through blinds. Eyes shut tight.
Not quite ready to open.

Elizabeth
Malone wanted to revel in memories of the great sex she and Frank,
her husband of forty years, had last night. At his insistence, for God’s sake. She
practically had to seduce him before they did it anymore; was on
the verge of suggesting those little blue pills the girls talked
about, when out of nowhere he became amorous. And it was
great. No. . .wonderful. No. .
.Fan—fargin’—tastic!

“Mmmm.”

Fingers crept along the sheets
searching for her mate. They groped to where Frank could be found
most early mornings except on golf days or scheduled surgery. She
touched the edge of his pillow but no Frank.

Turning
her head, she called his name. At the same time she saw an envelope
lying on top of the pillow. Never like
Frank to leave a note but how sweet is this? A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth and she sat up.
The sheet slipped down and there she was. Naked.
Liz, you’re such a slut. Where oh where is your nightie, you naughty girl.
A heap of green satin lay on the floor next to the
bed, evidence of last night’s pleasure.

With care, one long polished nail
sliced through the envelope. The nail snagged on an edge and broke.
“Shit.” Nothing was going to spoil the moment because this was the
first letter from Frank in all the years of togetherness and she
planned to keep it. She withdrew the letter.

Stumbling off the bed, letter clutched
in her hand, she groped for reading glasses, found them, dropped
them, on hands and knees patting the carpet, found them again.
Naked on the floor, she read:

Dear
Lizzie, It’s not you. It’s me. I have been
uncomfortable in my own skin for a long time and have decided I
must make a change in my life. I sold my half of the practice to
George. You, dear Lizzie, are well taken care of. Call Bruce
Bradley. He has all the papers, investments, everything you will
need to live in comfort. The house is yours. Last but not least, I signed my portion of divorce papers so whenever you want to, sign
yours. Bruce will take care of it.” 

She leapt
up—made it to the toilet and retched. Foul taste in her mouth,
Elizabeth returned to the bedroom and
stared down at the despicable letter. “He called me Lizzie. Twice.
He knows I hate that name. Liz was okay but the despised Lizzie,
never.” Her skin crawled with pain and fury. “Oh God. What am I
going to do?” No answer in the silent room. “Divorce,” She shouted
to the empty house. “People like us, we don’t divorce, you stupid
..” Tears streaming, she pounded her chest
with the letter, crumpled it into a ball and flung it across the
room.

She
staggered to his closet, slid open the mirrored doors, heard empty
hangers clicking against each other before they came in sight.
Gone. Wiped out. Nothing left but dust and a few empty shoe boxes,
lids tipped over. Elizabeth’s knees buckled and she sank to the
floor, head in hands. After a few moments, her head snapped
up. When did he do this? Maybe he slipped a
little something in my drink last night to make sure I slept while
he packed and flew the coop. “That son of a
bitch. That God damn son of a bitch.”

She tore sheets from the bed not
caring if they ripped to shreds and stuffed them in the laundry
chute where they’d land in the basement; imagined Frank stuffed in
the chute, hurtling into the mouth of certain doom.

Standing,
careful not to fall, she trailed a hand along the wall ‘til she
reached the bathroom and flicked the switch. Blue and yellow tile
gleamed under the bright light--double sinks were illuminated. His
cabinet stood open, empty except for a rusty razor blade on the top
shelf. Too rusty to slash my
wrists. Wild eyed, hair
standing on end. Her reflection stared back for a second.
Who is this stranger? A
small clenched fist pulled back, trembled; the urge to smash her
image was strong. She wanted, needed, to demolish something. If she
cracked the mirror, maybe she’d sever an artery and bleed to death.
The trembling fist pounded her head, one, two, three. It hurt and
she cried. Beth sobbed with the woman in the
mirror.

In the shower, under the pulsating
stream of hot water, Beth emptied an almost full shampoo bottle on
short brown hair. “I want my forty years back,” she whispered
through tears choking her throat. Too much conditioner followed the
abundance of shampoo as she braced trembling arms against the
shower walls and sudsy water sluiced down her body. The hot water
gave out and so did she. Wrapped in a striped blue and yellow bath
towel, she dripped her way over to the crumpled letter, stomped on
it and walked barefoot to the small balcony outside the
bedroom.

Shivering in the chill of a late March
morning, Elizabeth Malone surveyed the property as far as she could
see. The beautiful pool slept under a green cover soon to be
removed and she’d swim every day in the heated water. Water so warm
you could make soup in it, Frank would say. Would—past
tense.

“Why?” she cried out. “Why?” and ran
inside. Shaking from the cold, she called George Lehrman, Frank’s
partner. Maybe he was still asleep; she didn’t care. Sure enough, a
sleepy voice answered the phone. Marilyn, his wife. Marilyn who
never liked her.

“Marilyn, it’s Liz Malone. Let me
speak to George, please.”

“He’s sleeping, Liz. Do you realize
it’s not even nine o’clock? We were out late last
night.”

“Marilyn,” Liz’s voice rose a notch,
“If you don’t put George on, I’ll be at your door in ten minutes.”
She heard two muffled voices and George picked up.

“What seems to be the
problem?”

By now the knuckles of the hand
gripping the phone were white. “George, I need to know when Frank
arranged to retire, what excuse did he give you and do you know
where he is.”

He cleared
his throat and sighed. “I’ll tell you what little I know.” She
heard him ask for a cup of coffee. “A few months ago Frank said he
wanted to retire, sell his half of the practice to me and leave
town. I thought it was settled so this call comes as a surprise to
me.” He’s lying.

“George, we’ve known each other a lot
of years and you’re loyal to your partner, but if you’re lying to
me and I think you are, I’m coming to the office tomorrow and
screaming in front of patients so you better tell the truth.” Liz,
naked and shivering in a wet towel, didn’t know or care where she
got the nerve to say this but she did. Now she waited for him to
change his story,

Rapid breathing and whispered
consultation from the other side. “I’m sorry to tell you but Frank
was determined to move on and I bought him out. I swear that’s all
I know.” He paused. “That’s the whole story. I paid him and that
was the end of thirty years of a close working relationship. If
there’s anything we can do for you, just call. Goodbye,
Liz.”

And that
was it. Fini as far as George and Marilyn Lehrman were concerned.
Who else could she turn to? Sharon, of course, her one and only
best confidante at the club. She dialed her number. The maid said
they were away for two weeks. To Antigua on holiday, she said. Any
messages? No.

Wonderful
how she took off with the devoted husband at a moment’s notice
without telling me. Maybe she ran away with Frank. Oh God, I’m off
the wall like Humpty Dumpty. Liz could
hardly catch her breath as she sank to the floor still wrapped in a
wet towel and cried and cried.

She caught
her breath and tried to think. If Mom were
alive, I’d call her. More tears. Where did
they come from? Mom, I need you. You were
the one who told me to marry Frank. Thoughts tumbled over; Liz held her throbbing head, tried to
think coherently to no avail. Past and present mixed in a
kaleidoscope. Frank loves
me ‘cause I’m a winner/ No-nonsense Coach says “Go to college on
the scholarship—train for the Olympics.” Mom/Frank/Coach pulling me
until I almost fell apart. I have no one to turn to except for
daughter Susie who idolizes her father. How did everything that
seemed so right go so wrong?

Liz shivered and cried out, “I gave up
swimming, a chance for Olympic gold, my college scholarship for
you, Frank. Doesn’t that count for something? The first time we
met, when I won the State championship, you said you loved a
winner.” She pulled at the towel wrapped around her. “When did I
stop being a winner and become a loser?” The empty house had no
answer. Hurling the towel toward the bed where it landed with a
soggy splat, Beth looked at her nakedness. She lifted small breasts
and let go, no bounce; gazed at all her parts in pretty fair shape
from swimming and diving for more years than she wanted to
remember. She cried out, “Not young enough for you, Frank?” Her
voice ricocheted around the room and boomeranged back--not young
enough--not anything enough--not enough.

 


 



Chapter 2



From the bedroom came the insistent
ring of the phone, jolting her back to the present. One, two, three
rings. The answer machine picked up. Frank’s authoritative voice
delivered the message. “Leave the time and date of your call. We’ll
get back to you as soon as we can.” Like an automaton, stiffly she
walked back to the room she intended to vacate as soon as possible
and listened.

“Hi Liz. It’s Sally Morton. If you and
Frank are free this afternoon, Jim and I would just love to play
twilight golf with you and have a late dinner at the
club.”

Frowning, Beth wondered what was the
real reason Sally, who had never called this number in the twenty
years they’d known each other, wanted to be chummy.

Sally took an audible breath and
plowed on. “I called Frank’s office for an appointment Saturday and
was told he retired. Jim and I are interested in what your next
step might be. If you plan to sell your gorgeous home, my Jim is a
real estate broker. He’d be pleased to lend a hand to make any
transition easy for you. Oh, the time is nine forty five, Sunday
morning. Please call.”

Shaking
not with cold but with rage, Beth jabbed her forefinger at the
delete button. Another nail broke. The club
gossip wants to wheedle information so she can spread the word
about the Malone’s private life and Jimmy
boy can make a fat commission by selling my gorgeous home. Fargin’
bitch.

Storming
her way to the closet, Liz searched for appropriate clothes.
Restless hands fluttered like butterflies over a rack of bright
spring outfits, finally lighting on a black shirt and matching
black pants. Black in mourning for the
death of my marriage.

Towels
plummeted down the chute with a vicious shove, another image of
Frank as she pushed. She hurried to the bathroom, lathered up with lotion, rummaged
deep in the lingerie drawer for a black bra and panties and
dressed. The woman in the mirror was sad, heartbroken. Frank, the
only man she’d ever been with, was gone. Forty years of okay-ness.
That’s what marriage was all about, right? A lot of sex dwindling
down to occasional sex, one child although she’d wanted more and he
hadn’t, disagreements and he always got his way so why argue.
Marriage. Unsuccessfully, she tried to breathe through a nose red
and swollen from all the damn crying. Loser. 

Time to
call daughter Susie. She’ll be torn
apart. Always Daddy’s little girl, he was
the favorite parent, the one she ran to. Now Susie was thirty,
divorced, living with someone named Javier and calling herself
Suzette. Suzette? It’s hard to call her
Suzette.

The phone rang and rang. Susie
answered laughing and said, “Hi.”

“It’s Mom. I have something terrible
to tell you.”

“Oh hi, Mom. If it’s about Dad, he
told me he was going to leave. I think it’s a mid-life crisis.
Don’t take it too seriously. I mean, I’ve heard about things like
this and the husband always crawls home.”

Stunned, for a moment Liz couldn’t
speak. “He told you before he sneaked out in the night?”

“Well, yeah. Dad and I have always
been close. Don’t worry, Mom. He’ll come back.”

“I’m his
wife and he tells you first? Why didn’t you call me?”
Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry.
“First your father betrays me and now
you.”

“Mother, calm down. I’m sorry your
feelings are hurt.” She called out to Javier to wait. “Mom, Dad
leaving like this was a rotten thing to do. Javier and I have an
appointment. We’ll stop by later.”

Liz’s voice rose. “Hurt? You have no
idea. . .” Her daughter had hung up.

I thought
I had a life. Liz glanced around the
room with swollen eyes. Now I have nothing.

She sat down on the edge of the bed,
forgetting for a moment this was a place she didn’t want to revisit
ever again. Moving to the dressing table, still holding the phone,
she reeled from the knowledge that Frank had told Susie. All Liz
could do was shake her head. How did she let this happen? Could she
have prevented the erosion of her place in the family?

When Susie was born, Liz was the
happiest she’d ever been. The little house was immaculate, she
cooked and baked each day, their garden was a showplace, and the
baby was delicious. Frank brought friends home to show off his
talented wife’s accomplishments. He was always in the nursery
picking up the freshly changed Susie, handing her over for Beth to
do the feeding, diapering, bathing. He knew how to play with the
baby and forgot how to play with his wife. As time went on, Beth
slipped into the role of the housekeeper and Daddy’s coming home
meant fun time for Susie.

Maybe when Frank asked her to sit in
the backseat of the car so he could talk to Susie, she should have
said no. He said, “I work long hours and don’t have enough time
with our daughter.” From then on, that was her place; the backseat.
No wonder Susie thought of her mother as a second class person. The
feisty winner Frank fell in love with had flat-lined, like the
water in a swimming pool when the race ended and the swimmers went
home.

 


Retrieving
the crumpled note, she smoothed it carefully. Maybe it didn’t say
what she thought it said. Glasses perched precariously at the end
of her turned-up nose, she read aloud, “It’s not you, it’s
me.” A joke from a sit-com starring
Elizabeth Malone. He wrote ‘call Bruce’, his best friend and
lawyer. She dialed the
number.

“Bruce Bradley here.”

“It’s Liz.
Liz Malone.” Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t
cry. She cried.

His voice changed from jovial to oily
smooth. “Ah Lizzie. I’d come right over but I have a tee time
shortly. What can I do for you?”

Tee time. “Where is he, why did he
leave, and who did he go with? Tell me or I’ll show up at your
office or at court and scream.”

“Calm down, Lizzie. I’ll do my best to
answer all your questions. Oh, there’s my ride. Call you back.” He
hung up.

Dumbfounded, she stared at the dead phone, then banged it
down. “Lizzie? Why didn’t I say shut up, you fool. You’d never hang
up on Frank. Never, never, never.” If I
throw things, I’ll have to pick them up so what’s the point?
Instead, she pounded the floor until both hands
hurt and she tried to hold on to her senses.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


Somehow
the morning sun had risen high and it was afternoon. Bewildered,
Liz struggled to focus. All she could do in the house was wring her
hands together and wander from room to room. Images from the past
jerked through her mind like a silent movie. The young couple—Frank
and Liz holding hands, a moving truck, doors opened in the
background. Workmen building a major addition ten years later, a
youthful Beth swollen with pregnancy; prosperous Frank swaggering
around. Susie’s curly blonde hair nestled in Daddy’s neck as she
pretended to sleep. The small house transformed into a sprawling
mansion on acres of land cleverly purchased by the eminent Doctor
at a low price. Purchased with money from
my inheritance when my dad died because he was just out of med
school and had no money of his own.

When her
internal clock felt lunch closing in, automatically she glanced
toward the picture window thinking Frank should be back from spring
golf by now . Stop. No more lazy Sundays by the
pool. Happy homemaker hands Frank used to
call them. Always busy, never still; she did everything but churn
butter and make shoes. He’d brag about her. My wife.
Yeah. He left out the part
where he was going to leave the handy wife behind after forty
years. My breasts aren’t perky enough for you,
Frank?

Tentatively, Liz stepped outside.
There must have been a rain shower she hadn’t heard; puddles lay
all over the pool area. She wanted to lie down on top of the green
pool cover in spite of the dirty cold water settled there. The
diving board beckoned. A sense of satisfaction rose when she
recalled a long ago shouting match with Frank. He didn’t want the
Olympic size pool but she held her ground and he caved. Mental
note--Call the pool guy and tell him to open the pool ASAP. She
needed it.

Full night
had settled in and she was too tired and cold to go in and too
frightened to stay out. Backyard sensor lights clicked on flooding
the entire area with white light. A sigh of relief escaped from Liz
as she pushed the sliders open. Locking the doors, she punched the
security code and felt safer. A shower, warm clothes and uh, oh
yes, must eat. See, I can take care of
myself.

The fridge
still had the uneaten food from last night’s dinner. No way was she
going to eat a meal planned to please Frank. She scraped the
expensive meal into the garbage container. The insistent beep of
the answer machine demanded attention. Damn, it was a nuisance.


First message: “Hey Liz, it’s Lisa
Marcus regarding tennis round robin tomorrow. Hope you can come.
Heard Frank retired so maybe you’ll be busy with him.”

Word’s out so soon. Next
thing they’ll know is he also retired from me. I don’t know if I
can ever go back there.

The phone rang. It was Susie. “Mom,
we’re at the front door. Open up or we’ll break a window. Javier
cooked one of his specialties.”

She ran to the front, threw open the
door and fell into Susie’s arms surprising both her daughter and
herself. They hadn’t hugged in a long time. “Come in. I’m a
mess.”

The three of them entered the house,
Javier holding a container filled with tempting aromas.

“Don’t worry about Dad,” Susie said.
“He’s always been so selfish. Me, me, me. Everything about him.
That’s all he ever talked about. He’ll get tired of being alone and
come running home. Javier wanted you to have something fresh and
hot.” A quick pat from Susie, a shy smile from Javier and they were
gone.

Grateful they’d come, Liz wished they
had time to stay. Now she was alone again but she had food. Nice of
them to come by and thoughtful. Maybe she could begin to build a
mother/daughter relationship now. Never too late. She cried as she
carried the food upstairs and wondered where to settle down. Too
late for her marriage. She’d never take him back but why did he
leave? Must be another woman. And where did he go?

 


Tears fell
as she went for a robe. The stairs seem
steeper, higher than before. They must have multiplied since I came
downstairs hours ago. I’m not a young chick
anymore. Stop
whining. Susie brought food. Charity meal
balanced in one hand, Beth searched for a place to eat; somewhere
in the house where Frank’s ghost wouldn’t haunt her. Mentally she
ran through a list of rooms; laundry—he never did laundry but who
wanted to eat where the air smelled of bleach, detergents, dirty
gym socks, smelly underwear. Powder room? Uh, no. Combination
sewing room and athletic gear. Not bad. How about Susie’s
bedroom/guest room? Turn it into a grown-up
room for me?

She took
the stairs two at a time to prove she was still able and limped to
the Susie/guest room. A small table sufficed for the solitary plate
and little bottle of Chardonnay, no glass. Toilet tissue served as
a napkin, fork and knife forgotten in the kitchen. Yet when Liz
unwrapped the foil from the still warm plate and inhaled aromas
from chicken and vegetables in a spicy sauce, her taste buds perked
up. They included a fork and knife.
How thoughtful. Just when I gave up hope, a
daughter came through.

After
dinner, Liz peeled off her clothes and dressed in flannel pajamas;
she wondered where to sleep, the master bedroom no longer an
option. Visions of Saturday night’s delightful dinner, Frank
surprising her with chilled champagne, two dozen red roses,
throw out the roses, dark
chocolate. . . Was it only twenty four hours ago? He was
touchy-feely, charming, funny. Talked more last night than he had
in. . .how long? Years. The son-of-a-bitch.

Wandering,
she found herself back in Susie/guest room, sitting cross legged in
the middle of the bed. Good mattress. Firm.
Not broken in, broken down, like my mattress. Like me.
Damn. “I want my forty years back. Is
anybody listening?”

The alarm clock set for 7:30,
Elizabeth Malone crawled between pink sheets in her daughter’s
childhood bedroom and cried herself to sleep. . . .and to
dream.

 


Late. Frank was late. Liz wrung her
hands and wondered what to do? Stuffed baked potatoes were ready,
his favorite salad chilled in glass bowls. But the filet mignon? To
start the grill or wait ‘til he walks in? And his cocktail. He
likes it shaken and poured just so. She fussed with the short hair
he didn’t like, ran to the powder room, applied a drop more
lipstick--the garage door went up. Frank was home.

Doctor Frank Malone made his entrance,
one hand behind his back, one in front bearing a gold box with a
red ribbon wrapped around it; a bottle of champagne tucked under
his arm completed the picture. “Honey, I’m home,” he crooned in his
sweet Irish tenor. “Oh, what’s all this? It’s not our anniversary,
is it?” Liz felt a flush rise in her cheeks. Maybe she was supposed
to give Frank a gift, too.

Setting the package on the table, two
dozen red roses in the sink, and a bottle of champagne on the
counter, Frank swept his wife of forty years into his arms and
pressed her body very close. He whispered in her ear, “This is a
fine how do you do,” and taking her by complete surprise, ground
his erection between her legs. And all she thought of at that
moment was, “Is this what he’s calling it? A fine how do you do?
And where’s it been hiding all these months when I’ve tried wearing
little lacy outfits.”

What she said was, “Well, hello
Frank.” And when she mentioned dinner, he poured champagne. When
she said salad, he slipped a dark chocolate between her lips, and
when she said more champagne, he lit candles and walked her
upstairs. Foreplay.

Until then, she was positive Frank
thought fore play was a golf term and candles were lit only when
there was a power outage. The geriatric gymnastics that followed
just about killed the two of them. His appetite was voracious, like
honeymoons you dream about. Satiated, she slept to wake
up.

 


Liz’s eyes flew open. She raced to the
bathroom and threw up. Threw up thoughts of Frank’s letter, the
sex, vomited all the disgust she felt for him and for herself.
After teeth-brushing and a mouthwash rinse, Liz crept back to her
daughter’s childhood bed for a test drive of the single life
ahead.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


Two calls to make before Liz did
anything else. She had to leave a message at Susie’s “Susie, thanks
to you and Javier, I had a delicious meal last night. I appreciate
your thoughtfulness. I’d like to see both of you again very soon.
Please call.”

“Lisa, sorry to call at the last
minute. I can’t play this morning. Uh, yeah, sick. Thanks.
”

No tennis.
Not today, maybe not ever. For sure not today. 

 


Early
Monday morning, she punched in the pool guy’s number. Weather
forecast was for another string of sunny days. Temp in the high
forties going into the fifties. With the
warm water pool, I can swim every day. Might save my
sanity.

A deep husky voice answered.
“Maverick.”

“Oh, are you the pool service
person?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“This is Mrs. Malone. We, uh, I have a
contract with you to open the pool early spring and I’m calling to
open the pool.”

She heard a shuffling of papers and
footsteps as he picked up the phone again. “Okay, Mrs. Malone,
usually Doctor Malone calls to set up a time but Monday’s your day.
Since today is Monday, I guess you want me to come
over.”

“Okay.”
She hung up. My first business call since I
left work so many years ago. Imagine that. Frank always made the
calls. A man’s voice gets the job done, he’d say. I’ll handle
it. “Now what do I do?” she asked herself,
and the door chimes rang. “Answer the door.”

Liz
hurried downstairs, walked past room after room of the large house
‘til she reached the front door. It was Maria, the cleaning woman
who’d been with Liz since they built the first section of the
house. Maria exchanged greetings at the door and bustled off to
work. What next? Breakfast to keep up energy. Pool
guy opens pool, pool heats up, eat to have
strength to swim. It’s a start. Coach’s
voice emerged from the past and shouted. “Sink or swim, Liz
O’Brien. Make the right choice or get off the
team.”

Forcing
down tea and toast with orange marmalade, promising she’d work on
eating, Liz began a to-do list and stared blankly at the page. She
looked around the kitchen, trailed a hand along tile counter tops
she and Frank picked out so long ago. Clutching the blank list, Liz
walked from room to room with tears streaming down. Everywhere ,
everything in the house had some small memory of Frank. Wherever
he’d run off to had no memories of her, especially the smooth body
lying next to him. Knowing Frank, guess I
didn’t know him that well, never a loner-- he didn’t leave
alone.

Dropping
to her knees in the entrance hall, she looked up at the skylight.
It would have been better if he died, she thought, as the clear sky
and warm sun looked back. Oh God
forgive me. Raw
pain wracked her body. Time heals, someone once said. Sure. She
scrambled to her feet and rushed to the powder room to throw up.
Somehow Liz made it back to the kitchen to make some coffee.
Maria’s voice interrupted her.

“Excuse me, where are Doctor’s shirts?
I am ready to wash now.”

And Liz stared at the pleasant face
asking the same ordinary question she’d asked for many years and
sobbed as her heart broke in a million tiny pieces; Maria enfolded
her in the warm expanse of a generous bosom.

“Doctor is sick?”

When Liz could speak, she said, “He
left me.”

Maria nodded and stroked her back.
“Sorry to hear this. You are a good person and Doctor is sick to
leave you.”

A muscular man knocked at the slider
doors, tall and rugged in a denim jacket and boots. He
waved.

Maria said, “Pool guy.”

“Thanks, Maria. I’ll take care of him.
It’s business about my pool. Time to take the cover
off.”

She opened the sliders and he stepped
in, his energy filling the room, bouncing off the walls. By
contrast, Liz felt faded and inconsequential.

“Hey, Miz Malone. I can come back
later. Don’t want to interrupt you.”

“I was about to make
coffee.”

No time to
look in the mirror and she didn’t care what pool guy thought. What
would the so-called friends at the club say when the word about the
Malone’s got out. Liz measured cups of water in the gleaming pot.
One cup, Liz Malone couldn’t keep her
husband happy. Two cups,
he found another woman.
Three cup of water, I’m surprised he stayed
this long. Four cups. Tears eked out,
spilled down thin cheeks just missing the trembling water cup. She
made eight cups of coffee.

“Thanks but I don’t need any right
now. Maybe later. Better get to opening your fine pool and setting
the heater. You’ll want to be swimming soon as possible, I
guess.”

Why did I
make so much coffee? Sharon’s away. She’s the one who’ll offer a
shoulder to cry on and advice. Where’ve I been all these years?
Play golf and come home; play tennis and rush home. Sorry can’t
stay for lunch; have to do something for Frank.. They’d laugh.
Clean the dirt out of his golf clubs.
What? 

So she sat
by the glass slider doors in back watching the pool guy.
What’s his unusual name? Martino,
Mercutio. No. Maverick. Yes. Watching Maverick, the pool guy
work. Maybe now he’d like a cup of coffee. Never one to be idle yet
here she sat idle, lost in thought with too much time on her
hands.

Knocking at the slider door
interrupted the reverie she’d fallen into. “All finished. Added a
big dose of Shock to clear the water. Be back tomorrow to vacuum,
add chemicals, and get the heater going. By the end of the week you
can swim.” She nodded and began to close the door. “Miz Malone,
Doctor pays the first bill today, if you don’t mind.”

Liz stared into the kindest blue eyes
she’d ever seen. “Monthly bill?”

“Opening the pool is a separate fee.
It’s paid at the time I do the work. I keep careful account of my
books and this pool is so special . . .” He waited. When no
envelope appeared, he said, “ Doctor Malone’s always here to settle
up at eleven.” The silence became awkward. “Said he always took
Mondays off after morning procedures. Stopped home to change and
pay me.”

Frank took
Mondays off? Since when and why? “I’ll get
the check book.

Where is
the bill?” He reached into a knapsack, pulled out an envelope with
Malone on the outside. Organized young man.
Where’s the business checkbook and where
are my glasses? “I’ll be right back.”

Hurrying
down the hall to Frank’s study, Liz hoped the checkbook was in the
top middle drawer of Frank’s desk. It was. And reading glasses they
sometimes shared were next to it. More confident now, she marched
back to the kitchen and sat at the kitchen table, prepared to write
her first business check in the long ledger style checkbook. Her
name was on the account right under his name although Frank always
told her he’d take charge of the business end of writing checks for
household expense. Certainly Liz was capable. She had been the
office manager of a mid-size company and moved into an executive
secretary position over ten years. Why
didn’t I stand up for myself back then? He
rode over every thought until I lost the steam to fight.


The bill was open on the table. She
glanced up to see Maverick, tee shirt stretched across his tan
muscular upper body, arms folded across his chest. He grinned a
lazy grin.

“Thought I’d save you some time by
opening the bill. Hope you don’t mind.”

Flustered,
no longer accustomed to transactions other than buying groceries,
clothes, and other homey items, Liz said, “Uh no. I don’t mind this
time but I’ll have to. . . get. . . used. . .to it.”
Don’t cry, don’t cry,
don’t cry. Tears splashed on the checkbook.
She turned her head away, sniffled, searched for a napkin. A
callused hand pressed one into hers. She heard the scrape of a
chair against the tile floor as it was pulled
close.

“Miz Malone, did something happen to
the Doctor?”

When Liz
turned to him, they were almost nose to nose. He smells like coconut oil; blue eyes filled with concern for
a stranger. In that isolated moment, he was
her only confidant. “The Doctor’s gone,” she
said.

“Gone? Like away on a
trip?”

“No. Gone
like he flew the coop.” When Liz realized he didn’t get it, a
string of words poured out. “ Gone like bye-bye, hasta la vista,
ciao, fare thee well, auf weidersehn, have a nice day.” A helpless
gesture of her hands and she giggled and couldn’t stop. She laughed
all the way through writing a surprisingly large check for the one
thing she fought for years ago and Frank finally had to give
in. Major upkeep.
The check was entered in the register, Liz tore it out and handed
it to Maverick.

Quiet, respectful, he received the
check, wrote a receipt and the transaction was complete. An awkward
moment passed before he said, “Sorry for your trouble.” He slid the
glass door open and half turned. “I’ll take good care of your
beautiful pool.”

The door
closed the rest of the way and Liz caught her breath.
Did that really happen? Did I spill my guts to the
pool guy? 

Passing
the length of mirrored walls in the foyer, she caught a glimpse of
a skinny woman dressed in some kind of sad-sack black shirt and
ill-fitting black pants, short hair sticking out every which way.
Liz stopped. “Oh my God. It’s me.” I walked
around in front of Maverick looking like this. What happened to the
pride I’ve always had in my appearance? 

The phone rang, the answer machine
picked up and when she heard Frank’s voice saying no one was home
to take the call, please leave your name and number, she removed
her shoe and threw it at the phone, ending the message.

“Bingo,” she yelled, picking the phone
off the floor to listen for dial tone. Still working. How to change
the message was a mystery. Noise out in the back indicated maybe
Maverick was still there. He’d know how to change a message. She
ran to the slider in time to see his boot, some wheels and hoses
disappear around the side of the house.

“Maverick,” she called running after
him.

He was almost at the van in the
driveway but stopped, swung his blond head around, gave her a
worried blue-eyed look. “Something wrong, Miz Malone?”

Suddenly
standing there in front of this stranger seemed like a stupid idea.
Her cheeks burned and she ran both hands through the idiot hair-do.
When she finally spoke, her voice was thin and breathy. “I’m
basically a techno-dummy and machines have always been my mortal
enemy.” She fidgeted. Don’t suck your
thumb, nitwit. “I know it’s an imposition
and you have a busy schedule but no one’s here to help me and I
must change the message on my answer machine. Now.”
Or I will lose my mind and
kill myself if I hear his voice in my home again. She searched her weary mind for incentives to offer
Maverick. “I’ll pay you for your expertise.” Please, please.

He packed his equipment in the van,
locked the doors, and said, “Okay. It’s easy to change the message.
I’ll show you.” He walked along the garden path, commented on the
forsythia bushes in full bloom as daffodils and tulips she nurtured
over the years competed in a beauty contest and they entered the
house.

A few buttons pressed, Frank’s voice
deleted forever. Maverick made no comment, asked no questions until
he said, “Okay, time for you to record your message.”

She pointed to her chest,
“Me?”

“Yup. Your house.”

“What’ll I say?” Liz felt panic rise
high in her throat about to choke off sound and breath. His warm,
rough hand closed over her hand and gently squeezed.

“Any white wine in the house?” She
nodded and pointed to the bar in the recreation room nearby. A
small refrigerator was built-in. He opened it and poured a half
glass of wine in a crystal glass hanging from a wooden rack. “Sip
this, Miz Malone. It’ll relax you. I’ll get my lunch from the truck
and keep you company, if that’s okay.” He was out the door before
she had a chance to say thanks.

Wine finished, Liz felt much improved
as Maverick predicted. He checked his watch, noted the time and
said, “Let’s record the message.”

Two deep breaths and she said, “I need
some advice and since no one else is around, you’re elected.
Please?”

Curious, he said, “If I can help,
sure.”

“My name
is Elizabeth but he called me,” she shuddered “Lizzie. I hear his
voice calling that name and I hate it. I
have a strong urge to change it to Beth. Is that stupid or
what?”

When a lop-sided grin spread across
his face, Liz felt like a fool, sorry she trusted her thoughts to a
stranger. And then Maverick said, “My name was John. One day I
thought to myself that I had enough of John.” He spat out the name.
“I was different from the other kids. Yeah I was a good jock and a
really good student but I didn’t like hanging out, drinking, doing
nothing with my time. And one day, I became Maverick. Been feeling
good ever since. So Miz Malone, if Beth is what you want, be
Beth.”

He
understands and approves. Marvelous. She
regrouped, breathed deeply and said, “I’m ready. Hi. You’ve reached
Beth Malone. Sounds just right.
Please leave a brief message and your phone
number. I’ll get back to you as soon as I can. Thanks for
calling.”

He played it back and smiled. “Sounds
good. Please don’t pay me. It’s my pleasure.”

She escorted him to the door. “Thanks
for all your help. I’ll be paying the bills from now on.” They
walked out the back way and she gestured to the space over the pool
and just for a moment, felt like a kid as she spread her arms to
the sky. “Have you ever done a heated enclosure?”

His eyes lit up and he rubbed capable
hands together as if in anticipation. “Yes, Ma’am.”

“Let’s talk about it in a
couple of weeks when, hopefully, I feel more human.”

Maverick gave her his business card.
She watched the white van with the whimsical logo painted on the
side, drive off. A large calf, head looking over the shoulder, no
brand to be seen. A maverick. Separate from the herd.

Frank
separated me from the herd when he fargin’ left me without
warning. Well, fuffa him. Took Mondays off,
huh?

The tears came hard there in the
driveway and Beth ran to the front door but it was locked and she
had to run all the way around her big house, too big for one
person, and hoped the back door was open and she cried all the way
through the rooms, one, two, three, four, five, and stopped
counting—too many rooms and that was only the downstairs, and then
up the stairway, up, up, up, and fell on the master bedroom bed
where she had the best sex in years but that made her feel dirty so
she moved into Susie’s innocent room and lay down wishing she’d
sleep to wake up and find the whole thing was only a
nightmare..

Chimes
rang out demanding attention. Maria was gone. No one but little old me. Beth dragged
herself out of bed, caught sight of her rumpled self--swollen red
eyes, hair on end. What a
sight. She dragged her
fingers through hopeless short hair and called out, “I’m
coming.”

Through the peephole, she could see
Bruce Bradley. Too late to pretend she wasn’t there and what a
mistake to think she had to answer every ring. Indoctrinated by
Frank never to miss a call or respond to the door was a habit she’d
have to break. Bruce waved hello, gave her his winning smile and
waited impatiently for her to open up. With trepidation, she opened
the door.

“Lizzie, so sorry I had to end our
conversation so abruptly. My ride was blowing his horn and I was
stuck.” He stepped back and appraised her, then opening his arms
wide, he enfolded his best friend’s deserted wife with gentleness.
One hand held a huge bouquet of flowers readily available at any
greengrocer in town. As if he owned the house, Bruce led her to the
homey kitchen. Beth caught his glance at the wine bottle and one
glass on the table and it was just two in the afternoon. He’d have
a lot to report back to Frank about how awful his wife looked and
‘by the way, Frank, she’s drinking alone early in the
afternoon.’

Taking both her hands in his, he said
in his most sincere, insincere way, “If there’s anything I can help
you with, please call day or night. Alicia and I will be in
touch.”

“Call me Beth from now on, Bruce. And
uh, Bruce, all I want at this moment is to know what assets Frank
left in my name, money market, stocks, bonds. And I need a copy of
the will. The note he left said I’m well taken care of. Is that
true?” She tried to assess what lie behind his façade and couldn’t.
The legal papers would tell the truth.

“Believe
me when I say Frank left you well provided for.” He moved with
assurance, mission accomplished. “I’m off.” At the door, Bruce
pressed too close then waved from the bottom step. “Goodbye, uh
Beth.” This was becoming her theme song. She tried to recall her
thoughts before the door chimes rang. Oh
yes. What do I do next? Dumping the flowers
in the trash, she took action.

What a fool I am. Call the
bank. See how much money I have. Did he really provide for my
future? If so, the next best thing after financial security from a
faithless husband, was what? I just don’t know. But I do know I
can’t go to the bank looking like a rag.

 


The bank
manager set up a meeting that afternoon with the President of the
bank, Raymond Ross. She wondered if she had to legally change her
name to Beth or just use it. The least of
my concerns. A man who couldn’t fulfill his wedding vows wrote
something in a letter. Not to be trusted.

When she walked out an hour later
after being given the red carpet treatment, Beth was relieved.
Frank had more money than she ever dreamed of and she was well
provided for. Where did all that money come from, she wondered?
Vaguely Beth recalled an uncle in California leaving something in
his will to Frank a few years earlier but he’d said it didn’t
amount to much. Hmmm. He’d lied before and she never called him on
it. Why not about the money?

That
burden off her shoulders with no one to share the information, she
wondered how she’d ever face the club members, townspeople, the
social strata they lived in for so many years. The gossips would
have a field day with this bit of news. Humiliation at being
deserted, Beth hurried to the black Mercedes and sped home. She
didn’t want to bump into anyone. Money could not be discussed with
her daughter. Susie knew how to badger and dig in like a detective
and she’d want what she would consider her share of the spoils.
Absolutely not. She was a teacher and Javier worked at something.
Together they’d carve out a life. Hopefully
with better results than mine.

 


 



Chapter 5

 


No round
robin tennis again and oddly, Beth missed it. She wasn’t ready to
face the club yet. Playing with different partners every forty
minutes and recording your scores with an awards dinner at the end
of the season was fun, even though Frank always put it down as
foolish and too easy. Not like the one-on-one gladiator sport of
golf or singles tennis, he always said. Patterns of a lifetime
breaking up all over the place because . . .I’m allowing what Frank did to me to upset every aspect of my
life and therefore I must make some kind of
a plan. He did. Well thought out over months, I bet.
A nagging thought hit her like a brick. What if he
came back? Then what? Susie would be ecstatic and say, “See Mom, I
told you.” He’d say, “Midlife crisis. Just a glitch, sweetie.
Sorry.” Plans? I can barely think straight
let alone plan for the next five minutes. The pool will save my
life. Breathe in, breathe out.

 


Chilly air hit the warm pool and mist
rose almost as high as the diving board where Beth poised to take
her first dive. Shivering when she climbed the steps, she relaxed
and breathed. Coach’s hoarse voice called, “Chin down, Liz O’Brien
Time for chin up after the plunge.” She sailed arms wide, then
knees tucked and last, knifed clean through the fog below. Frank
forgotten for a while as she went through the routine established
when she was a winner.

 


Beth began to make sense of every day.
A small room upstairs became her office where a computer and all
component parts were attached. Before her lay plans for dinner
tomorrow. Two months passed as Beth and Maverick searched for
perfect plans to build an enclosure for the pool and tonight they
would finalize costs and a time frame for construction. As a reward
for all the extra hours he’d put into the project and because she
felt like cooking and good company, Maverick was coming for
dinner.

Always a
terrific cook, she searched her memory for something wondrous to
prepare. It had to be beautiful to look at, delicious to eat, and
for an experiment, cut down on calories and fat. Phooey. Whatever
happened to butter, whipped cream, yummy cream sauces? Gone, she
sighed, in the age of awareness of counting this and that and
taking a lot of joy out of cooking. Quiet, oh so quiet in the house
built forty years before. Before the wreck. Quiet as she tried to
control herself and succeeded. Focus on the
present.

Tomato and
mozzarella salad with black olives and Italian dressing, chocolate
mousse with a swirl of whipped cream. Protein? A big guy, Maverick needs
grilled steak. Beth added steak to the
menu. Carbs? Stuffed baked potatoes. Braid vines
from the morning glories to lay across the table and purple irises
in a crystal vase as centerpiece. Cookies? Didn’t know if she had
time. Fun. This was stimulating. She hadn’t planned a dinner except
to please Frank for a long time.

Time for bed. The mirror reflected a
fit tanned woman, the dull look in her brown eyes taking on some
life. Brown hair bleached by too much chlorine and sun but growing
longer. Didn’t look too terrible. She allowed half a chuckle as the
shower beat down on tired limbs. She’d call her daughter. They were
growing a little closer although she wished Susie’s farewells
didn’t always include the positive remark that her dad would get
tired and soon come home. Beth wondered if Frank was in touch with
Susie. Today she’d ask.

 


 



Chapter 6

 


Wishing
her heart weren’t beating so fast, I gave
birth to this kid, she waited for Susie’s
phone to ring and hopefully be picked up by her and not the person
she lived with, Javier.

“Hello?”

“Hi, it’s your mother.”

“Oh. Hi Mom. I’m rushing to go to
work. The kids this semester are a handful and I can’t be late but
I can talk for a minute. How are you getting along?”

“We haven’t talked for a while, Susie,
and . . .”

“Suzette. Did you forget?”

“Oh. Well, yes. It’s hard for a mother
to suddenly start calling her daughter another name, but who am I
to talk?” Beth laughed. “I decided I didn’t like Liz anymore so I’m
calling myself Beth now. What are you doing after teaching hours
today? Any time for a visit?”

“Beth? Okay but I’ll still call you
Mom. I have some time after school before Parent/Conferences night.
If you make some of my fave chocolate chip cookies and a sandwich
to go with it, I can stop by about four. Bye.”

Beth hung
up, happy Susie was coming and there’d be a chance to chat. She
didn’t know if her mental conversation would take place but she’d
try. Even if your father begged to return
and he won’t, trust me on this. Should’ve,
would've, could've. So many opportunities to be close to a little
girl and I let them slip away. So what if you never wanted to cook
with me or swim or decorate. I should’ve—there’s that word
again—paid more attention to what you liked to do. You’re a born
teacher. I never noticed you had a gift for organizing friends in
games. And the way you are with babies and small children.
This was an opportune time to mend fences with
Frank out of the picture, Beth thought.

 


At four sharp, her daughter arrived
looking a bit tired yet very professional. A perfunctory hug at the
door and Susie kicked off her shoes and headed for the comfortable
kitchen. She sniffed the air.

“Thanks for taking the time to bake my
faves, Mom. I really appreciate the effort.” Chomping on a cookie,
she said, “Javier thinks you’re very brave, Mom.”

Javier thinks I’m brave.
How nice. I thought I was a cowering bag of. . .

“He said mothers should be revered and
taken care of, especially in time of need and that I better clean
up my act.” Susie bit into another cookie, swallowed and started in
on the toasted ham and Swiss cheese Beth prepared for
her.

Beth thought for a moment and said,
“That’s lovely of Javier. This has been the worst time of my life
and I’m virtually alone in dealing with my loss.” She sat next to
Susie and tried to explain her feelings. “Our relationship isn’t a
good one as we both know and I grieve not only for the loss of my
husband walking out but for the loss of you.”

Susie looked up and continued
eating.

“Somewhere
along the way, I failed you and I take full blame. You didn’t like
the activities I liked and no matter how I tried, they weren’t your
thing. So I didn’t dig to see what my daughter was made of and we
drifted apart. You found your niche and I lost contact. But Susie,
I’ve always loved you and felt left out when you and your father
had secret jokes and special times together.” Beth stopped to catch
a breath and noticed Susie finished her sandwich and glass of milk
and sat watching her. “I just hope we can find a way back to a
simpler time, a Mother/Daughter time when we can help each other
and recapture the love we once had.” It was more than Beth had said
in a long time. I really need a
shrink.

“Mom,” Susie stood up ready to leave,
“Unfortunately, I have to get back to school. You’re right and
Javier is right. And Mom, please don’t take all the blame for
what’s happened in the past. I’m old enough to admit I’ve been
acting like a brat.” She kissed the top of Beth’s head. “We’ll talk
some more but maybe instead of talk, we’ll act on it.” She placed
her dishes in the sink and walked out, calling over her shoulder,
“Dad’s a jerk, Mom. He’ll come back.”

“Wait.” Beth ran after her. Her
daughter was already in the car. “Is he in touch with
you?”

Susie said with a grin, “Of course,
Mom. I just know one day he’ll show up.” She waved and backed out
of the driveway.

Shocked to learn he was still in touch
with their daughter, disgusted she had to ask yet glad she did,
Beth dragged her bones back in the house. At least this time she
spoke her mind.

Beth prepared for tonight’s dinner
with her only friend so far. The pool guy, Maverick.

 


Old skills
rose to the surface as Beth pulled dinner together. By the time the
table was decorated, steaks ready for the grill, she had just
enough time for a shower and another black outfit.
It’s a friendly business
dinner. Beth applied a little more
mascara. Then why all the
fuss? She adjusted the new black
Wonderbra. Why not? 

Maverick
arrived at the front door briefcase in one hand, a bottle of wine
in the other. To Beth’s eyes, the man cleaned up just fine. “Right
on time, as always. Welcome to the front door.” Something citrus,
men’s cologne, filled the room as he passed by and Beth’s senses
went into overdrive. Business dinner,
remember. “It’s a lovely evening. We’re
dining on the patio.” They passed room after room and she noticed
his head turning side to side, taking it all in. Through the
sliders and out to the patio where citronella candles kept the bugs
away and flowers attracted a few Hummingbirds.

Maverick touched Beth’s shoulder and
said, “So beautiful.” He placed a bottle of Merlot on the table
just as a butterfly poised on the edge of Beth’s water glass, then
fluttered away.

She smiled at her handsome guest and
said, “Butterflies bring good luck.” The evening began.

He licked
the platter clean, almost. Beth was amused and delighted at
Maverick’s response to dinner. Afterward, they went over every
aspect of the project and Beth signed her name to the contract. Two
more weeks and she’d be swimming all year. At the door he leaned
over to kiss her mouth. Beth felt the pull but turned her head at
the last moment and the kiss landed on her flushed cheek. When the
bolt clicked, his heat remained on her skin as she leaned against
the door breathing deeply. What if. .
.

 


 



Chapter 7

 


“I’ve got
to stop doing this,” Beth Malone said, punching the garage door
opener and watching its ascent. She sat in the Mercedes until the
garage door closed. With a practiced motion, she balanced two bags
on a hip, unlocked the interior door, and set the bags on the
kitchen counter in the silent house. Almost
ten pm and I’m sneaking home with groceries, for God sakes. What a
wimp. Start buying groceries in my own
town. Beth made a note to herself and
posted it on the fridge. Got to face the
world. So what if they whisper behind my back. I know the
son-of-a-bitch left me. By now, everyone knows. Certainly the women
in the round robin tennis today knew from the odd looks and cold
shoulders. Who gives a flying fuffa. “I
do,” she whispered and felt a trickle of tears
begin.

 


Eleven
weeks of not playing and Beth couldn’t hit the damn ball. Then
something awful happened followed by something interesting.
Abruptly Beth tore open a fancy dark chocolate bar she’d planned to
keep for an emergency treat. Sinking her teeth in, she bit off a
large piece and chewed. Breathe in and out
and sit for a minute. The next bite melted
in her mouth as the scene at the club replayed.

Two hours of keeping a stiff upper lip
while used-to-be-friends were pleasant but distant, Beth was in
line to report her poor scores when she saw Sharon hurry past.
Sharon, her closest friend in the social circle. Sharon who hadn’t
called in all the weeks since Frank flew the coop.

“Sharon, over here.” Beth left the
line and ran over. “What’s going on? I must have called half a
dozen times since Frank walked out and the maid keeps saying you’re
not home.” Avoiding Beth’s eyes, Sharon seemed to search for an
escape. “Sharon, look at me. Just because I’m alone doesn’t mean
I’m not the same person, the same good old girl I’ve always been.”
Close to tears, thinking don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry, she
waited for an answer.

Sharon said, “I really feel bad about
this but we’re a couples crowd. We all discussed your problem and
the truth is, you don’t fit in anymore as a single woman. Be
realistic. Where would you sit at a dinner or bridge or in doubles
when we play with our husbands?” And Beth stood there dumbfounded
to hear the way old friends coldly picked the sad situation apart
and banished her from everything that was fun and familiar for most
of her adult life. Sharon gave Beth a stiff-armed hug and said, “If
there’s anything you need, please call.” She turned her back and
racquet on shoulder, sashayed away, short white tennis skirt
swaying in the mild May breeze. Sharon moved with confidence away
from a momentary encounter with an old friend, back to the smug
life where single women were excluded.

Lisa, the tall heavy set woman in
charge of round robin play, appeared and taking Beth by the arm led
her to the table where she kept Round Robin scores, whispering all
the while. “I overheard what that woman said to you. I experienced
almost the same thing when my ex left me.”

In shock,
Beth heard as if from a distance but felt the warmth from this
woman’s voice. Lisa, a newcomer to the club since last year always
pleasant and helpful, Beth found it hard to believe Lisa had
suffered. When Lisa suggested getting together for lunch, Beth
agreed. She thanked Lisa and said she’d call soon.
Someone to talk to? Be
careful. Hard to know who to trust. Sharon Moore, the closest to me
of all the women, turned out to be an ugly bitch. Damn
her.

 


Cold food
went into the refrigerator, the other bag stood neglected in Beth’s
haste to change clothes. The pool always broke the sadness pattern.
It was a start for Beth. A series of hurdles. As she stripped, the
mental list took shape: 1.shop in town, 2. explore some kind of
work. I put Frank through medical school
while I worked in an office, receptionist, typing, bullshit work,
yes sir, no sir, finally office manager, then executive secretary
to the president and I learned how to invest money. For God sakes.
Did I really do that? Suited up in the new
black lycra one piece, thinking time set aside, Beth glanced in the
mirrored closet door. Everything was tucked in and ready to
dive.

Fast. Beth Malone’s feet flew fast
down the carpeted stairs, through quiet rooms no longer holding the
faintest echo of family life. At her touch, the patio alarm turned
green, the lock to the sliders opened and Beth stepped out into the
brisk night air. She had to stop, catch her breath, watch little
puffs blow away. Late May nights were chilly but steam rose from
the heated pool calling the swimmer. Whenever grief threatened to
overwhelm Beth, she ran to the pool. Diving, diving, diving ‘til
old Coach’s voice yelled in her ear, “Enough.”

Afterward, in the pink frilly bedroom
where she slept, Beth wished she smoked. She never liked smoking.
And wished she craved booze and, and, marijuana. A half glass of
Chardonnay sent her spinning sometimes and the one attempt at
marijuana set off a migraine. There was a life out there—a better
life ahead and she had to make it happen. She had to find a way to
be continued.

 


 



Chapter 8

 


Feeling overwhelmed night after night
with crying spells, grief and confusion, Beth wondered who to talk
to. And then Frank’s personal nurse for twenty years, Doris,
called. Doris had been more than an employee. A comfortable woman
who went through life’s tribulations with her head up, she always
spoke to the doctor’s wife in a confidential manner.

“Elizabeth, I’m so sorry I haven’t
called sooner. Frank was a rotten shit leaving you like that. Is
there anything I can do for you, my dear?”

Don’t cry,
she said to herself. “Thanks. As a matter of fact, there just might
be. I wondered whom to turn to and here you are.”
Deep breath. “I’m having a
difficult time getting through each day and wondered if you knew a
therapist I could speak with.”

“Wait a minute.” Beth heard Doris
rustling through papers. “I’m retiring soon and moving to Florida
to be with my daughter. Okay, I found it. Here’s the name of a well
known therapist. She’s busy all the time. Use my name and best to
you. You deserve it.”

“Thanks so much, Doris and tell your
daughter I think she’s fortunate in having such a terrific
mother.”

“Thanks and goodbye,
Elizabeth.”

Another tie broken and
another goodbye, Beth. Definitely my theme song.

 


Therapist Jenna Stanley, welcomed Beth
into a cozy setting. No sharp edged dark furniture here. Antique
ash wood, watercolor fabric in shades of blue covered the sofa and
chairs. The attractive doctor wore a beige silk shirt and matching
pants on her slim frame. She walked with a loose limbed athletic
stride and listened with kind eyes, totally concentrating on
Beth.

“Tell me why you’re here,
Beth.”

Why am I
here? “Where do I begin?” Beth cried, arms
outstretched to the ceiling. “One minute I‘m married forty years
and the next minute, there’s a note saying he’s gone.” Jenna passed
a box of tissues toward her. “No,” Beth pushed them away. “I’ve
cried enough. I just want to know. . .” and then to her surprise,
she cried hard.

When the well finally ran dry, Jenna
said, “What happened just before you found the note.”

“Okay,” Beth sniffled, “Get ready for
a soap opera script.” Beth paced the floor as she spoke. “Frank
came home for Saturday dinner as always. We hadn’t had sex in
months no matter what advice I followed in all the magazines. I
even borrowed a few blue pills from my former best friend to slip
into his drink . Instead he comes home, initiates amazing sex like
there’s no tomorrow, I fall asleep and wake up the next morning to
find a note. Gone! There is no tomorrow. And I’m a laughing stock,
old friends want nothing to do with me and I’m barely getting
along. It’s like a charade I’m playing. A disguise.” She dropped
into her chair and held her head.

After a short silence, Jenna said,
“What kind of a marriage did you have, Beth?”

Peering up through a mess of hair,
Beth said, “I thought it was fine, like everyone else we know,
knew. He was the boss, made the decisions, I was the homemaker
although I did put him through med school, paid the bills, bought
the house with the inheritance from my father. After Susie was
born, I was just Frank’s wife, Susie’s mom.” She sipped water from
a glass on the table, relieved to talk about life as Frank’s wife.
“When Frank and I met, I was the State swim champion. My dream was
to win gold medals at the Olympics and I had potential. Coach said
I did. Then maybe movies like Esther Williams. Colleges were
offering scholarships. All I had to do was choose one. I. . .”
tears fell again, “I chose to marry Frank and give up my future for
his. Not too smart.” The ache in her heart threatened to crack
open. “Forty years ago I made the wrong choice and I’m paying for
it now. At fifty eight, what can I possibly do to continue my
life?”

After a silence, Jenna said, “You were
about seventeen when you had to make momentous choices?”

Beth nodded. “About. Finishing my
junior year in high school. I didn’t have to decide ‘til the next
semester.”

“And who helped you decide what to
do?”

Beth laughed. “Who helped? Coach was
furious. He practically tried to shake sense into me; said I was
throwing my chance away for that smooth talking Irish who wanted a
winner and then he planned to change me. I argued, said Frank
wasn’t like that. He said, ‘Wake up Missy O’Brien, I’ve known guys
exactly like him’. Mom was thrilled. I’d be close to home, working
like all the other girls she knew and engaged to a future doctor.
And Frank talked about our future in glowing terms while he petted
my body and made me feel like a woman.”

“So you were torn?”

“Oh yes. Torn to shreds. The only
thing I did right back then was to swim and dive. I lost myself in
the routine and competition, pushing myself to the limit, won every
title.” Tear fell again as memories flooded back. Beth lifted her
head and cried out. “But it was all for nothing. Frank and Mom were
merciless. He even promised to build me a swimming pool when we
could afford it. So I turned my back on my future and show up forty
years later, bawling my eyes out over a bad choice.”

“You were young. Without the proper
guidance, even adults make bad choices. Let’s take a look at what
you accomplished, Beth. You got a job, must have worked your way up
to a good position to pay bills and eventually bought a house.
Yes?” Again Beth nodded. “Remarkable. No wonder he believed you
were a winner. You took over and pulled him through what was
certainly tough times and then, when he became the breadwinner,
what happened?”

“What happened? Why, I gave up my
career as executive secretary to the president of the company and
became a homemaker. Had Susie, cooked, decorated, planted a garden,
nagged Frank ‘til a pool was built.”

“How did you feel about giving up a
career you’d worked so hard for over a long time?”

“You’re digging deep, Jenna.” Jenna
waited. “Sad, relieved, sorry to turn my back on people who’d come
to rely on me, trust in me.” Frowning, Beth said, “Kind of the way
I felt about Coach when I walked away from the promise of the
Olympics and scholarships and all the effort he’d put in training
me.”

Jenna stood. “Our time is just about
up, Beth. Can you come back next week and we can work on your
situation?”

Beth nodded and rose to leave. “There
are support groups I can recommend in addition to our sessions,”
Jenna said. Beth shook her head no. “See you next week.”

Driving
home, Beth thought she’d feel relieved to get feeling out in the
open. She pulled to the side of the road and threw up again and
again. At home she lay down, a cold cloth pressed to her forehead
as thoughts of the past whirled around. No good. She tried to
sleep. Precious sleep eluded her. What have I done, she wondered.
Talking to Jenna was like opening Pandora’s box.
In forty minutes, I exposed thoughts hidden for
more than forty years. Shivering, Beth
wrapped the pink flowered down quilt around her and dozed. Her last
thought was that she couldn’t survive ‘til next week’s appointment.
Call Jenna tomorrow. Must talk about Susie.



Hair wet from a sudden rain shower,
Beth huddled at Jenna Stanley’s door waiting for it to open. A door
closed, footsteps approached and Jenna stood there, a welcoming
smile on her serene face.

“Raining,” said Beth, stating the
obvious. “Got caught.”

“Come in. I’ll get a towel for your
hair. Your clothes look mostly dry.”

“Ran.”

Jenna handed Beth a white towel and
sat down opposite her.

“Thanks and thanks for making time for
me today. I was kind of off the wall when I left with my thoughts
colliding and didn’t know if I’d survive until next week.” She
dried her hair with the towel.

“This is my last appointment of the
day and very often I choose to leave it open in case of emergency.
You sounded as if you needed to talk.”

Beth nodded. “I don’t know if this
happens to other people but I feel like a can of worms has been
turned loose because I opened up to you and now. . .I have to tell
you about my daughter. She’s an only child because Frank said he
was satisfied with one. I wanted, craved at least one more. Why
didn’t I fight? Why did I wind up lying under Frank’s steamroller
every time?”

“Why do you think you did,
Beth?”

Rain pelted against the windows as
precious therapy moments ticked by.

“Because it was easier.”

“Yes. Very often it’s easier to give
in rather than argue.”

“I kept doing that, giving in, and I
was diminished not only in Frank’s eyes but in mine”

“True. Very perceptive,
Beth.”

“So when Frank said I should sit in
the back seat of the car so he could talk with Susie in the front
seat, I should have said no. I think, above all, that was the
beginning of her seeing me in a secondary position.”

Jenna said, “Quite
possibly.”

“Is there any way to change her
perception of me? She’s thirty and has always been her daddy’s
girl.”

“What do you think?”

“A question answered with a question
again.” She let out a big breath. “This is hard work. Be myself and
let her see me as I am. I can’t do more than that.”

When Beth left, the rain had stopped
and she felt more positive about her future. Time to
swim.

Coach yelled for everyone to line up,
toes curled, and he blew the whistle. No turning back.

 


“There’s something new that’s come up
in my life,” Beth said toward the end of the third therapy session.
“I feel like an idiot talking about it. I’m almost 59 but. . .”
Jenna motioned for her to continue. “I’m having a pool enclosure
built so I can swim all year. And the young guy who’s doing the
work came over for dinner and uh, bent down to kiss me when he was
leaving.”

A nod from Jenna. “And how do you feel
about that?”

“Well, uh, I or rather we
were going over final plans and I needed to sign the contract and
uh, I thought it would be nice to have dinner with him and. . .he’s
about early forties.” Heat flooded Beth’s cheeks. “Oh my God. I
practically invited that kiss and uh maybe more, didn’t
I?”

A resounding applause came from the
therapist. “A breakthrough. You’re learning more about yourself. On
that happy note,” she stood up and ushered Beth to the door, “see
you next week. Call if you need to talk.”

 


Tying up
loose ends on her to-do list was the way Beth thought of the call
to Bruce Bradley, their lawyer. She made an appointment to go over
all of the papers Frank referred to in the famous Dear Lizzie
letter he’d left. Bruce was away on a conference followed by a trip
with Alicia and wouldn’t be available for a month. Regarding a
divorce, she’d have to eat nails before her mind could wrap itself
around such a concept. “Keep your options
open,” Jenna said. I will.

 


 



Chapter 9

 


Deep in
concentration following along with the yoga video the next morning,
voices from somewhere pierced Beth’s solitude. From the street? Not in this village. Not
ever.

An excited shrill female voice
combined with a deep male voice came closer. Louder.

Oh my God.

Beth jumped up, almost fell as she
tried to untangle legs and arms from the lotus position.

There in the entrance to her domain
were daughter Susie-- and lover, swarthy Javier. What the fuffa!
Beth attempted composure with difficulty.

“Hi kids. I was just finishing my
yoga. I do this every day. I wish I’d known you were coming so I’d
be more prepared.” There was an awkward silence. Beth mopped her
brow.

“Maybe next time, you’ll call before
dropping in.”

With
satisfaction, she watched Javier back away but daughter dear, whom
she hadn’t spoken to since an intimate conversation weeks ago,
remained in the doorway, hands on ample hips. Ample hips? Skinny Susie dressed in a shirt stretched tight
over an expanded belly.

“You’re pregnant?”

“And married, Mom.”

Pain shot through her system but she
hid the feeling. “Congratulations.” Beth crossed the quicksand
territory when it came to mother/daughter relationship. She didn’t
want to sink.

“Why didn’t you tell me, honey? I
would love to have been a part of your ceremony.”

No reaction from the rounded face,
although hazel green eyes so like Frank’s blinked a few times.
Curly strands of blonde hair escaped from beneath the baseball cap
Susie wore.

 


Pretty. She looks pretty
and happy.

“Javier wanted to but I figured you’ve
been so upset about daddy, you didn’t want to be bothered with
me.”

Beth pulled Susie close and rubbed her
back trying to soothe hurt feelings the way she’d done when her
child was little. “No, no honey. We talked about all that. You’re
all I have left and you still come first the way it’s always been
since you were born. Honey, please don’t shut me out. The only
difference is I’m learning to make a new life. Alone. Privacy is
very important to me. I forgot you had a key.”

Mother and daughter gazed at each
other. “Okay Mom. Maybe it was the hormones that made me so
forgetful. I’m sorry. We’ll sort it out as we go along. Susie
turned and headed toward the stairs. “When we discovered the
pregnancy, we made it legal.” Over her shoulder, she said with an
impish grin, “We were going to ask you to sell the house and move
in with us. You could live downstairs.”

Beth said, “Downstairs? You mean the
basement?”

A laugh from Javier at the bottom of
the stairs. “No, Mother Malone. Our house is split-level. You would
live on bottom level.”

Susie said, “Uh huh. The bottom. But
now we can sell our place and with the gorgeous pool and what
you’ve done with the house, I guess we can move in with you.” She
laughed the silver bell laugh Beth loved when her baby was small.
She came close to Beth and hugged her.

“Only kidding, Mom. We like
our privacy, too. Besides, when Dad comes back there won’t be room
for anyone else.”

 


Mother
Malone. . .move in with me. . only a joke. . .Frank returning! I
can’t take a joke. Head in a spin with the
audacity, the selfishness in her world gone mad, Beth used every
resource she’d learned in the past few months. With the aid of
several deep breaths, she said, “I have an appointment and don’t
have time for a chat, not even a cup of tea. I’ll call soon, we’ll
get together. I want to hear about the baby, your plans for the
future.” Escorting them to the door—“here’s
your hat—what’s your hurry” ran through her
mind, she said, “Let’s celebrate all the good news soon and please,
next time call first.”

 


 



Chapter 10

 


Late.
Again. Always punctual before Frank walked out, Beth never arrived
anywhere on time these days. Another new
habit to break. She was eager to meet with
Lisa Marcus, hear her story, get a feeling about trusting
someone.

Beth dropped 2 quarters in the parking
meter and hurried in to the Kozy Kitchen, a checker cloth old
fashioned restaurant in the heart of town. Raw damp weather with a
hint of rain in the forecast chilled her bones and she hungered for
a bowl of hot soup. Curious about Lisa who always presented herself
as nothing but upbeat, Beth spied her in a quiet corner of the
bustling lunch crowd. Seeing Lisa alone at the small table for two,
Beth sensed the same isolation in her that she’d felt since Frank
left.

Lisa glanced up and smiled. “Hi.
Thanks for coming.”

“Sorry I’m late. Thank you for asking.
You’re the first friendly person I’ve spoken to since. . .” Beth
draped her jacket on the back of the chair and sat. “Before we say
another word, I must tell you this.” She took a deep breath. “My
daughter just stopped at my home with her new husband to say they
got married and she’s pregnant.” Lifting her hands palms up, Beth
shook her head. “What is wrong with this picture?”

After a quick search of the lunch
menu, she sighed. “Excellent. Chicken vegetable soup with
dumplings.” She dropped the menu on the table. “Have you eaten here
before?” Lisa said no. “Carole’s soups are famous and I need
something hearty to stick to my ribs. Weather’s crazy for end of
May. Warm one day, chilly the next.” She took a good look at Lisa;
the full face, dark eyes and curly long dark brown hair worn loose
today.

Overweight by about thirty five
pounds, in her late forties, maybe. “What are you
having?”

“You tell me something as momentous as
that and now you talk about food?”

“I had to get it off my chest right
away and you’re here. Let’s order. We’ll talk about Susie another
time.”

Lisa’s face reddened. “What I crave is
a chocolate hot fudge sundae, extra whipped cream. What I’ll have
is the matzo ball soup, same as you.”

Their eyes met and they laughed. The
noise level rose and fell around them but they
connected.

Orders placed, Beth tilted her head as
if to say, “So?” Hot coffee arrived and Lisa began. “I moved here a
year ago. I lived in Chicago in one of the Northern suburbs with a
nice home, two sons—twins, attractive husband, taller than me.”
Tears welled up, she sniffled, and stirred sugar and cream in the
cup. Beth sipped coffee and listened.

“We went to high school together; then
on to college where his major was pre-law and I had a head for
investment banking and business related subjects. But I got
pregnant.

Oops. He had a fit. I wasn’t thrilled.
We weren’t married, a lot more school ahead, he pushed me for an
abortion and here’s where our families got involved. Soup’s
on.”

Bowls of steaming soup were placed on
the table by Carole herself. She and Beth were longtime
acquaintances. Oyster crackers and hot bread in a wicker basket
came next.

“Beth, dear lady, haven’t seen you in
a while. You’re looking a bit peaked. Who’s your friend and where’s
the good doctor?” Before Beth had time to reply, the apple-cheeked
woman wiped her hands on a red checked apron and greeted another
patron.

In a low voice, Beth said to Lisa,
“I’m looking peaked because the good doctor ran off after forty
years of what I thought was a fine marriage and my new friend is
about to finish another tale of marital horror. Otherwise, Carole,
everything is perfect."

Again the shared laughter and they
agreed it was better than the buckets of tears shed over unworthy
husbands.

Beth said, “Better eat the soup before
it gets cold.”

“You sound like my Jewish
mother.”

“Irish.” A spoonful had Beth
rhapsodizing. “Mmmm. Carole is a great soup cook.

Not too
sincere but what a cook. My forte¢
is beautiful tasty food—no
soup.”

Lisa started to eat and finished
before Beth was half through. “Delicious. I’d love another bowl and
a chocolate sundae.”

“Really? Didn’t anyone ever tell you
to savor the taste, not gulp every spoonful as if enemies were at
the border?” Lisa appeared stricken by her comment. Reaching over,
Beth touched her hand. “Sorry. It’s none of my business. That was
so rude of me.”

Lisa said, “Beth, I never behaved like
this until Kenneth walked out. I gained thirty pounds in a month,
continued to blimp up and finally realized I had to start over,
fresh, where no one knew my name and past history. I researched the
area, knew a position in my field was available and no waiting list
at the country club so here I am.”

“And your sons? Where are they?” Beth
spooned the last vegetables from the bowl.

Finished and full. She wanted the
recipe and knew Carole wouldn’t part with it.

A wistful smile softened Lisa’s face.
“They’re freshmen in college. Summer session. Up in Boston. They’ll
come to me for Thanksgiving. Maybe a weekend visit
before.”

Somehow the restaurant had emptied out
and the sound was muted. Beth said,

“Better keep our voices down. You
never know who’s listening. Small town gossips.”

The waitress asked if they wanted
dessert. Lisa said, “No, just the check please.”

The bill was split, they shrugged into
jackets and walked out together. Outside, they continued the
conversation as if they were old friends catching up. Beth—slender
and fit, medium height and Lisa—tall and heavyset. They caught
sight of their reflection in the glass and once again
laughed.

“Like the old cartoon Mutt and Jeff?”
Beth said.

“Not for long,” Lisa said. “Can’t
change my height but with a little help, I sure can change my
habits." A solemn nod from Beth.

Beth gestured to a stand of willow
trees next to the pond in the village square. “See the tallest
willow? That was our donation to the beautification program. I
planted it about twenty five years ago. Brings back
memories.”

Lisa’s voice dropped to a whisper and
Beth leaned close. “I was like a willow a long time
ago.”

“You were?”

“Now I’m like a Sequoia, still tall
but thick.” Silence as the wind picked up and a light drizzle
began.

Beth said, “ That’s how you see
yourself, a tall thick tree?”

“Uh huh.”

Horns beeped at the stop light, people
jostled by unfurling umbrellas as they hurried along.

Beth frowned, wondered if she should
talk to Lisa about her business idea. She said, “Before you go, I
have two things to say. In response to the Sequoia image, get over
yourself and do something about. You may not realize this but you
started already, in the restaurant. By the way, this insight comes
directly from my therapist.”

“I did?”

“Yes. When the waitress asked if we
wanted dessert, you said no, bring the check.”

By now the rain fell steadily and they
didn’t have umbrellas. Lisa’s face, dripping with rain, glowed with
pleasure. “I already started.”

“Number two is a question.”

“Shoot.”

“You
mentioned investment banking was a major interest years ago.” Lisa
nodded. “Are you in that field now or any related work because I’m
seriously thinking of starting a small business and need someone to
bounce off. Since Frank left no one wants
to talk to me. Everyone in our social circle dropped me as if I
were contagious. We’ve been friends with this crowd for many years
and suddenly. . .another loss. You saw an example of it at the
club.” A helpless shrug. “Oh shit.”

Their eyes met, standing outside in
the misty rain, as people hurried by and Lisa said, “I want to talk
to you. Bounce off me.”

“Oh? Do you have time now? You can
follow me home. I have dry clothes you can. .” and they both
grinned with the thought of Lisa’s large frame fitting in Beth’s
skinny clothes.

“Oh, just follow my car.”

“All right. I’ll call my office and
advise them.”

 


 



Chapter 11

 


Lisa’s silver Lexus followed Beth’s
car through the winding streets north of the center of town and
finally around the circular driveway. A mad dash in the pouring
rain and they were in the impressive entrance of what Frank called
‘the Malone palace.’

Beth hung
jackets to drip dry, showed Lisa the way to the powder room where
there were towels to dry off. She lit a fire in the stone fireplace
and ran upstairs to change into dry
clothes. Grabbing a one size fits all robe for Lisa, she knocked on
the bathroom door and handed it in. Beth put a kettle on for
tea.

She found Lisa curled up near the
fire, dressed in the robe, hair wrapped in a towel.

“Calling your beautiful bathroom a
powder room is a misnomer. Very elegant.”

You’re too much, Beth. Meeting you
today is the first good thing that’s happened to me since.
.”

“Me too, kid.”

“Beth, this is the way I work and you
better have a tough hide. Always remember, it’s not personal, we’re
talking business. First you explain what your needs are and I’ll
play Devil’s Advocate. Expect me to be merciless, okay?”

Lisa hung her skirt and blouse near
the fire burning well enough to spread heat.

Beth ran upstairs, came back with a
notebook and settled on a couch opposite Lisa. She consulted notes,
found the page and got right to business. “I’ve thought about my
options and requirements.

 



	
A service of some kind-I want my work
to benefit others.



	
I love to cook and decorate.



	
Most of all—at age 58 soon to be 59—I
want more meaning to my life.”





She glanced up at Lisa for a reaction
and to see if she was paying attention or just being polite. What
she saw was a different persona from the ‘club’ Lisa and the
‘lunch’ Lisa. Head erect, eyes bright with the reflection of
dancing flames, she sat forward, chin on folded hands. Again they
connected with a ‘go on’ sign from her new friend.

“A couple
of years ago, a used-to-be-friend went to a recycling-single-men
party. Her husband died and she thought it might be a way to meet
someone new. Every guest was sanctioned by another. For example:
You dated Jim, a nice guy not right for you but you want to recycle
him to a friend. The chemistry might click. Everyone knows someone
they can recommend. Since then, I’ve never heard of another singles
party that sounded so safe.” Cut to the
chase.

“So here’s what I’ve been thinking
about for a business for me. Bringing mature unattached people
together in an attractive setting—my castle—delicious food, catered
by guess-who-me, all for a fee. Sounds so right.” She inhaled
deeply and exhaled. “The discussion is open.”

A barrage followed. “Strangers in your
home? Are you crazy? Strangers, unknowns are a potential danger so,
throw a notepad to me.” She reached for the notepad and wrote:
small groups-from a cursory glance--your home can accommodate
twenty guests comfortably. Small wait staff-possibly hired through
a security company. She looked up. “Each guest must be approved as
in investigated so start small with references from say. .” she
thought for a moment, “our club.”

Amazed by the concise assessment
without mincing words, Beth said, “You’re the perfect Devil’s
Advocate, Lisa. I’m so naïve. How can I be so trusting and just
plain dumb?” She searched the ceiling for an answer. “Mindset is
stuck in another era. Thanks for the wake-up.”

“Beth, you must’ve led a
sheltered life for a long time. Don’t beat yourself up.”

Then Lisa grew quiet, lost in thought
for a few minutes. Beth waited and wondered what was going through
her mind.

Lisa leaned forward again. “We barely
know each other and personally, I’d like to see a lasting
friendship develop. So please don’t take offense at anything I say,
okay?” Beth nodded.

“Your
business idea is interesting and different. In order for it to be
successful, you must carefully plan every step. That means taking
your time. I believe you’re pushing yourself in your haste to prove
something. I’m willing to give you all my expertise every step of
the way but don’t hurt yourself by rushing, careening through to
get it all done.

When did you have in mind for the
first party?”

Beth almost choked. “First party? Uh,
maybe September or maybe after Thanksgiving when people make plans
to travel or celebrate holidays and maybe so and so will meet at my
party and have someone to be with.” She inhaled, exhaled and felt
better.

“What do you do in your daily life?
This is fact finding, not an interrogation, Beth.”

“Oh sure. Well, I swim and dive every
day and hope to get back to my tennis form although I don’t have
partners anymore. And I’m about to begin as a volunteer at St.
Paul’s soup kitchen once a week. Exercise, gardening; not a whole
lot of activity.”

More relaxed now, Lisa said, “You’re
doing well for a woman who had the rug pulled out from under her a
short time ago. Very well.

“Once upon a time I was a
winner. I’m trying to find my way back to the feeling.”

“A winner,
huh? Sounds like something I want to hear. About the tennis, I’ve
watched you the past year and think you’re
one of the smartest players at the club. How about the two of us
teaming up? I was Number one tennis doubles State champion before I
moved here.”

Astonished, Beth said, “Who
me?”

“No one here but us chickens, girl.
Think about it. Now let’s get back to business.”

She was on a roll. “Your home and
cooking—perfect combination. I can help with sources for
advertising and getting the word out. At this point, drawing from
the affluent Westchester towns, a night of possibilities might be
worth $100 or more.”

“Stop.” Beth grabbed the note pad,
gaining confidence as she drew. “That’s it. The perfect name—A
Night of Possibilities—recycling unattached gentlemen and gentle
women. Beaming, she held up a rough sketch of the new logo. “Needs
work, first draft.”

Lisa said, “I need a
brownie.”

“Like a hole in the head.”

Quiet for a minute, Lisa said, “Here’s
another thought for free marketing.”

Beth’s eyes lit up.

“You and I go to the club.”

“The club? They’ve been so cold and. .
.mean.

“Not all of them right?”

“Uh, no, but. . .”

“Listen to me. You’ve been a club
member for how many years?”

“Twenty five.”

“The club is a perfect source so use
the bitches.”

Beth couldn’t suppress a
laugh.

“Make it a charitable thing you’re
planning to do, a philanthropic venture. It’s not as if you need
the money or do you?” Beth smiled, giving her a thumbs up about the
money. “Good. Make this a necessary service with all profit going
to . . .”

“Got it.”

“So we have a salad. Yes, a salad with
a squeeze of lemon for dressing. Spread out papers, flyers,
whatever. I finish and leave. I’m positive those nosy club members
will be dying to find out what we’re working on. Have a sign-up
sheet ready.

Let them come to you. Be enthusiastic
and friendly. You’ll come away with leads.

Oh—one more thing before we have some
tea and a fat free goodie like lemon meringue pie. Consider
CCTV—closed circuit television to monitor guests. It’s an
investment but an important one. Also it may very well be tax
deductible.”

As
Lisa spoke, she rose to a towering six feet tall,
removed the robe, felt her clothes and slipped into the skirt and
blouse. Beth had an impulse to say, “Stay, please stay.” She
restrained herself. “What an afternoon. Thanks for simply
everything.. A cup of tea, no pie before you leave. Are you really
free for a quick lunch tomorrow? And is it too soon to gather names
and spread the word?”

“I don’t think so. Tell
them it’s in the planning stages.”

Lisa unwrapped the head towel and a
wild mane of dark hair fell to her shoulders.

“Scary, isn’t it?” She grinned at
Beth. “For you, I’m free. Otherwise I charge. I’m #1 consultant on
investments at the National Bank of Westchester. I made a lateral
move from a major bank in Chicago. Let’s drink a toast to A Night
of Possibilities.”

At the club the next day after Lisa
finished lunch and business ideas were tossed around, she squeezed
Beth’s shoulder and left. Beth continued to flesh out ideas and
pick at the salad. Soon, as Lisa predicted, acquaintances sauntered
past, peered over her shoulder and asked questions. With enthusiasm
and authority Beth didn’t know she had, she explained the concept
of the parties, making it sound more philanthropic than a
business.

Free
advertising—word of mouth.
If it’s successful, I’ll donate the proceeds to a
charity. 

Everyone knew a divorced, separated or
widow/widower; someone seeking companionship.

She spread out a sign-up sheet for
contact names, phone numbers and addresses. In a short time, thirty
five approved prospects were listed. Maybe a mailing of flyers with
an introductory letter instead of advertising in publications at
first. Also post a flyer at the club and other posh establishments
in nearby town. Beth Malone was in business.

Beth dialed Lisa. “Hey Ms. How are
you?”

“Beth, good to hear from you. I
wondered what happened after I left you at the club. Wait a sec.
Just poured a glass of Chardonnay to have with some dee-licous fat
free cheese and crackers to match. Need something to munch on while
we chat.”

“You sound thinner
already.”

“Uh huh. Only forty pounds to
go.”

“Are you
sitting down because it turned out exactly as you predicted. The
women came by to see what we were up to. I was enthusiastic and
they gave me the names of every unattached person from here to the
Mississippi. I have enough for at least the
first party if everyone reserves.” A whoop of laughter from
Lisa.

“Ya done good, partner. I bet you
finished the poster and typed the letter.”

Beth heard a crunch of crackers on the
line. “That’s what I wanted to ask you about. First, are you
available, say Saturday early evening? If so we could go over my
work because I need your final approval. And then maybe dinner and
a movie or something?”

“Am I available? You bet your ass I
am. I haven’t had a date since I moved here. Of course when you
look like a Sequoia and don’t want to go out with a giant Redwood.
. .I’m flattered you want my final approval, Beth. I’d love to take
a look and be merciless. Also there are more aspects to consider so
let’s do it. Everything. And thanks for having faith in
me.”

 


Booting up
the computer, Beth selected fonts, drawing tools and began to
sketch, happy she’d become proficient with the drawing program. An
Evening of Possibilities, she wrote discarding night as too
seductive. An upscale motif without being trite. Second draft, Beth
did an impressionistic background of soft colors and tried bold
script on an angle across the top. So far
so good.

Now the text: I offer, she deleted I
and typed in the royal we.

We offer a comfortable
setting in a private home, where sanctioned unattached gentlemen
and gentle women may enjoy delightful cuisine and stimulating
conversation. Why remain alone when The Singles Salon beckons. We
are not a bar nor a noisy singles dance. We are an intimate
gathering of soon-to-be friends in Westchester County.

Phone 915.358.3939 for
reservations

The next Salon
is

She reread, proofed, selected another
font until she was satisfied.

Make it work. Maybe no one
will call. Oh fuffa. It will work.

Tired of
sitting, she rose, stretched about to turn off the computer and
stopped. Copies, one for herself, save one
in a file, email one to Lisa. The
copy in color was rewarding.

She printed and pinned one to the cork
board.

On impulse, she ran to the exercise
room, turned on Fleetwood Mac’s “Don’t stop thinkin’ about
tomorrow, yesterday’s gone” and danced until laughing she fell to a
mat in the corner.

Towel
wrapped around her neck, she gulped down a bottle of water and
swaggered back to the office. Beth Malone,
entrepreneur. On second thought, the boss
needed a bite to eat and a good night’s sleep. With reluctance, she
closed up shop.

The next morning, she placed a call to
Lisa to confirm their date for Saturday.

“Lisa Marcus, please.” Beth waited on
hold as elevator music butchered Cole Porter’s ‘Dancing in the
Dark.’.

“Lisa Marcus here,” answered the voice
of her new best and only friend.

“Hi Lisa, it’s Beth calling about
plans for tomorrow. I hope we’re still on.”

“Does a bear poop in the woods? You
bet we are. I was hoping you’d call. It’s been a hectic week and I
feel like just hanging out at my place with you, having a bite to
eat and schmoozing. Does that sound about right or were you
counting on something fancier?”

“I never saw a bear poop in the woods
but I’m sure when they poop, the woods is their
bathroom.”

“It’s a Midwest expression.” They both
chuckled.

“Your idea of a laid back Saturday
night sounds perfect. My week has been filled to overflowing. Much
to discuss. Where do you live and what time?”

“You know the new condos—they call it
Eastern Horizons for Discerning Adults—north of town about twenty
minutes from you? Until I bought this place I didn’t know I
was.”

“Was what, discerning?”

“No. An adult. Anyway, I’m in the
newest section, corner condo #101. I’ll leave word at the gate.
He’ll mark a map. Bring a flashlight. How about six
o’clock?”

Beth said, “I haven’t been up that way
but I’ll find it. Can’t wait. Bye.”

A few months ago I
couldn’t find my ass with both hands. Just now I said I’d find my
way to a place I’ve never heard of before. Instead of moping
alone—I’ll be with a real pal.

New beginnings and full
steam ahead. Two words for you Frank, and they ain’t Happy
Birthday.

 


 



Chapter 12



Saturday evening at six, Beth set out
to find Lisa’s Eastern Horizons. And find it she did with the help
of Map quest plus the new Global Positioning System recently
installed in the Mercedes. Now she was both pilot and navigator
negotiating the rocky course through life, responsible only for
herself.

The gatekeeper mumbled something
unintelligible when Beth announced her name, passed a map through
the window and opened the gate. With what appeared to be a police
baton used to crack skulls, he gestured right and left and closed
the gate behind Beth. The GPS directed her to Lisa’s
doorstep.

Dressed in a long white cotton shirt
knotted at the waist, jeans and sneaker, Beth carried a wrapped
bowl as a contribution to the evening. No time to research a new
recipe, she fell back on low fat—low calorie shrimp filled
tomatoes. It was only when Lisa greeted her that Beth realized it
might not be appropriate. “I made a shrimp appetizer and I don’t
think it’s kosher.”

With a straight face Lisa said, “It
isn’t and neither am I.” She pulled Beth in and shut the door.
“Welcome, friend.”

Surprised to find Lisa living in ultra
modern surroundings, Beth wandered around the open spaces, floor to
ceiling glass walls, over-sized couches, chrome legged tables,
everything white, black and beige with peach accents.

Beth said, “I pictured you in a cozy
cottage with hooked rugs and calico throws.”

“Why?”

“I have no idea. Midwest image, little
house on the prairie. I’m so sophisticated, you know.” She hugged
Lisa. “Just kidding.”

“Beth, I’m from Chicago, a major city,
very cosmopolitan.”

Spreading her arms wide to indicate
the whole panorama of the interior she could see, Beth said, “This
is gorgeous, elegant. Makes my home look worn out.” Lisa stood
there, tall and proud. “And you’re melting the weight off. Do I see
cheekbones emerging already?”

“All I needed was tough love from
someone who cared. You taught me to say no to myself.”

Lots of laughs followed as they put a
meal together and settled down for dinner. With a Chardonnay toast,
Beth said, “As senior member of this friendship, I caution you not
to say no to everything that appeals to your palate.”

“I’ll drink to that although I don’t
know what you’re referring to.” She drank sparkling Perrier with
lemon. “This will have to do for now.”

“Have you dated since moving
here?”

“No. No one asked.” Wistful, Lisa
said, “There is a guy who banks with us.” She pushed the last
cherry tomato around the salad bowl before popping it in her mouth.
“I’d like to jump his bones.” Again Lisa surprised her, this time
with a blunt declaration of lust.

“What’s stopping you?”

“Not ‘til I lose at least another ten
pounds.” She leaned across the table. “There’s something personal I
want to ask and if it’s too personal, answer anyway.”

Intrigued, Beth said, “Ask
away.”

Clearing her throat, Lisa said,
“You’re older than me and I’ve seen you up close on the tennis
courts and in the locker room and I wonder how come you look so,”
she searched for a word, “youthful. Have you had plastic
surgery?”

An explosion of laughter came from
Beth. “Actually, my body stays in good shape from daily swimming
but the wrinkles are in my face. There’s a saying that when you
have sex, never get on top and look down or you’ll look really
saggy. So the answer is no, I haven’t had plastic surgery but
husband Frank did. He had an eye lift thing and now that he’s on
the loose, he probably will tighten up everything that
sags.”

By now, the women were having a fit of
giggles.

Mopping her eyes, Beth said, “Okay.
Let’s clear the table and curl up on the couch.”

Settled in the low comfortable couch,
Beth pulled a peach silk pillow close to her chest and wrapped both
arms around it.

“What I really want to hear is more
about your life, Lisa.”

“My life.” Crossing to the glass
walls, Lisa activated a switch to shut the draperies. Ivory silk
brocade pleats swayed in a graceful dance and settled in to seal
off the outside world.

The dimmer switch softened lights and
the atmosphere became up close and personal.

A few strides with endless legs and
Lisa curled up on the opposite end of the couch from Beth. “You
sure you want to hear the whole sad tale?”

“Absolutely.”

She lowered her head, closed her
velvety dark brown eyes like a child playing ‘you can’t see me’ and
in a soft monotone she began.

“So there I was pregnant in college
and Kenneth wanted me to have an abortion. Right away—first thing
he said. I cried, said we should get married, finish school and
manage. Shit happens but I knew I was up for it and loved him so
much and wanted his baby. I’m very close to my folks and his
parents so I told them. He was hysterical. They insisted we marry,
they’d all help financially, and it was going to be fine. The two
sets of parents were understanding and supportive. Kenneth was a
total schmuck. We married, had the twins, graduated, I juggled the
boys, a career, and for the next seventeen years, he cheated on me,
but the guy was a decent father. When the boys left for college,
he’d been living with some lawyer from his firm for years but kept
up a front as if he still lived at home and I let it happen.
Anyway, we’re divorced, I gained weight like a fool and finally cut
my ties, sold the house, big profit and moved here to make a new
start. Kids are in Boston. We alternate holidays. I won’t see them
until Thanksgiving although they might come in sooner. It’s their
choice and their father gets. . .” her voice cracked. End of the
story.

Beth waited in silence while Lisa
gathered her dignity. “It’s a little soon to be thinking about
Thanksgiving but it occurs to me, you and your sons would make the
perfect addition to my table. I’ll ask my pregnant daughter and new
husband and I will definitely need the support of a good friend if
they come since daughter Susie is difficult and I barely know
Javier. So what do you say? Please come to my rescue.”

Dark eyes peered over at Beth. “This
isn’t a mercy invitation, is it?”

“Oh honey, it’ll be a mercy to me if
you’ll celebrate with us.”

“Tell me about once upon a time you
were winner. I’ll throw in a few cookies.”

Beth laughed. “I’ll dust off my
trophies and tell the whole sad tale next time, maybe.”

She got to her feet and stretched.
“Time to go home. By the way, what’s with the gate guy?”

“He’s a Marlon Brando wannabe
pretending to be tough. Really he’s a, what’s the word?”

Together they said, “Numbskull.”
Enough cause for Beth to grin all the way home.

 


 



Chapter 13

 


July was a
month of anticipation. Watching the enclosure take shape, business
plans going full swing, still struggling with the see-sawing
Mother/Daughter relationship. Discuss this
with Jenna next session.

Early Sunday dinner started off
pleasant enough. Susie’s favorite ham topped with pineapple slices
and brown sugar sauce, baked potatoes and salad served soon after
the young couple arrived was received well. Not the meal Beth
wanted to prepare but pleasing her daughter came first. They dined
politely on the patio under an umbrella.

Beth said, “What do you do Javier, if
you don’t mind me asking.”

“Not at all. I design
automobiles.”

Susie said, “He began as a mechanic
growing up in Miami; studied engineering and design all paid for by
The Borg Corporation. We met when Artie and I were on our
honeymoon.

He’s becoming well known in his
field.”

Javier flushed under his dark
complexion but said nothing.

They met when she was on
her honeymoon. After the beautiful church wedding. Oh my God. I
failed my daughter by not teaching her proper values.

Then her daughter asked for a tour of
the nearly finished enclosure and an explanation of why it was
necessary and how much it cost and at some point, Javier touched
his wife’s arm, soothing her rising temper. Beth, flustered and
upset that another opportunity might pass for mending fences,
changed the subject. Javier proved to be an ally and a gentleman
conversant in a wide variety of subjects. Aside from art and
engineering, he had cooking expertise from working for a well known
restaurateur in Miami.

A few digs were thrown at her mother
before they left when once again Susie said, “When Dad returns,
please let him come home. It’s only fair, Mother. Look at all he
left for you to live on.”

Pasting a smile on her face and
praying the headache waited a few minutes, Beth said, “Please
understand this. Your father will never again enter this house. He
walked away—left divorce papers at Bruce Bradley’s for me to sign.
I’m making a life for myself with the help of a therapist. If you
want to come with me so you and I can sort ourselves out, maybe we
can fix our relationship before the baby comes.” A long deep breath
and she looked at Javier and then her stunned daughter. “You have a
good man here. Welcome to the family, Javier. I look forward to
getting to know you.”

This time it was Beth who said,
“Goodbye.”

 


Early the next morning as Beth
prepared breakfast for one, she heard a knock on the sliders. Susie
waved. Beth ran to open the sliders and there they were, face to
face, mother and daughter. Susie, dressed for work, tears in her
big blue eyes walked into Beth’s arms and sobbed.

Susie looked up at her mother. “Sorry
I was such a bitch yesterday. Can I blame it on
hormones?”

Beth smiled and shook her head no.
“Your husband said for you to clean up your act. You don’t want
your baby to treat you like that.”

“Mom, you’ve been sleeping
in my pink bedroom since daddy left.”

Beth held her at arm’s length. “Yes. I
couldn’t go back to the master bedroom. For now, I’m in your room
where you were an infant, where I rocked you and fed you and where
you grew up.”

“When my baby is born, sometimes may I
bring her to your house and let her sleep in that room? Please
Mom?”

Mother and daughter gazed at each
other until they grinned with the lifetime of knowing so much and
yet so little. Beth said, “Sure. I’ll buy the portable crib I was
looking at the other day.”

They walked around the house to
Susie’s car, arms linked. Susie said, “Were you really looking at
baby furniture?”

A pat on the baby mound and a kiss on
her daughter’s cheek as Beth shut the car door. “Sure.”

Breakfast never tasted so good to Beth
as it did this morning.

 


 



Chapter 14

 


At last
the enclosure was finished and Beth thrilled to the sight of the
new structure, her concept. A unique pool enclosure, tall enough
for an expert diver. It glowed in the mid-June night, beckoning
like a lover. Mmmm.
Beth ran to the enclosure, pressed a series of numbers, turned the
handle, slid the door open and shut. Locked in.

A tropical paradise greeted her. The
idea was to reproduce a picture from a travel brochure with foliage
compatible with chlorinated water. A lot of research went into the
project and she found the computer not to be as scary as some of
the women thought it was. Warm moist air wrapped around her while
she hung up the towel and sweatshirt on a rack, kicked off sandals,
adjusted a swim cap and prepared to swim. She pressed a button on
the side of the pool; the water went flat. Silence.

She lowered chin to chest, took deep
breaths and climbed the ladder. How long Beth was in the water
diving and doing laps, she didn’t know. She never stopped until her
body said ‘no more’. Mind-set still in the rhythm of the water
workout, she hoisted up out of the pool in one big splash. First
thing off was the hated swim cap and she hurled it toward the area
of the towel rack. Knocking at the door frightened her. Who the
hell was out there? She grabbed a towel, wrapped it around her
dripping self and yelled, “Who’s there?”

“Just Maverick. Open up,
please.”

Annoyed to have her privacy disturbed,
she double-checked through the door, making sure he was alone.
Opening the door enough for him to enter, she locked it again and
said, “What in the world are you doing here?”

He shuffled around in his boots
looking ashamed for disturbing her and then picked a towel off the
rack and patted water from Beth’s arms. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to
frighten you. I uh, was passing by, saw the lights on in the pool
house; wanted to tell you about, uh, to make sure you were okay.”
He dried Beth’s arms, and looked into her eyes.

“What are you doing?”

They were close; so close she dripped
on his cowboy boots. Beth noticed once again the age lines around
his eyes, creases next to the nice mouth. No way was he a young
kid. He was, what? maybe late thirties—early forties and she was
definitely fifty eight. What was the question then? She’d heard
this somewhere. Ladies locker room at the club. How many times does
forty go into fifty eight? Oh, for God sake.

He kissed her. Stopped with the pats,
pulled her wet self closer, and kissed the hell out of her. The
climate controlled air upped a notch, bare toes left the puddled
surface and steam came from Beth’s lycra swim suit that suddenly
felt a size too small.

“Whoa,” Beth said.

He didn’t whoa. Instead he nibbled his
way down Beth’s neck to her shoulder, slipped off the left strap
and licked her skin. Beth shivered. A gentle pull meshed their
bodies together as he continued with merciless kisses, a tongue
Beth dreamed of when she was young and every night since. “That
day. . .I intruded on your private time and watched a beautiful
lady dive and swim, graceful with so much power. I’ve wanted you
ever since.”

Overcome with desire, knees weak, Beth
said, “Maverick, I . . .”

And didn’t get to finish because he
said, “I want to make love to you right now, if that’s
okay.”

She glanced all around the steamy
area, wondered for a moment where to do it and nodded.
“Okay.”

Maverick carried Beth to the padded
lounges on the side stopping long enough to lower the dimmer
switch. Now the only lights came from the pool. Setting her down,
he leaned over for one more delicious kiss.

Transfixed, Beth smiled and watched his muscles ripple while
he kicked off boots, unsnapped a Western shirt and struggled with
tight blue jeans. She tensed with the sight of the soon-to-be
lover, was this really
happening? stood up. Stood up, literally,
in the smallest underwear she’d ever seen. Black and she couldn’t
tell anyone about it. No one. Oh
my. He pulled a packet from his jeans.
Condom. Condom? How
cute is this? Oh, my God.
Beth Malone, you slut. It’s about time.

Slap, slap. The sound the two lounge
chair cushions hitting terracotta tiles resounded in the humid air.
“Looks comfortable. What do you think?” Maverick said.

She didn’t have a thought in her head
other than the vision of the man with the crooked grin, high
cheekbones, protrusion in the scrap of fabric covering his
nakedness. “Hey,” is all she managed and laughed when he swooped
her up and with the sweetest care, laid her down. “I smell from
chlorine.”

Burying his face in her hair, he
sniffed like a puppy. “Mmmm. My favorite scent and I didn’t know
it.” He sniffed some more.

“I could shower. There’s nice soap and
sham . . .”

“Later,” he said, lifting her arms
above her head and rolling until she was on top.
“Surprise.”

So hot but
a corner of her mind flashed, hide your
face when you look down so it won’t sag,
she shook her straight wet hair and it hung like a curtain across
his cheeks. He closed his blue, blue eyes, big grin on his
face.

“Lots of clothes on, Miz.
Malone.”

What a
time to blush but there it came. At least
it’s not a hot flash. The right strap of
the bathing suit came off in all the ruckus. “Call me Beth.”
Clever repartee.
Almost naked and that’s the best line so
far.

 


 



Chapter 15

 


Coffee.
The aroma of strong coffee wafted somewhere close mingling with
chlorinated air. Chlorinated air? Real
coffee—not the decaffeinated crap I’ve pretended to like for
years--and chlorinated air? Where the hell am I?

Beth managed to force one eye open.
Steam curled from the coffee mug on the floor right next to her.
Naked, an over-sized beach towel tucked under her chin, she
stretched out on the cushion Maverick threw on the floor before
last night really got interesting.

“Would you mind if I took some
pictures?” Maverick’s deep voice echoed across the
water.

In one
swift motion, Beth covered her head with the towel.
Pictures of rumpled-Beth-skin? Not on your life or
mine, lover. “To remember me by? Can’t I
autograph something instead? A check for good work maybe?” She heard the whir of a camera. “I mean, the
good work you accomplished building the beautiful
enclosure.”

Boot steps retreated. She peeked from
under the towel. He was photographing the pool structure, plants
and all. His question was rhetorical and she was talking to
herself. She sipped coffee, wondered if he planned to join her,
felt insecurities rise and beat them back. Decision reached when
she glanced at the big clock on the wall. Seven a.m. Wrapped in the
towel, Beth made a dash for the door.

“If you’re hungry, I’m scrambling
eggs. See you in the kitchen.”

By the time Maverick sauntered in,
Beth had scrambled more than eggs. The fastest transformation in
her history left the energetic woman radiant, flushed with
afterglow and full of creative ideas. What next for the future was
on her mind and it did include the
not-as-young-as-she-thought-he-was man who entered her more than
once last night and was about to enter her home as if he belonged
here.

He brushed
a kiss across the back of her neck at the same time as she laid
crisp bacon on two plates. Laid. The
thought, the action, the kiss. Oh fuffa!
Heat rose in her cheeks and spread all the way down to dark places.
Who cared about breakfast with him so close? Strong hands reached
around her, lifted, oh
shit—the plates and carried them to the
table. Apparently he cared about breakfast.

Beth, a
smile pasted on, slid back a chair harder than she meant to, the
scrape against the floor caused her to shudder. Don’t be a jerk. Have fun. Take charge.

“Hey,” he said, and took a large bite
of toast. His eyes crinkled in the corners as he shoveled in eggs
and bacon along with more toast. “You make a mean breakfast, Beth.
What’re the green sprinkles in the eggs?”

“Secret
ingredient.” Blue, those blue eyes again. She couldn’t look at them
without picturing him above her. Don’t be a
fool, Beth. You got laid—it was amazing. Move on.
She nibbled on cooling eggs and
bacon.

Mopping crumbs from his mouth,
Maverick finished the last drink from the coffee mug.” I decided,
with your okay, of course, to make a photographic display of the
enclosure. People have been asking me about my work; like what else
I do beside build and maintain pools. When I mentioned the
enclosure and described the design, there was interest in seeing
pictures. Actually, last night I stopped by to tell you about this
and. . .” He paused, the slow crooked smart-ass grin took on
special meaning.” One man wanted to see it but I said that wasn’t
possible and he doesn’t know what town you’re in, so. . .” He
spread muscular arms wide and grinned. “What do you think? It would
be a terrific boost for my business.”

How could
she say no? He said business. Keep it
business, Beth. With a straight face, she
said, “It was my baby from the beginning. I helped you design it,
Maverick. What’s in it for me?” What’s in
it for me. Did I really say that?

June winds kicked up blowing leaves
torn from the trees against the glass sliders. Beth’s attention
focused on the design of the pool enclosure. When she first asked
the pool guy if he built such a thing, it was like a seed way back
in her mind. Almost an idle thought to make her feel better, to
help heal what felt broken. They talked, drew diagrams, researched
and the project grew. Sure, enclosures were available, packaged
like huge erector sets. Too easy. The Malone pool, Beth’s pool was
special; a dream come true and it was saving her life.

Rain splattered leaves on the glass,
then washed them away. One stubborn leaf clung to the center,
slipped and slid with the hard rainfall. Beth crossed to the
slider, pressed her hand to the glass and traced the leafs descent.
The eight a.m. sky turned dark, sensor lights clicked on in the
pool house. Ominous signs of a summer storm.

Blonde eyebrows lifted as her words
registered and once again the slow grin lit his weathered face.
“Partners? You design, I’ll construct.”

“Did you make love to me because you
wanted the pictures?” No answer. “Don’t lie, Maverick.”

She felt his heat, arms around her
waist, cheek pressed close. Their reflections blurred in the fogged
glass.

He said, “ Guilty as charged, Beth.
Kind of. The business idea was cooking for a while and late
yesterday, this really big bucks customer asked what I planned to
do over the winter. He made me a great offer after I described your
enclosure and I was so excited, I just wanted to share it with you.
See what you thought so I drove by and there you were, in the pool
and I’ve been crazy about you since the first day when you were
busted up sad and. . .” He turned Beth around. “It’s the
truth.”

She looked way up, assessed his
attractive face. So earnest and she still liked the man holding
her, no lie detector available. “What a night, Maverick.” With a
careless shrug, Beth moved toward the digital camera lying on top
of his bag. “You clear the table, I’ll check out the pictures. See
if there’s anything worth enlarging.”

Enlarging. One of those
words again. Damn.

“Partners then?”

“No.” She
glanced over her shoulder. No big deal,
cowboy. It was just sex. “You install
enclosures, you’re reliable and I’ll recommend you. What we did
together. . .what we created together was because of my pool’s
special size.” Oh dear
God. She attempted to turn her full
attention to the camera and clicked away until the best ones
remained. “Okay. These are, in my opinion, the best. Good job. When
the pages are printed, stop by. I’d love to see them.” She smiled,
displayed all the pearly whites he’d licked the night before, and
noted to her delight, Maverick was mystified by her
behavior.

So was she. Beth Malone was
coming-of-age.

Thinking he was rebuffed and gone,
Beth sighed and turned to lock the sliders before heading somewhere
in the vast empty house to start over. Startled, she saw Maverick ,
nose pressed against the rain drops on the glass, like a kid at a
bakery shop window—forbidden cookies—out-of-reach. Like the
grown-up she almost was, Beth did what any red blooded woman would
do. She invited the starving man in.

Beth said, “Don’t think every time you
show up . . .”

Wet and chilled, Maverick dropped his
knapsack in a corner, yanked off damp boots and lifted Beth high in
his arms. “Where to?” He headed toward the stairs. “How ‘bout the
exercise room, with the mirrors, hmm?”

She was about to suggest the
same.

 


 



Chapter 16

 


Despite her disastrous end of a
marriage, Beth was fortunate to have the financial means to sustain
herself and decided to give back to the community in some way. An
article in the local news covered the prominent St. Paul’s Church
located in a town not far north of where she lived. They had a
highly regarded soup kitchen and always needed volunteers. The idea
of feeding the hungry appealed to her. The following Thursday
night, Beth planned to show up.

Big
sign--St. Paul’s Welcomes
You. This must be the place.
A sharp right turn; Beth pulled in, dodged a bunch
of shabby folks hurrying toward well-lit doors. Seems too early for soup kitchen recipients to line-up but
what do I know. Never too early when you’re
hungry.

Parking
the Mercedes at the far end of the church lot, Beth took a moment
to check her appearance. She fished for the big amber compact in
her purse, fumbled for the clasp, brushed powder off the glass and
caught her reflection in the poor light. Not pretty. The severe
hairdo didn’t help. She snapped the compact shut. Heard the
click. Does anyone still have a
compact?

Get rid of
it and put a smile on your face. Purse
tucked out of sight, Beth opened and locked the car
door.

Rain slammed down with sudden force.
She skidded, almost fell; a strong arm steadied her. He pulled the
hood of her slicker over her head, mumbled, “Careful,” waved, tie
flying as he raced past and disappeared in the distance.

“Thanks,” Beth said and carefully
walked toward the church.

Inside was a welcome atmosphere just
like the sign advertised. Drenched from the storm, she searched the
faces of people gathered; children clinging to parents,
grandparents, some alone.

She forgot about Beth Malone’s life,
how she looked. There was a job to do. A purpose. Beth approached
the petite woman dressed in black, clipboard in hand, in
control.

“Hi, I’m Beth . . .”

“First names only here,” said the
woman in a voice rich with an Irish brogue. “ ’tis more friendly.
Sister Mary Margaret.”

When the little nun spoke, Beth
pictured an Irish pub serving corned beef and cabbage, shamrocks
adorning the bar, pints and quarts lined up.

She glanced up from the note pad, blue
eyes swept over Beth and she grinned, her face a marvel of
wrinkles. “To the cloakroom with you, Beth. Dry off quickly. You’ll
be . . .”a gnarled finger traced the list, “ladlin’ potato soup.
It’s a favorite.”

Beth said, “But I. . .”

“A virgin, eh?

Bewildered, Beth wondered if that was
a qualification for ladling soup. “No. Uh, sorry.

Married forty years.”

The nun patted Beth on the shoulder.
“Just a figure of speech, m’ dear. There’s a first time for
everyone who comes here. One of the volunteers will show you what
to do. There are four of you tonight and, as you can see, a lot of
hungry folks. Now off you get.” She pointed the way toward a
corridor and Beth marched on.

Never met
a nun like her. Beth shouldered through the
restless crowd, found the cloakroom, hoped for a
bathroom.

At the mirror, the cutest spitfire of
a woman with white curly hair waggled a mascara wand toward the
back. Her high pitched voice rang out.

“You’re almost late. Locker
rooms next to the john.”

She continued to apply mascara to
stubby lashes. “Gotta get me some phony lashes one day.” Finishing,
she looked up to find Beth at her side. “Don’t just stand there
gawking, girl. Move it. Hungry mouths to feed. Names Lucy. What’s
yours?”

“Beth.”

Lucy’s voice followed her. “Grab an
apron from the counter. You got three minutes.”

Wet
slicker hung on a hook in what Beth hoped was a secure
locker. Next time, if there is a next time,
bring a lock. She hurried, tying the green
and white apron with the church logo embroidered in gold thread
across the front. Property of St. Paul’s.

Lucy, face
made up as if she were going on a date, a
bit heavy-handed with the mascara, grumped
approval.

The next two hours blurred; a sea of
grateful humanity shuffled along, trays in hand.

Beth
mentally cursed the high-heeled shoes she wore while muscles
reserved for swimming ladled steaming potato soup into endless
bowls. And she was hungry, famished. Hope
the food doesn’t run out.

Every so often, Beth glanced at the
other volunteers. To her left, Lucy doled out dessert; cupcakes and
puddings—one to a customer, no exception. A wooden spoon held in
one veined fist looked as if she wouldn’t hesitate to rap a greedy
person over the knuckles.

At the
station to Beth’s right, stood a young girl, dark wavy hair in a
pony tail, apron bulging in front. Oh my,
very plump or very pregnant? Popular with
the crowd, she sliced beef like a pro, spooned gravy and heaped
veggies with a flourish. Every so often, she’d press one hand in
the small of her back and grimace.

The man at
the end, the fourth volunteer, piqued Beth’s curiosity.
Must be the man who saved me from falling in the
parking lot; covered my head with my hood. Gallant gesture. In
charge of bread, rolls, and crackers, and some sort of greeter. He
speaks to each person, makes notes in what appears to be an
electronic notebook after they walk away. All accomplished without
anyone noticing except for me, the detective. A warm smile crinkled the corners of his mouth and
eyes. A grown-up man in his fifties, at
least. How come wrinkles and gray hair are distinguished on a man
and on a woman, she just looks old? This line-up is all wrong:
bread comes first, soup next, meat and vegetables are third and
then dessert. Beth the organizer. You couldn’t keep your husband
but this soup kitchen, you can put in proper
order.

“Soup, please.” A child’s voice
interrupted Beth’s reverie. Embarrassed to be caught off guard, she
looked up, way up. Perched on tall skinny shoulders, sat a serious
little boy about three. “Me and Daddy like two soups. Please.” He
held up two semi-clean fingers. The father nodded with
pride.

Beth smiled at the close pair and
placed the order on their tray. “Careful. It’s hot. You have nice
manners.”

“Daddy teached me.” The father moved
along carrying his precious cargo.

The last few stragglers came through
the line and it was over. Quiet before sighs of relief were heard.
Beth sunk into the closest chair, unzipped and kicked off the
foolish shoes.

Applause echoed through the large room
with high ceilings. Sister Mary Margaret entered, clapping small
hands together. “Great job, everyone.” She sailed up to each
volunteer, hand extended.

“Lucy, you are a wonder, you are. We
need more like you.” To Beth, she said, “Beth, new volunteer, your
feet may not forgive you but you did yourself proud.” She grasped
Beth’s hands, added an extra squeeze and like an expert politician,
said, “May we count on you next week?”

Caught off
guard, Beth stammered an affirmative. “Uh, sure. Yes, okay.”
Smooth and do I really want to make such a
commitment?”

Moving along, Sister hugged the young
girl who winced in apparent pain. “Are you all right, m’ dear?
Being on your feet right now seems a bit of a burden.”

“But I love working here, Sister.”
Blotting tears with a leftover napkin, she repeated, “I love it
here.”

“We’ll find another job for you,
Karen. In the office. After the baby comes, you can hire on as the
cook. We’ll take good care of you. I tasted and tasted the pot
roast tonight.” Karen brightened with the news.

Beth felt as if she were watching an
old movie—“The Bells of St. Mary’s.” Something with Barry
Fitzgerald as the funny priest and Bing Crosby warbling a
tune.

“Chow down, folks. You’ve earned it.”
And the little nun moved on to the man at the end. His apron lay
across a chair and he looked like a quick get-away was his
preference but her firm grip stopped him.

Beth squeezed aching feet into her
shoes, filled a bowl with soup and walked to the communal table
nearby. “Mmmm.” Potato soup, the best she’d ever eaten, bar none.
Some kind of drama was taking place not ten feet away between the
man and Sister Mary Margaret, hands planted on both hips, but she
was too tired to care.

“Good job, Beth.”

A poke from Lucy who sat nearby got
her attention. “Thanks, Lucy. It was a challenge.”

“Karen cooked everything. She’s
amazing. Went to culinary school, got knocked up—decided to keep
the baby—don’t know about the father.” Lucy munched on a chocolate
donut.

“Did I get it right,
Karen?”

“Close
enough, “said Karen from an old chair, feet propped on an ottoman.
“Billy’s still my boyfriend, my fiancé¢ and we’ll be married as soon as he
graduates.”

To Beth,
Karen’s words sounded like wishful thinking. She hoped Karen’s
dreams would come true. Daughter Susie’s declarations of love for
Artie a few years ago ended in disaster and here she was with
Javier—a baby on the way. I’m in church.
Take a moment and pray for a happy outcome.

Mopping the last bit of gravy from her
plate after eating the beef, Beth said, “Karen, the pot roast is
delicious. I’m a good cook but this tops my recipe.”

She waved away the compliment as if
were no big deal. “I know it’s delicious.” Karen struggled to a
stand from the over-stuffed chair she had collapsed into. “I’ve won
prizes with my secret recipes.” She smiled at Beth. “Thanks.”
Groaning, she placed a hand at the small of her back. “Back’s
hurting worse than usual today. Any idea what that
means?”

“What month are you in?

“Five months.” She leaned in close to
Beth and whispered, “I have a lot of pressure.”

Beth whispered back, “Any
spotting?”

The young woman wilted. “No, but a lot
of a. . .mess, like discharge.” She grabbed Beth’s hand. “Sorry to
talk like this to a stranger. I don’t want anyone here to know
there might be trouble. I could lose my job.”

She seems
big for five months and what she’s describing could be
serious. “When is the next doctor
appointment?”

“Whenever. I go to a free clinic.”
Slowly, Karen walked toward the cloakroom.

Too painful for Beth to watch, she ran
to the girl, touched her lightly on the arm and said, “I don’t want
to frighten you but I’ve had experience with difficult pregnancies
and you must be seen right away. Tonight. Promise me you’ll go
right now.”

Karen held her gaze and finally
nodded. “Billy will take me.”

Back at the mirror in the cloakroom,
Lucy touched up her lipstick.

Beth said, “You look nice after
working so long. Are you going to a party?”

“Uh huh.” A final pat to the white
fluff of hair. “My new fella’s picking me up.”

Beth shook remaining rain drops from
her slicker.. “What’s the name of the other volunteer?”

Lucy packed her make-up kit and walked
along with Beth. “Larry. Larry Cooper.” Her blue eyes twinkled with
mischief. “Divorced, I think, if you’re single and interested. And
here’s a plus. . .”

Beth smiled a question. “He’s a real
catch. . .a Doctor.”

Oh Lord. Beth, stay clear
of this man.

Sister Mary Margaret was nowhere to be
found so Beth left a note on her desk regarding Karen’s condition
and telling of Karen’s fear about losing her job. Conscience
cleared, it was time to go home.

Exiting
the church, Beth paused, wished her car wasn’t parked so far away,
when a hoarse voice called her name. It was dark, still raining
with gusty winds, the lot desolate. What
the hell. Hands fumbled for pepper spray
buried somewhere deep in her bag.

A shabby
man moved out of the shadows in her direction. She’d read about
attacks. They happened suddenly. A weapon—find a weapon—keys,
pepper spray. Heart pounding, mouth open—ready to scream.
Where was the damn pepper spray?


“Don’t be scared, Miss. Doc Coop had
to go. He said to make sure you got to your car safe.”

Doc
Coop “Oh, Oh, Oh.” Beth said and forced herself to calm down. “Very kind. It does
look nasty.” Why didn’t he warn me? I’ll
wake up tomorrow with a wide white streak in my
hair.

He grunted and grabbed a fistful of
her sleeve. “Spread sand all over. Don’t want Sister M & M to
fall.

Cute. He calls Sister Mary
Margaret M & M.

Half skidding--half walking, he
propelled Beth to the Mercedes. When she tried to offer money for
his service, he shook his great mane of shaggy hair. Rain drops
flew in every direction. “Doc Coop takes care of Harold,” he said
and lumbered back to the shadows.

A soggy business card was tucked
behind a windshield wiper. Wet fingers pulled it free and as the
windshield wipers swiped back and forth Beth tried to read the
ink-blurred words but couldn’t.

On the other side, in raised gold
letters: Lawrence Cooper, MD

Practice Limited to
Psychiatry

5 Parkland Avenue

New York, NY 11130

212.815.2100

email lcoop@brainfood.net

website
www.LawrenceCooper.com

Oh no. A
shrink. Now what? Get home safe is what. Slow cautious driving helped Beth feel peaceful all the way
home.

 


Exhausted,
she left a trail of wet gloves and sodden boots on the way to the
stairs. Even the slicker slid off and landed on the tile
floor. To swim or not to swim is the
question. Early enough—only 8:30 at night. Coach’s voice shouted
from the past, “One more lap.”

Abused
feet crept up the stairs; the railing became a rope tow as hand
over hand, Beth pulled herself along. Hot
shower and sleep sounds right—exercise tomorrow.

Those were the last conscious thoughts
before she sat on the bed, fell back and fully dressed, sank into a
deep slumber.

 


 



Chapter 17

 


No pressure. I can do it.
I can do anything I set my sights on. Coach yelling through the
megaphone, “One more lap, Beth O’Brien.” That was
pressure.

Things-to-do chart came out of the
computer desk. In bold letters, she wrote priority list at the
top.

#1 call Susie. See how she
is.

#2 New business. Make it work. Prepare
menu TODAY! And call Lisa.

#3 call
Larry Cooper. At least say thanks before possibly bumping into him
Thursday at St. Paul. No. No call. I’d give
him an earful about Harold and the scare of my life.
Men! Why the hell didn’t he warn
me? Maybe an email and Google him. See what
he’s all about.

Pressure. A simple phone
call to someone you gave birth to. Not so simple. Will she be up or
down? Do I need a script or do an improvisation, wing it. Oh
fuffa.

Beth
dialed. One, two, three. . .Good, she’s not
home. But the last time we were together turned out
wonderful.

Susie said, “Hello,
Mother.”

“Hi Sue, how are you and we didn’t get
to talk but when is your due date?”

“December 6th”

Sometimes
like talking to a stranger. Must be
hormones

Long silence.

“Honey, I don’t want his
leaving me to be another barrier between us, please. You’re all the
family I have now. . .and Javier, of course, and when the baby
comes, well. . .Oh honey, I bought the cutest portable
crib.”

“Mom, today I have morning sickness so
bad, I can barely lift my head. Javier’s coming home soon. He’ll
work from home. I’m hanging up. Will call when I stop
heaving.”

She’s not
feeling well. If we were closer on a regular basis, I’d be taking
care. Meanwhile,
she has a husband who responds to her needs and this is a fine
thing. Frank looked the other way when I
had morning sickness.

A search
for Doctor Cooper’s business card found it to be crumpled from the
rain. Smoothing it, she used a magnifying glass to get the email
address correct. Tacky not to call him. Chicken.

Larry, Thanks for the escort. Wish you
had forewarned me. The big guy scared me, coming out of the shadows
like that. Beth Malone

She checked the gallant doctor’s web
site and was bowled over. His credits and training were amazing. He
not only had a prestigious practice but taught at Columbia
University. She scrolled down. . .he wrote books. His latest,
“Getting a Grip” was on the best seller list for ten weeks. She
read further. . .something, something about his sense of humor. She
never could figure out what reviewers were talking
about.

Oh my. I forgive him for
being a doctor and where did he find time for St. Paul’s soup
kitchen?

An email
popped up. Dr. Cooper himself. This is
fun. She felt a little hum of excitement in
her belly.

Beth, So sorry friend Harold
frightened you. Shame on me for being short-sighted. Not thinking
clearly these days. He’s a good soul. Hope to see you Thursday
next. Best regards, Larry

A pen
pal. Wonder why he’s not thinking clearly?
Maybe he needs a shrink.

On impulse, she wrote back:

Larry, how come you’re not thinking
clearly? Maybe the shrink needs to be shrink- wrapped. Nosy,
Beth

She hit
send and sat back. Did I really write
that?

A sudden thought to have an extra
phone line installed for the business; Beth dialed the phone
company. They’d have a serviceman out by the end of the
week.

Before she shut down the computer
another new message popped up. . . from the shrink.

Cute Beth, very cute. Do
you always think clearly? Larry

 


Typical of shrink talk,
Larry. Answering a question with another question. B

 


So you’ve also been
shrunk. L

I plead
the 5th. Now I must get back to work.

 


On what? What do you do?
Larry

 


To be continued.
B

 


Beth hit
send, felt heat in her cheeks and smiled. Hot damn. Cyber flirting. Shutting
down the computer and closing up shop for a while, Beth
smiled.

Good work. I’d like to pat
myself on the back. Still a lot more to do to bring the business to
life. Lisa said not to rush. I like to get my ducks in a row no
matter how early. Compromise. I do feel more relaxed.

A thunderstorm began as Beth, dressed
in sweats over a bathing suit, grabbed an umbrella against the
sudden change in weather, and followed the path to the pool house.
Unlocking the door, she entered quickly and punched the alarm code
and reset. As always the tropical setting was a feast for all of
her senses. Clogs and sweats peeled off and eyes closed, she
inhaled the steamy chlorinated air.

Automatically stretching—scenes from school years appeared,
other young strong swimmers in a row—Coach barking orders—wonderful
times. Why did I allow myself to sacrifice
special talents to become the happy homemaker? Or in later years,
the unhappy homemaker.

Climbing the steps to the diving
board, she sang, “Don’t stop thinkin’ about tomorrow.”

On top, a pause for a deep breath and
composure, she sang, “yesterday’s gone.” A quick run to the edge,
the leap and before Beth knifed through the water, she was sure her
voice bounced off the walls and echoed back. “Yesterday’s gone,
yesterday’s gone.”

 


 



Chapter 18

 


Thursday rolled around so fast, Beth
‘s head was in a whirl.

Soup kitchen later; how
was Karen; business plans moving along—

Beth answered the persistent ring of
the telephone. Before she had a chance to say hello, the
unmistakable lilt of Sister Mary Margaret demanded
attention.

“Beth, our Karen is on bed
rest, thanks to your shrewd observation. She told me you are a fine
cook and Beth, St. Paul’s hungry need you tonight. We have all the
provisions for beef stew. Everything is cut up and awaits your
attention.”

“My attention?”

“Yes, your attention. We need a cook
and you’re elected tonight. Be here at three p.m. Oh and bless you,
dear girl, for offering your service.”

She hung up on me. Trying
to say no to Sister M&M was like trying to stay dry in a
Nor’easter where the rain fell horizontally. What have I gotten
myself into?

Like the good Catholic girl she once
was, she accepted her fate and prepared to dress comfortably. A
white cotton shirt and blue jeans, tennis socks and sneakers and
she was set; back to the semblance of building a new life. Knives,
seasonings, lucky chef jacket and cap worn preparing successful
dinner parties in the past gathered, wrapped and placed in a carry
bag, Beth flew out the door.

Impressed with the well-equipped
kitchen, Beth made herself at home; spread out her tools, adjusted
the cap at a rakish angle and buttoned the jacket. She caught her
reflection in the gleaming glass of the dish cabinet and saluted.
“Beth Malone reporting for K.P.”

The unexpected brogue of Sister Mary
Margaret’s voice boomed from loudspeakers nearly causing an
accident in the kitchen. Beth was in the process of juggling a
large heavy colander filled with carrots, onions, and potatoes in
order to save time when she heard the voice.

Nothing hit the floor except Beth. She
landed hard with a lap full of vegetables as the little nun, in her
most endearing Irish sweetness said, “Bless you for coming to the
rescue. Help is on the way. You’re the kitchen boss
today.”

Thanks a bunch.

“Recipe is on the
counter—meat in the fridge-- you are on the floor with a lap full
of veggies, nicely cut up.”

Beth said,
“Are you omnipotent or is there closed circuit
TV?”

Laughter. “A bit of both. Yes, there
is CCTV. I like to see into every corner of St. Paul.

Nosy, I guess. If you want me, call
out. Speakers are voice activated. Over and out.” The nun’s
laughter echoed through the speakers before shutting
down.

Collecting
herself and the veggies, Beth realized Lisa was on target about
CCTV and made a mental note to investigate dealers for home
installation. Get cooking. No time to
waste. 

Lucy showed up to help with
preparations and to Beth’s surprise, a cleaned up Harold arrived,
hair tied back, frayed white shirt tucked in and he knew how to
assist. Within an hour, the aroma of beef stew wafted through the
church; pots simmered on the range with an occasional stir and
everyone high-fived to know the hungry would be well taken care
of.

Tonight, dessert was donated from a
fancy bakery since Chef Karen was off her feet.

Another
mental note for Beth. Look for simple tasty
dessert recipes in case this emergency continued. Operative word is
simple because I have my own business to plan and dinners and my
own life to live and I won’t be here to make a whatever you want
week after week so stick that in your uh.. . .CCTV, Sister
M&M.

Lucy bowed out to repair make-up;
Harold waved and said, “Harold set-up tables now.”

She thanked them both, wondered who
the other volunteers were tonight, hoped Larry Cooper was there so
she could tell him in person how she almost blinded Harold and
called the cops.

“Oh fuffa! Where’s the
wine?”

Sister’s voice whispered over the
speaker, “In the fridge, behind the molasses, bottom shelf. Don’t
tell a soul. And what’s fuffa?”

Red-faced, Beth became a tower of
jello just like when she was a girl in Catholic school about to be
reprimanded. She crossed her fingers hidden in the chef jacket and
said, “ It’s a catch-all word, Sister. Nothing worth
repeating.”

Sure enough, there was an unopened
bottle of fine Chardonnay.

Sister’s voice said, “Corkscrew’s at
the back of the utensil drawer. Come to my office. Bring two
glasses, cheese and crackers for a bit of a repast before the soup
kitchen opens. Use discretion, Ms.”

As she
packed up knives and other personal items brought from home, Beth
had to laugh. Smuggling wine out of the house was popular in school
days. Parents and head mistresses never knew. Now here I am, fifty eight years old, smuggling wine into the
headmistress’s office.

Beth knocked three times and said,
“Joe sent me.”

“Enter quick and lock the door.”
Sister Mary Margaret sat at her desk, black stocking feet up
crossed at the ankles, shoes off, big smile on her face. Last light
from the fading sun hit the stained glass panel behind the older
woman casting a rosy glow. For a moment wrinkles softened, she
looked to Beth like the young girl from Ireland she must have been.
“We’re up to no-good then?”

“Your call, Sister. Fun to have a
co-conspirator. Been a busy afternoon.” Beth used the cork screw,
opened the bottle and poured the wine. Crackers and cheese arranged
on a small plate were placed first on linen cloths from the
kitchen, then on the desk and she too, kicked off her
shoes.

“Attractively set, Beth. You take
pleasure in lifting even a simple repast above the ordinary with an
elegant touch, do you?”

Beth heaved a sigh. “Yes, I do, always
have. It’s part of my nature. Catering combined with
decorating.”

“No, I think not. I think it’s a whole
lot more, Beth. You feel obligated somehow to seek approval, to
gain admiration so you knock yourself out giving
service.”

She wanted to run from the room, slam
the door and never come back. But inside, Beth knew she craved
acceptance and love and somehow Sister M&M saw into her.
Choking back tears, she said, “ Am I so transparent,
Sister?”

With a tilt of her head, the little
nun gazed at the new volunteer who, under pressure, came through
and prepared dinner for St. Paul’s. “You’re a good lass, m’dear.
Lots of us walking around needing affection and praise. You
certainly didn’t hold back when I called, did you now?”
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