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“Of all sad words of
tongue or pen, the saddest are these, ‘It might have
been.'"

John Greenleaf Whittier


Chapter 1

 


“Darlene Lyte and Lew Dark,” greets Hardy
Harr, the program director of WMBC Radio, wearing a practiced
smile, shaking first with Darlene, lingering, holding her hand for
what could be considered longer than necessary, then a firm grip
and two quick pumps with Lew. It’s my pleasure to welcome you two
to Wilkes-Barre, and to Mega Broadcasting, Pennsylvania’s largest
and number one broadcast group.”

Hardy, with tightly kinked black hair trimmed
short, is wearing a double-breasted dark blue, silk suit, a crisp
white shirt with a flower-pattern silk tie that matches the
handkerchief in his breast pocket, and a gleaming pair of black
Amos Archer wing-tip shoes.

“Come, we’ll use the conference room.”

Closing the door, Hardy says facing Darlene
in a way that his back is to Lew, “Can I get you anything? Coffee,
tea, soda, water?”

Lew feels Hardy is avoiding him; he hasn’t
looked at, or spoken to Lew since shaking hands in the reception
area.

“No thanks. I’m fine,” Darlene says and Lew
expects Hardy to offer him some refreshment but it doesn’t happen,
as if he’s not even in the room.

While pulling out a chair for Darlene, and
without even a glance Lew’s way, Hardy says, “Have a seat, guy,”
then to Darlene: “Are you ready for your Monday night debut?”

“I’m so ready,” she says, her pouty lips
forming a pleasant smile. “I’ve been looking forward to starting
since the interview.”

“Fine, fine.”

Hardy’s face is round, sclerotic with a
prominent nose anchored by enormous nostrils. His pink lips are
wide, full and bowed, his chin deeply cleft; so much so that Lew
thinks the chin is mooning him and smiles to himself.

“First, here are some forms to fill out in
your spare time. Please have them back to Ames Lowe in HR by
Friday.” He places them on the table in front of Darlene.

His dark eyes are shaded by long, curved
lashes. Arched eyebrows give him the look of permanent surprise but
the rest of his face contradicts that: static, unreadable.

“Second, since I expect the show to be
top-rated every day, I’ll be recording and critiquing on a regular
basis. Remember, when you’re on top, there’s only one way to go:
down. And we don’t want that!

“Third, we have a dress code, but since you
work the overnight shift, you’re exempt. However, if you should be
called in during business hours—that would be nine to five
weekdays—men are expected to wear a suit, white shirt and tie,
women either a business suit or a skirt and sweater combination
with nylons and heels, which by the way, also applies to all
Remotes and Personal Appearances. Any questions?”

“I don’t believe so,” answers Darlene wearing
a captivating smile.

Lew doesn’t speak.

Fine, fine. You’ve seen the facilities during
your interview. If you feel you need to familiarize yourself more
with the studio, by all means, be my guest. Also, if you need a map
of the area or information about restaurants, entertainment and the
likes, see Sarah Bellam, in HR.

“Tad Pohl our promotions director will want
to see you sometime tomorrow to arrange your photo shoot for our
Personality Portfolio for the sales department and Ray Dio, our
chief engineer will want to enlighten you on working with a board
engineer.

“Now that we got all that cleared up, let’s
plan on meeting here in my office Friday a week for your first
critique.” He stands and slides his chair under the table; a signal
the meeting is finished. “I’ll let you go. I’m sure you want to
find a place to live and familiarize yourself with our great
city.”

Hardy offers Darlene his hand. Instead of a
shake, he takes her hand in both of his and says, “Please don’t get
offended, and I don’t mean to pry, but I sense there’s something
wrong with your wrist.”

“It’s fused from an accident when I was a
baby. That’s why I’m left-handed.”

“I didn’t mean to stick my nose into your
private life. I guess curiosity got the best of me. I truly am
sorry if I offended you.”

“That’s perfectly all right, Mr. Harr. I’m
not the least bit offended.”

“Good, good,” he says, turns to Lew and gives
him a firm, departing one pump shake.

As they walk across the parking lot, dry
brown leaves prodded by a gentle breeze crawl the asphalt with a
scraping sound.

“Did you get the impression Hardy was
avoiding me?”

“No.”

“Well, I did,” Lew says climbing into his
twenty-year-old, red Chevy pickup truck. “He hardly looked at me
the whole time. The entire meeting was directed at you. He never
once acknowledged my presence until that departing shake. Ask me, I
think he’s got something against me.”

“Don’t be silly. What would he have against
you? He hardly knows you.”


Chapter 2

 


Hardy Harr is at his desk when Darlene and
Lew come into his small office with sparse furnishings and a window
overlooking the parking lot, the view cut into slices by a dusty
venetian blind. He is dressed in a white shirt, sleeves rolled
once, collar open, silk tie loosened. He does not rise when they
enter.

“Sit,” he says with a blank face, nodding to
two secretary chairs in front of his desk. He waits for them to get
comfortable then he picks up a legal pad and begins: “I made some
notes while listening to your first week.” A smile grows on his
face. “Darlene, you sound great. Alive, happy, smiling. Your topics
are well thought out. Your jokes are excellent. Your voice is…
well, like an angel whispering in my ear. I simply love your
voice.” The smile grows larger. “I can’t say enough good about you.
You certainly are on the right track to grab the ratings.”

“Thank you,” Darlene says. “Are you sure
there’s nothing that needs improvement?”

“With you right now, I’m sure.” He turns to
Lew and his face grows sullen. Intimidation crawls Lew’s spine.
“With you… I’m not so sure. First off, my man, it’s Rojas
Catering not Ro-jazz Catering, and it’s Mama Mia
Pizza not Mama My-a Pizza. Also, in that Dairy Queen spot,
Brazier is not Brassière. If you’re trying to be
funny, you’re badly missing the mark. If you honestly don’t know a
word in the copy, ask Darlene. Or look it up. You do know how to
use a dictionary, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Secondly, your knowledge of sports is
atrocious. My advice there is for you is to stay away from anything
sports related. Leave that up to Darlene.”

Hardy drops the legal pad on his desk.

Lew’s armpits begin to drip.

“We’ve been number one in this market for the
last eleven years. A top-notch, professional operation and you’re
making us sound as though we’ve started hiring high school
dropouts. I’m not sure what your problem is, Lew. Perhaps you don’t
believe overnights is important to our ratings. Maybe you don’t
care. Or perhaps you’re simply too dumb to know better. I don’t
know which it is, but I’m advising you to shape up. This is the
big-time, not Farmville like you’re used to working. Had I heard
these blunders of yours when I audited the show at WSEL, I
guarantee, I would not have called you guys to work here no matter
how good Darlene is.”

On their way to the parking lot, Lew says,
“Harr has it in for me. Nobody else we worked for chopped me up
like he just did.”

“He’s only trying to help. I’ve told you for
years already to ask me if you don’t know something, but you never
do; just plod on like a bull in a china shop. I do my best to cover
for you, and it’s worked in the past, but I guess Harr’s a
perfectionist.”

“Take the knife out of my back, please.”

“Come on, Lew. You know I don’t mean it that
way,” she says apologetically with a professional pout and gives
him a smooch on the cheek. “I’m not trying to ridicule you; I love
you with all my heart and soul. I just want us to make it here.
This is a big step for the future. With this job, in this market,
in a couple years I could hit the big time. Chicago, New York, San
Francisco. Anywhere I please.”

* * *

“Every show last week was excellent,
Darlene. You’re so bubbly and exciting to listen to,” says Hardy
Harr. “I’m so impressed with your ability.”

“Thank you. I’m glad you like what I’m
doing.”

“Like it? I love it! You’re top-notch
in my book.”

He turns to Lew, the first time he’s
acknowledged Lew’s presence in the room since the critique began.
The smile disappears, tension pulls his face together. “I didn’t
catch any major screw-ups this go-round, but you’re coming across
as cold and uninterested with your callers and you’re not selling
your live spots. The exact opposite of your partner. Don’t you
enjoy what you’re doing?”

“Of course I do.”

“Then we need to get you up to speed with
Darlene. There’s a voice coach across town I’ve used in the past to
bring a few weak announcers I’ve had up a notch. I’m going to sign
you up for a few lessons with him and see if he can’t put a little
warmth in your delivery.”

Lew does not say anything, but thinks,
Bastard.

 



Chapter 3

 


Darlene is busy in her off-air time filling
their plush, twenty-fourth floor suite at First Wood Suites with
antiques because she loves antiques. More than that, she loves to
acquire and own antiques. Their age, size, purpose and value
secondary to her need to possess them.

“I found a really nice antique store, the
Antique Center on Carey Street, and I got a really good deal on a
Chippendale chesterfield desk and serpentine sideboard and a small
Louis XVI table. I think the desk will look good facing the
elevator, the sideboard back here, and the table over here. What do
you think?”

“Sure. Okay.” He starts for the kitchen.

“You’re enthusiastic today.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be a drag,” he
says, getting a pitcher of iced tea from the refrigerator. “It’s
just that I’m about fed up with that voice coach.” He pours a
glassful of tea then takes a seat at the breakfast island in the
all-stainless steel kitchen. “He doesn’t like my inflection,
doesn’t like my pacing, says I don’t smile when I speak, I don’t
project enough, that I mumble, and he accuses me of having an
accent. On top of that, he’s always late. It’s been six months
already, and I don’t like going to see him on my own time when I
should be enjoying my life.”

“This job is demanding,” she says, fixing
herself a vodka martini, “but think about your brand new Lincoln
Navigator and my lovely Mercedes; our designer clothes, the five
star restaurants we dine at, how much money we make.”

“Harr is nothing but an assbag. Sending me to
a voice coach. The nerve of that man. All he does is focus on the
negative when it comes to me.”

“He has negative things to say about me too,
but I don’t let it get to me like you.”

“Even when he says something’s not right with
you, he’s gentle. He doesn’t plow into you and cut you up into
little pieces and spit you out like he does every time with me. No,
He rode the hell out of me for that Allenwood Prison Farm
bulletin.

“Lew, that escaped prisoner from Allenwood
this morning? He may have been wearing a gray shirt with trousers
that appeared cocky to some people, I don’t know. What I
do know is that the trousers were khaki; a word you
should be familiar with, especially since you claim on your résumé
that you have a college degree.”

“He wasn’t riding you. He was correcting
you.”

“Well, I’m getting pretty sick of his
correcting.”

“Let’s go to the bedroom. I have a new game
that will rock your world.”

“Harr. Sounds like a fucking pirate,” he
grumbles while Darlene leads him down the hall by the hand. “Harr!
Matey. Harr!”

“Pirates said Arrrrr! Not Harr!” chides
Darlene.

“Whatever! The guy’s a dick. Hardy
Harr! A goddamned joke. Big fucking, roaring laugh. Hardy Harr,
Harr! Except I’m not laughing one little bit.”

“Relax and get naked, okay?”

She takes out her pigtails, slips off her
kimono and jumps on him, wrapping her arms around his neck, legs
around his torso, and they fall together onto the antique bed
alleged to once belong to Abraham Lincoln. Her eyes are wide with
eagerness, her blond hair splayed static, and in the mirrored
ceiling, her body appears pearly in the steely city light spilling
through the huge bedroom window. Her hair smells of almonds and
aloe and her shapely body smells of baby powder. And Lew is
thankful that he has Darlene.


Chapter 4

 


Darlene Daye Lyte, home just long enough to
slip into her new, imported, brightly colored, floral patterned
yukata and fix herself a drink, sits on a finely crafted Victorian
sofa done up in needlepoint tapestry that she bought at an estate
auction the other day. In front is an antique, tile-inlaid coffee
table holding a Japanese Imari bowl and her martini glass. She
kicks off her slippers on the floor between the sofa and the coffee
table, picks up her drink and leans back.

“I got a call from Mother while I was at the
Wyoming Valley Mall today.”

“Oh? What’s up with her?”

“Same old stuff. Wanting to know if I still
prayed everyday and went to church regularly and when we were
coming to visit.”

“Mmm. We haven’t been to see them in
years.”

“Not since we left ‘BGR in Kutztown. But like
I’ve said many times before, I have no desire to visit. A short
chat on the phone once in a while is even more than I care to do.”
The Grey Goose martini is gone. “What did you do while I was
out?”

“Nothing much. Played a few computer games,”
he lies. He spent his time alone recording himself reading from the
newspaper trying different ways of speaking as his voice coach,
Louden Klear, suggested. He also drove to the liquor store and
bought a bottle of bourbon and took a few hits and fell asleep
while listening to his recording.

“You would have really laughed at what
happened at Terri Blade’s Knife Sheath in the mall this
morning.”

“Oh?”

“I was shopping for a new set of knives when
this sweet old lady dressed to the hilt and laden with more jewels
than a jewelry store wanders in, looks around, then goes over to
one of the young clerks and says, ‘Could I get you to show me a
boner?’”

Sprawled on a French Louis XVI style loveseat
that is upholstered with a flowery red damask fabric and
beautifully carved and gilded, and wearing a new Turkish bathrobe,
feet bare, Lew chuckles then stands and slips on his new pair of
brown mules.

“I’m going to go pour myself a glass of iced
tea. Can I get you anything?”

“Another martini. And please make a saliva
deposit in that glass in the refrigerator. You’ve not been keeping
up with it lately and I haven’t had anything to drink in the
morning besides coffee.”

Lew tends to the glass on the top shelf of
the refrigerator, pulls out the pitcher of tea and pours himself a
glassful. While he shakes the martini, his latest meeting with Harr
comes to mind: “You didn’t sound up during the show
today, Lew. Are you feeling all right? Not depressed or ill are
you? You have to keep on your toes, guy. And, oh yeah, it’s
Apostolic not A-pos-ta-lick. Remember, Lew, when you’re behind the
mic on a number one show on a number one station, you only have one
way to go: down. And sounding like a moron is the fastest way to
hit bottom! Would you bring me a copy of your college
transcript?”

He reaches far back into the last cupboard,
the one that holds the many kitchen gadgets Darlene has collected
and tired of, or found not to perform as touted, but is unable to
bring herself to toss them. The cupboard she rarely looks in. He
finds his bottle of bourbon and takes a gulp.

He likes the warmth of the whiskey sliding
down his throat and the glow he feels once it enters his
bloodstream and the soothing effect it has once it reaches his
brain. Enjoys it. Relishes it.

He glances at the five-caret diamond pinky
ring he wears and the diamond-inlaid, gold Rolex on his wrist, a
couple “presents” he recently bought himself simply because he
could.

If it just wasn’t for that prick, Harr, my
life would be perfect.

For good measure, he takes another healthy
belt, pours more of the bourbon into his tea, and slips the bottle
back into its hiding place.

“Here you go, honey,” he says, returning with
their drinks.

Darlene reaches her martini and sips.
Having money means I never have to want for anything. I see it,
I like it, I own it. One can never be too thin or have too much
money.

“You know, honey, I’ve been thinking. If I
came up with a new style that covered my errors, I’d keep Harr off
my back.”

“What exactly do you mean?”

“You know… ah… a way of me sounding like I
wanted to have it come out the way it did as a joke rather
than sounding dumb or having you try to cover for me. Maybe what
I’m looking for could make the error invisible to the listener. I
got to do something. Harr is driving me crazy. Every day, pick,
pick, pick.”

She wants to snap, Shut up! but
chooses to ignore him.

Lew squeezes the juice from a wedge of lemon
into his tea, stirs it, and after a greedy sip, says, “Thank God
his phone rang when it did. I know if he’d’ve kept after me, I’d’ve
snapped. Got totally pissed off at that maggot and stomped him in
the ground. Knocked out those big teeth of his.”

With her nerves piqued and her face flushed,
Darlene snaps, “Stop it! Just stop it!”

Lew looks at her, perplexed. “Huh? Stop
what?”

“Everything! And stop saying ‘Thank God’
around me. I’m tired of hearing it. There is no God. All that God
stuff’s made up in the minds of religious freaks like my mother;
church three, four times a week, praying over this, over that,
asking God for an answer, for guidance, for help. Living at the
foot of the cross, always reading the bible, reciting verses in a
house with no swearing, no smoking, no drinking, no dancing, no
music other than hymns, dressing like Shakers, supporting those
money-grubbing preachers… I’ve had all of that crap I can
stand.”

Reflecting on his Catholic upbringing, he’s
not going there. He silently takes another sip of his spiked
tea.

Darlene says nothing more, her sour mood
stirring disagreeable memories: “Electra, sweetie, you are
Daddy’s favorite little girl. Yes you are my precious little
sugar-plum. I’m so glad your mother and I made a better
version of your sister when we made you. Come ride the pony,
sweetie. That’s it, honey-bunches, ride Patches.” To this day,
Darlene detests being called D.D. or Darlie; those monikers are
what her parents insist on calling her.

Lew sets his glass on a marble coaster on the
antique end table next to him. The bourbon has done its job. He
feels relaxed. Feels good all over. Not a worry in the world. “I’ve
been thinking,” he says, “now that we can afford it, what do you
say we finally set the date for our wedding?”

Darlene relaxes and thinks for a second, and
a smile of satisfaction grows on her face. “You know, spring would
be perfect. June. Yes, June is so very traditional. In addition,
June will give us time to work on some sort of tie-in with our
show. Perhaps we could be married in Coal Street Park.” She taps
her two front teeth with her index finger. “The more I think about
it, the more I like the idea of using the Arboretum at Marywood U.
in Scranton for the wedding.” She takes another sip of her martini.
“To add to the event, we could invite some of our fans to join us
on a honeymoon to the Bahamas or the Virgin Islands or
someplace.”

“Great thinking, love. I’ll get with our new
promotions director… ah…”

“Neil.”

“Right. Neil Down. I’ll begin plans with him
for a really colossal event. Something like maybe a big dance,
maybe one of the DJs at the station can host an old time Hop.”

The mention of a DJ hosting a Hop, brings
back her junior year at Colin University.

“Hey, Darlene,” says her best friend Jamie
Pullett with a teasing little grin. “Joyce told me they’re
having their first dance tonight at the
Tower, the new dance hall for young adults on Skyline Drive. Uncut
Prosciutto is playing and J. W. Waggitt from WARW is going to spin
records between sets.”

The music plays loud at the Tower, the crowd
is overflowing, and the drinks are expensive. Darlene sips a vodka
martini, shaken, with two olives, and slowly toys with her high
school ring, wishing it were some boy’s class ring, a symbol of her
going steady. She hasn’t had much luck in the dating arena. After
two or three dates, she’s usually dumped without explanation.

Darlene, who has had several drinks and
several dances with Ramon Perez, a purported History Major at
Albright University in Glenside, informs Joyce Gudekuntz, “You and
Jamie go on without me. Ramon suggested we grab a couple sliders
and fries downtown. He’ll bring me back to the dorm.”

“Well, okay,” Joyce says, doubting that
she would go out alone this late at night with someone she’d only
met a couple hours ago. “But if anything happens, or you need a way
back to the dorm for any reason, just call my cell.”

Darlene says, “Thanks,” and she and Ramon
leave together in his custom, purple minivan.

Ramon Perez and Darlene Lyte never make it
off Skyline Drive.

A few miles down the unlighted, narrow
two-lane road—the opposite way to town, although Darlene does not
know that—Ramon pulls into a dark scenic overlook, cuts the engine
and kills the lights.

No other cars.

“Jus’ wanna take in the view,” Ramon
casually says with the accent Darlene finds cute. He opens the
center console and takes out a silver flask and two clear plastic
cups.

“May I offer the pretty Señorita a
drink?”

Darlene does not see anything wrong with a
little nip while enjoying the beautiful view of the city
lights.

“Sure, thanks.”

Ramon has already spiked the vodka, and even
though he pours himself a drink, he does not partake.

She awakes as daylight breaks through the
tree tops, finding herself naked on her back in the gravel of the
overlook. Her thighs are bruised and her right knee is cut and
oozing blood through the caked-on dirt and grime.

A quick survey of her surroundings reveals
the contents of her purse dumped beside the rumpled pile of her
clothing.

The morngloam appears saddened. The trees
seem to be scorning her. The gravel stares with a thousand
condemning eyes. The crisp, clean air congeals in her airway. Her
insides are shredded.

She pulls herself into a sitting position
and begins to cry.

No one will ever learn of
this.

“No dances,” she tells Lew. “Anything but
that.”

“Yeah, you’re right. It’s probably not the
best idea. I’ll let Neil come up with something.”

Darlene finishes her drink, brings her knees
to her chin, massages her toes with both hands, and then stretches
out on the sofa. “Fix me another martini, Lew,” and after a
thoughtful pause, adds, “While you’re at it, make it a double.”

Lew goes to the kitchen, and while mixing
Darlene’s drink, he retrieves his hidden bottle of bourbon and
takes a big gulp and enjoys the warmth of the liquor sliding down
his throat all the way to his tummy.

Back in the living room, he feels a mild
euphoria setting in.

Perhaps a little more bourbon would put me
where I want to be. He sneaks off to the kitchen for another
pull on the bottle. I have to keep this from Darlene. I wouldn’t
want her to think I need a crutch. I don’t. I just like this
relaxed feeling, that’s all. Just the good feeling. I don’t need a
crutch. It’s not a crutch. It’s insulation between my nerves and
Harr.


Chapter 5

 


Lew yanks open the custom drapes, throws
back the lace sheers and stands naked in silence staring past the
wet glass. Rain started falling just before their show began at
midnight, slowed a little while they drove home from the studio,
then became heavier just before they went to bed. Now a steady
downpour washes over the huge window in their plushy bedroom,
twisting the skyline of the city of Wilkes-Barre into strange,
monstrous shapes. Sharp spikes of lightning illuminate the
raindrops into a waterfall of uncountable, dazzling diamonds.

“It sure is a dark and stormy day,” Lew
laments, slipping on his robe, his voice flat and sounding a
million miles away.

“Don’t care for the movie, love?”

“Say what now?”

“The movie. On TV. Can’t get into it?”

“Oh. No. The movie’s fine. It’s just that,
ah… I’m thinking.”

“We can try to find something else if you
don’t care for it.”

“Really, hon. The movie’s fine.”

“If the movie’s all right, are you sure
you’re all right?”

“I’m fine,” he answers even though he has
imbibed more than usual today. Sweat spews from his pores, he feels
shaky, tense and irritable, his mind replaying today’s critique:
“You missed your chance for a great punch line there, my boy.
You need to keep on top of your show, Lew. If you don’t, there’s
only one way to go, and that would be down. And it won’t be pretty
for you or for me.”

The prick is always on me. Always recording
and critiquing… critiquing, hell, criticizing me. Not her. Me.

I only have one way to go, huh? Well, we’ll
see about that fuckface. Once I find that style I’m looking for,
you’ll only have one way to go, Hardy Harr, Harr.

“You don’t seem yourself, Lew. You seem lost,
wandering about aimlessly as though you’re in another world. Like
earlier, you didn’t look to enjoy the pool, in the restaurant you
barely tasted the mahi-mahi, didn’t touch any of your vegetables or
your iced tea, and now you seem listless. Unhappy. Moody. Are you
sure there’s nothing wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong. I’m fine,” he insists,
again staring out into the downpour, seemingly entranced by the
jagged spikes of lightning and grotesque distortions of the
rain-drenched window.

Darlene sighs. “Why don’t you come back to
bed? We’ll turn off the television and play a game.”

Lew does not hear her over Harr’s words
inside his head: “It’s only because of Darlene the show is doing
so well in the ratings, Lew. If you were better, the show
would be untouchable.”

“Come back to bed, love.”

That new style could lock it in for me. It
could put me in charge, in total control. I could be the
commander-in-chief, the one calling the shots instead of her and
Harr. I need to find that style.

He pivots his slender, six-two frame from the
window and catches Darlene sitting cross-legged in the middle of
the bed holding up two diamond-studded dog collars.

“We can play our doggie game.” She slips on a
collar and gets on all fours in the middle of the bed. “Woof!”

When Lew doesn’t respond, she says, “Okay
then, how about your favorite game where I pretend to be an
unsuspecting teenybopper who calls you at the station and we meet
in a dark, deserted alley and you sodomize me between two
Dumpsters?”

“I would, hon, but I got a headache.” A scowl
infects Lew’s posture, lending an almost menacing cast to the tilt
of his head and the slant of his shoulders. I need another
drink.

“Okay, how about I massage your prostate. You
always like me doing that.”

“I’m not up for that right now.” His voice
seems disembodied, coming from an unseeable place in the dark core
of the storm outside. He slips into his mules then says in a hollow
voice devoid of any flavor, “I’m going to fix myself a warm glass
of milk. You care for anything?”

“Why don’t you warm some vegetables for us
while you’re warming the milk?”

“Nah.”

“There’re Tootsie Rolls in the
nightstand.”

“Come on, Darlene, give it up. I’m not in the
mood right now.”

“Fine, then.” Her speech sharp and clipped.
“Mix me a triple martini. I need to get away from your piss-poor,
limp dick mood.”

Instead of milk, Lew pours a tumbler full of
bourbon, throws it back and stands at the counter relishing its
warmth in his stomach while he mixes Darlene’s drink.

When he returns to the bedroom with the
martini, he is relaxed. He stands at the foot of the bed and says
in a faint voice, “I’m sorry for my bad mood. But Harr keeps
tearing me apart. Constantly shooting me down. Walking up one side
of me and down the other. It’s really getting to me.”

“He’s only trying to help. I can’t understand
why you’re so upset with him.”

“Because the bastard keeps after me,
badgering me. Riding me. I think he’s hot on you and wants me gone
so he can become your partner.”

“That is so ridiculous and you know
it.”

“It’s not ridiculous. I bet the bastard pops
a chubby every time he looks at you.”

“Come back to bed. I shaved while in the
shower earlier. I’m silky smooth, the way you like. Come, Lew.
We’ll play Darlene’s
Bedroom. We’ll pretend it’s after midnight
and I left the back door to my house unlocked like I said I would
when we met on the Internet and now you’ve sneaked into my room
where I’m fast asleep. I have a night light on so you can see your
way around. I told you that I sleep nude, and ever since we
chatted, all you can think of is how you want to make mad,
passionate love to me. You undress next to my bed, slip under the
sheet covering my naked body, and before I’m fully awake, you’re
inside me pounding away as hard as you can.” She changes to
a little girl’s voice. “Make Darlene happy, Daddy. Please?”

Lew, mellow from the bourbon, kicks off his
mules and disrobes.

Darlene thinks she smells liquor on his
breath. She’s thought that before, even during their show, but she
knows it’s her imagination. Lew doesn’t drink except at parties and
on special occasions.

She runs her fingers over his short, brown
hair and begins kissing his neck and he knows she intends to leave
her mark. Then she grabs his cock and viscously strokes him,
catches the warm, milky fluid in her hand, spreads it over her
face, and licks off what remains on the rosy head of his cock.

Lew thanks his lucky stars for finding
Darlene.

With rivulets of sweat racing down her
reddened cheeks, she grabs a large Tootsie Roll from the
nightstand. “I have a new game for us. We’ll call it Log Jam!” she
says in a little girl’s voice. “And I’m so ready, Daddy Log
Master.”


Chapter 6

 


On a rainy Thursday, with lightning
streaking across a starless black sky and splashing through the
studio’s soundproof window in massive blue-white flashes, the Lyte
and Dark Show, the final two hours planned entirely around their
special guest, Marta Fokker, a popular Scranton comedian, crashes
and burns around their ankles.

Twenty minutes before Marta Fokker is to go
on the air, her manager, Bo Knerr, calls the studio hotline from
the hospital: “Marta was climbing out of her Bell JetRanger at the
airport, and apparently forgetting where she was, raised her arms
high over her head to her cheering fans on the tarmac. The
still-whirling ‘copter blades lobbed off both her hands and hurled
them into the horrified crowd. One woman scooped up a severed hand,
slipped off its two diamond rings and ran away. Luckily she didn’t
take the hand with her. We got both of them. The doctors are trying
to put them back on right now.”

Darlene, with only minutes to prepare,
scrambles to fill the open time.

Lew cannot relax no matter how many secret
hits he takes from the flask hidden in the restroom. And because of
so many more hits than usual, he is slow to respond to Darlene’s
cues and sounds stilted and lost on the air. And because of
drinking more than usual, Lew’s temper is beginning to flare.

As they leave the studio, Lew glares at
Darlene through glassy eyes; the booze is taking control. He snits,
“You should never be fresh out of material. You should
always expect the unexpected and be fresh in! But Harr won’t
notice it’s your fault the show went to hell. Oh, no.
I’ll take the hit for your inept ability to cover for
Marta’s absence.”

Darlene’s smile cracks, crumbles and falls
from her face. She stands mouth open, but speechless. Lew’s
tartness miffs her, causing her to chortle in a weak attempt to
shake it off. Then anger overtakes her. She stiffens, her face
hardens and she snaps, “You’re as much a part of the show as I am.
I gave you a lot of good lines to jump in on and help carry the
show, but you floundered like a beached whale. Sounded lost, as
though you couldn’t understand what I was saying. And besides that,
you made so many trips to the bathroom I was beginning to think
your bladder shrunk to a thimble.”

“Don’t get snotty with me, lady. You’re not
the perfect little broadcaster you think you are.”

“I’m more perfect than you. Ask Harr, ya
don’t believe me.”

He feels the heat build around his collar.
His jaw sets, his blood pressure soars and he sees red. Fueled by
the liquor, he has the urge to slap her for that caustic remark.
Teach her not to throw barbs. But he cools his heels and says
nothing.

Over the next several weeks, he drinks more
than usual from his hidden stash and begins to lay blame on Darlene
for his not sounding the way Harr feels he should.

At the table, following a sleepless day and
many trips to the kitchen for a hit from his hidden bottle, Lew
thumps down his coffee cup and says nearly slurring his words, “You
get a kick out of Harr stomping me into the ground, don’t you?”

Darlene chooses not to respond to what she
believes is silliness. She leans back in her seat and opens the
evening newspaper, holding it in front of her, isolating herself
from him.

Without another word, Lew gets up, grabs the
coffee carafe from the table and pours the contents over the inside
of Darlene’s open newspaper, soaking her.

She yelps, then shouts, “What the hell are
you doing? That coffee’s hot. You could have seriously burned
me.”

“When I speak to you, I expect an
answer.”

She doesn’t say a word, choosing to shrug off
Lew’s irritability and dissatisfaction as stemming from the run-in
he had with Harr yesterday.

After showering and changing clothes, she
takes a healthy slug of Grey Goose from a bottle she now keeps
hidden in her closet to help her deal with Lew’s mood swings and
shoves the episode to the back of her mind. I love him with all
my heart. There’s no reason to doubt that deep down, he
loves me the same. He’s simply going through a phase and I’ll have
to pull back and give him space.

Lew is gone when she comes out of the bath,
returning an hour later with a bouquet of red roses. “For you, my
sweets. I’m sorry for the way I acted. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I
hope I didn’t.”

* * *

“During this hour of the Lyte and Dark
Show,” announces Darlene, “we’ll be taking your calls on Silly
or Embarrassing Moments in your life. We have a caller on the
line already. WMBC, this is Darlene and you’re on the air. Who am I
speaking with?”

“Ray Beez.”

“Where are you calling from, Ray?”

“Bethlehem.”

“Okay, Ray, what is your silly or
embarrassing moment?”

Ray chuckles softly, saying, “When I
interviewed for a job at Bethlehem Steel, the Super and I were
taking a tour of the workplace, and with all the noise, I thought
he said he would start me as a Foreman. Geez-o-Pete, did I
get excited or what. I mean I thought I got the break of my life
getting into management at only twenty-one. What a huge plus for my
future I thought. But when I reported for work, I found out he
really hired me for a Pour man. I had one of the biggest
letdowns of my entire life.”

“I’ll bet. Hey, thanks for calling, Ray.”

“Hello, Lyte and Dark. This is Darlene, who’s
on the line?”

“Dan Singh of Scranton.”

“Hey, Dan, you’re on the air. What silly or
embarrassing moment do you have to share with us?”

“Last year I was best man for my buddy’s
wedding for the third time, and of course, I was again in charge of
setting up the bachelor party.”

“Right.”

“Well, I rented the hall at the American
Legion and set it up with this agency to send over four Hotties for
lap dances.”

“Okay.”

“The night of the party, when the girls show
up, we’re all shocked. The second one through the door is the
bride’s older sister and the third is her mother.”

“Wow! Definitely an embarrassing moment.
Thanks for calling Dan.

“Hello, Lyte and Dark. This is Lew, who’s
this?”

“Bart Ender.”

“Where’re you calling from, Bart?”

“Eagles Mere.”

“All right, Bart Ender, what is your most
embarrassing moment?”

“My wife and our Labrador, Cat, were playing
Frisbee in the back yard last summer and the neighbors were having
a family picnic in their back yard.”

“Whoa, wait a minute, Bart. You named your
dog Cat?”

“Not as in pussy; short for Catherine.”

“Glad you cleared that up for me. Okay,
continue.”

“Well, what happened is this: My wife, Sara,
decided to say hello to our neighbors—all of them, kids,
grandparents, uncles, aunts—you get the picture, a whole yard full
of people—when all of a sudden Cat jumps at the Frisbee Sara’s
holding while talking to the folks, misses, gets hold of Sara’s
strapless sundress and pulls it down to her ankles leaving her
flashing the neighbors. And the best part? Sara never wears panties
around the house.”

“All right, Bart, thanks for sharing that
embarrassing moment with us. Hello, Lyte and Dark. I’m Lew and
you’re on the air. Who’s on the line?”

“Kenny from Kulpmont.”

“Kenny who from Kulpmont.”

“Guess.”

“I’m afraid I don’t have time for games,
Kenny.”

“He’s not playing games, Lew,” interjects
Darlene. “His last name is Guess. He’s Kenny Guess.”

Darlene’s comment harpoons Lew square between
the eyes. “I totally knew that. I was simply playing him.”

Aware of the surliness in Lew’s voice,
Darlene does not speak another word.

“Okay, Kenny, what is your silly or
embarrassing moment?”

“A couple years ago I met this girl on the
Internet and we got to know each other and soon arranged to meet at
a downtown bar for our first date.”

“Uh-huh.”

“We sit at the bar, talk a bit, snack on
peanuts, pretzels and chips over a couple drinks, then decide to
hit a movie. She goes to the ladies room to freshen up, and I flag
the bartender to pay the tab. As he hands me my change, I lean into
him with a wink and a big grin and say, ‘Five bucks says I throw
one in that hot bitch before midnight.’”

“Mmm.”

“On the way home she tells me that the
bartender is her father!”

“Oh, wow! That’s certainly embarrassing,
Kenny.”

“Yeah. I never called her again.”

“I wouldn’t’ve either. Thanks for sharing
that with us, Kenny. We have another call on line two, Darlene. Why
don’t you see who it is?”

“WMBC, Lyte and Dark, this is Darlene. Do you
have a silly or embarrassing moment to share with us?”

Silence.

“Hello, this is Darlene. Hello, are you
there?”

“Oh. Ah, yeah. I’m here.”

“Oh, good. For a moment I thought I had a
mime on the line.”

“Ah, hi… uh… heh, heh. I forget your
name.”

“It’s Darlene and you’re on the air.
Who am I speaking with?”

“Dustin Moppett.”

“Where’re ya calling from, Dustin?”

“Easton.”

“All right Dustin, what embarrassing moment
do you have to share with us today?”

“Um, last year while visiting Australia I
went swimming along the New South Wales central coast and got
bitten on the leg by a Wobbegong and it wouldn’t let go.”

Lew, back from the restroom and another hit
of bourbon, lets out a raucous belly laugh. “A Wobbegong!
Weeeeee-you! Ha, ha, ha! That’s a good one, all right.” He claps
his hands. “A Wobbegong! Ha, ha, ha. Wo. Be. Gong. Gong, Gong,
Gong! Good one there, fella. Love it!” The bourbon is taking its
toll.

“Dustin’s not being funny, Lew. Wobbegong is
the native name in New South Wales for a Carpet Shark.”

“That’s right, Darlene,” says Dustin. “Gosh,
you’re smart.”

Lew clams up. He finds Darlene’s comment tart
and not one little bit funny. I ought to pound that
smart-mouthed, ego-inflated bitch into the console. Kick her smart
little ass clear across the studio; teach her not to make me appear
stupid on the air in front of my fans and Harr.

Dustin continues, “Anyway, once I swam to
shore, a couple Aussies on the beach tried to get the two-foot
booger off my leg, but it just wouldn’t let go. One of ‘em finally
drove me to the clubhouse in the back of his pickup where the
lifeguards knew that spraying it with fresh water would make it let
go.”

“Hey! Good story, Dustin. Thanks for calling.
We’ll be right back after this.”

Lew, seething, convinced that Darlene
deliberately made him appear totally ignorant on the air about the
Wobbegong on purpose, seizes the moment.

“Don’t you ever pull something like that
again,” he screams and punches her to the upper arm hard enough to
knock her glasses off and topple her from her chair to the floor.
“You mess me up once more, make me sound stupid like you did, and
I’ll shove the microphone so far up your ass they’ll have to
operate to get it out.”

Lew apologizes to a hurt and frightened
Darlene Lyte the entire fourth hour of their show during commercial
breaks. “I didn’t mean to scream and hit you. I just blew a
breaker. Lost it. I’m truly sorry, babe. I promise it won’t happen
again. Please find it in your heart to forget and forgive. You know
I love you and would never intentionally hurt you. It was an
accident. I swear it was.”

Darlene, through flowing eyes and help from
the flask she carries, forgives Lew for the hurt and the colorful
bruise blossoming on her arm. Forgiving him is the proper thing
to do. After all, he did not mean it. He said so. Besides, I
promised myself I’d give him my support and time to find
himself.

When their show ends that morning, Lew turns
to Darlene as though nothing has happened between them and says, “I
think I need more depth, more, ah…” He woefully shakes his head and
sighs. “Well, I don’t know. I’m not sure what it is, but I need
more something and I’m going to find it,” and for the next two days
immediately following their show, they spend long, grueling hours
in the production studio recording, Lew trying new deliveries, new
inflections, new pacing.

“It’s out there… what I’m looking for,” Lew
maintains after listening to an hour of a show they just produced.
“But it’s not on this tape.” He stops and stares past Darlene to
the door as though perhaps hoping the style he seeks will arrive
special delivery. Finally, he says, “I can’t put my finger on it
yet, but when I find it, I’ll know it. And Harr will leave me
alone.” He excuses himself, goes to the restroom for another slug
of bourbon, returns and says, “Let’s try another hour.”

“Let’s just pack it in. I’m exhausted. I
don’t think another hour right now will produce the results you’re
looking for anyway,” Darlene says, beginning to stand.

Lew leaps from his chair and grabs her by the
upper arm. “I’m damn sick of you giving me to Harr to use as a
doormat. From here on, I’m taking over and it’s the Dark and Lyte
Show. With me in charge, you won’t have the opportunity to screw me
like you’ve been doing from day one. Purposely writing words in our
live commercials I’ve never seen so I stumble and make a fool of
myself.”

“I don’t write the news and there’s plenty of
words in there you can’t handle. And no matter what Harr says and
does to help you, you ignore him and berate him instead of taking
his advice to improve.”

He spins her around and slams his fist into
her stomach so hard it feels as though it went all the way through.
She can’t breathe. Her face pales, her eyes enlarge and tear up and
her bladder releases. She thuds to the floor and curls on her side
clutching her stomach with both hands, gasping for a single breath
of air.

For a moment, he stands in shock, staring at
her agonizing on the floor; he is unable to believe what he did.
“I’m sorry,” he immediately apologizes. “I didn’t mean to do that.
Honest.” He drops to his knees beside her with tears in his eyes.
“I don’t know why I did it.” He places a gentle, loving kiss on her
cheek. “I’m really, really, truly sorry. I promise it won’t ever
happen again.”

He helps her to a chair at the mixing console
where she sits with her head between her knees in her soaked
designer jeans, unable to understand why he would do such a
terrible, hurtful, painful thing to the one he loves.

“Please find it in your heart to forgive me.
I didn’t mean to do that to you. I love you. I’m so very, very
sorry. Come on, babe, I’ll help you to the restroom so you can
clean yourself up. We’ll go home for now and later I’ll take you
out to dinner.”

* * *

Darlene orders the giant prawns and Lew
wants the Chef’s Sea Food Special, both ordering cocktails and an
appetizer.

With the drinks gone, and before they taste
the escargot, Lew presents Darlene with a gold necklace bearing a
heart with a diamond in it. “A peace offering for the way I acted
earlier.”

“It’s beautiful. I love it. And I’m sorry for
the way I acted too. I’ll talk to Harr about renaming the
show.”

Drinking their third round of cocktails while
waiting for the entrée, Lew begins feeling the bourbon. “That
fucking Harr… that Hardy Harr, Harr; that big fucking joke.” His
voice rises with each word, reaching a crescendo considered
boisterous. “That piss-poor excuse for a human with his fucking
lame critiques and vile harassment.”

The maître d approaches the table. “Please
keep it down, sir. Your vulgarity and tone of voice is upsetting
the other patrons.”

“Yeah? Well, fuck you and fuck them.” He
leaps from his seat, nearly knocking it over, throws his napkin on
the floor and shouts, “Fuck you all, every last one of you goddamn
snobs,” and he storms from the restaurant.

Darlene, red-faced, doesn’t utter a word. She
leaves money on the table to cover the food and tip and quickly
exits the establishment to catch up with him. If only there were
a way I could relieve this stress he’s under and allow him to
settle back into the routine filled with the friendship and love
that has always comforted me.

Outside, snowflakes as large as golf balls
fall silently, covering the sidewalks and streets, heaping against
the bases of street lamps, hiding the faces of parking meters, and
piling up on the cars parked along the curb. Lew’s SUV is there,
but he is not. She looks up and down the street and spies him about
a block away turning into a liquor store. The wind howls between
the tall buildings, huffing and puffing against her, piercing her
designer outerwear like thousands of tiny, frozen daggers as she
rushes to catch up with him.

He’s holding a brown paper bag when she
enters the store.

“What the hell’s in that bag?”

“Bourbon.”

“And just what are you planning to do with
that?”

“I’m planning to drink it,” he calmly says
and begins walking out.

“Wait for me.”


Chapter 7

 


What’s wrong, Darlene?
You’ve been sounding down lately, and if
that sour mood keeps up, it will affect your ratings.”

“I’m sorry, Hardy. It’s just…” Her
voice trails off and she diverts her eyes from his. “I don’t know
how to put it, but Lew and I are not getting along.”

“I don’t want to pry into your
personal life, but since this is affecting your performance here I
feel I should know what’s going on.”

“It seems nothing I do lately
satisfies him. He’s developed a bad attitude and wants to argue at
the drop of a hat. Now he wants to take over the show. Wants to
change the name to Dark and Lyte.”

“Do you want me to get rid of
him? I could slip into his position for a while. Until we found
somebody to replace him. He’s not that good. I was going to talk to
you about him. I’ve been considering finding a replacement for him
for some time now.”

“I’m to the point that if you want
to fire him, that’s your decision, but I’m not going to instigate
it.” Her voice breaks and tears form. “However, if you do make that
choice, I’ll be forced to leave with him.”

“I understand. But I also must look
out for the ratings. If you don’t do something to pull the show out
of the doldrums, I’m going to have to take action.”

“I’ll do my best. I promise.
Please, allow the name change; it won’t hurt anything.”

“Fine, fine. Call it Dark and Lyte
if that will help you.”

“It will. And give me a few days to
pull myself together.”

“If that’s what you want, okay. I
want you to be happy. But please keep in mind the ratings above all
else.”

“I will. Thank you.”

She gets up to leave and
Hardy sees a bruise peeking from under her sleeve.

“That bruise on your
arm. He’s hurting you isn’t he?”

“No. I bumped into the studio
door.”

His eyes tell her he doesn’t
believe her.

“Really. I was leaving the studio
in a hurry the other day and I smacked into the door.”

“Darlene, you’re by far the
prettiest and most talented individual I’ve ever had work for me.
Please don’t let your great skills go to waste by staying in a bad
situation.”

She leaves.


Chapter 8

 


“Another edition of the Dark and Lyte Show
coming your way on WMBC. Thanksgiving is only a little more than a
week away, so Lew and I thought it would be interesting to discuss
sexual innuendos that you can say on Thanksgiving Day in
front of everyone, parents, relatives, and friends alike and get
away with it.”

“WMBC Radio, this is Darlene and you’re on
the air. Who’s on the line?”

“Horst Schmidt.”

“Okay, Horst, what sexual innuendo can you
say in front of your family and friends on Thanksgiving Day and get
away with it?”

“I’m a breast man first, legs second.”

“Hey, good one! Thanks for calling. This is
Darlene and you’re on the air, Linda. What is it that you can say
on Thanksgiving Day and get away with it in front of family and
friends?”

“It’s not as moist as it should be. Do you
still want to eat it?”

“Good one. WMBC Radio, this is Lew. What is
it that you can say Thanksgiving Day and get away with it,
Roy?”

“Spread those legs as wide as you can and
I’ll stuff it in.”

“Okay, Roy. Thanks for calling. WMBC, this is
Darlene and you’re on the air, Marsha. What can you say
Thanksgiving Day and get away with it in front of everyone?”

“I didn't expect all of you to come at
once!”

“Hey, thanks Marsha. This is Darlene and
you’re on the air, Carrie. What can you say Thanksgiving Day and
get away with it in front of everybody?”

“How long will it take after you put it
in?”

“Thanks for that one, Carrie. WMBC, Lew Dark,
you’re on the air, Barb. What can you say Thanksgiving Day and get
away with it in front of relatives and friends?”

“I’ll know it’s ready when it pops up.”

“All right Barb. Thanks for calling. WMBC,
you’re on the air with Darlene, Kathy. What can you say
Thanksgiving Day and get away with it?”

“That's the biggest one I've ever seen!”

“Good, Kathy, thanks. You’re on the air with
Darlene, Peggy. What can you say Thanksgiving Day and get away with
it in front of family, relatives and friends?”

“I not only wore out my arm beating it, I got
it over my face and in my hair and on the wall behind me.”

“I like that one, Peggy. Thanks for calling.
WMBC, I’m Darlene and you’re on the air, Jean. What can you say
Thanksgiving Day and get away with it in front of family and
friends?”

“Okay, dive in. Like Mom always said, ‘It’s
best eating it when it’s hot and juicy.’”

“Lew Dark on WMBC, you’re on the air, Missy.
What can you say Thanksgiving Day and get away with it?”

“I always wash it real good before I let your
dad stuff it.”

“Thanks, Missy. WMBC, this is Darlene, you’re
on the air, Larry. What can you say this Thanksgiving Day and get
away with it in front of family and friends?”

“I prefer dark meat.”

“Thanks, Larry. Dark and Lyte, you’re on the
air with Darlene, Ron. What is it that you can say Thanksgiving Day
and get away with it in front of family and friends?”

“It’s a little bloody. Can I eat it
anyway?”

“Wow! Thanks for that one, Ron. Good
one.”

* * *

“Last night’s show was fantastic, Darlene.
Just what we need to keep us on top. As for you, Lew, I was not
impressed. You didn’t take many calls, and the ones you did take,
you sounded flat. Are you feeling all right? On medication that
might make you drowsy to sound that way?”

Walking to the parking lot, Lew says, “No
matter what I do, I can’t please that guy. I have to stop at the
liquor store on the way home.”

“Didn’t you just buy two bottles the other
day?”

“I did. But they’re gone.”


Chapter 9

 


Lew’s temper runs hotter, his fuse shorter,
his language more rugged and vile as he toils and struggles
searching for the style he feels he needs.

If something goes wrong at the station, he
throws things—Stan Dupp, one of the studio engineers, wrote him up
for destroying a seventeen inch computer monitor and a portable CD
player a couple days ago, and today he’s reported for kicking a
hole in the studio wall.

He throws things at home too; knickknacks,
books, whatever he lays his hands on is thrown in anger; and
usually thrown at Darlene.

It isn’t too long before he’s blaming the
entire air staff for his inability to find the elusive style.

“They’re distracting me. Each and every last
one of them. They’re all peckerheads. Walking past the production
studio gawking through the window like I’m some exhibit. Knocking
on the door asking if I’m finished yet when they can plainly see
I’m still at the console. Deliberately reserving the studio for
times they know I want to use it. Pains in the ass. Every last
one.”

Then he begins blaming their close friends
for his shortcomings.

“Sue Scheff, Kenny Cook, Barb Dwyer, Brandon
Cattal, Dee Light and Hugh Deaney are coming over tonight. Should
we cater a meal or take them out?”

“Neither. Fuck ‘em. We’re going to stop
associating with those losers. All they do is come over here, eat,
drink and tell mundane stories about their totally unremarkable
lives. They’re not even in the business. Why do we bother talking
to them? They can’t help my career.”

Thanksgiving Day, while most people are
enjoying a festive meal with family and friends, Lew is throwing
some of Darlene’s prized antiques across the room. “Harr is one
pathetic, pea-brained, stupid fuck,” he shouts, his mind jumbled by
anger, his words slurred by booze.

She watches him pull the tablecloth,
crashing the catered Thanksgiving meal to the floor. The golden
brown turkey, the oyster stuffing, the candied yams, the creamy
mashed potatoes, the deep brown gravy, the luscious green peas, and
the fresh-baked pecan pie topped with whipped cream, all untouched,
and all on the floor.

“What the hell’s wrong with you? All you do
anymore is drink and hate. We don’t go anywhere or do anything, and
our sex life has dwindled to zilch because you’re too wrapped up in
searching for that pie-in-the-sky style I doubt exists. And, if
there were such a thing, it wouldn’t be at the bottom of a bottle
which you seem to be seeing more of lately.”

“Are you through?”

“No. I wasn’t going to tell you this, but
Harr’s been talking to me about letting you go. He says you’re
pulling me down, and you’ve been pulling me down since we started
here. And he’s right. You are pulling the show down. Had I
known you’d turn out like this, I would’ve left your stupid ass at
that junk-laden, electricity-wasting puss pit where I met you. I
made a big mistake thinking you could handle a show like this. And
lately, you can’t handle me, either. Your dick has become as soft
as your brain.”

Her criticism strikes between Lew’s eyes like
that of Sasha Mess, his former fiancée: “You have no talent for radio. I don’t know why you
think you do. I’ve heard some of your practice tapes. Believe me,
Lew, like your stupid W. C. Fields impersonation you think is so
good, there’s a lot to be desired. And that goes for our
relationship. If you insist on continuing down this radio path
instead of returning to lay brick for Dad, I’m afraid we don’t have
a future together.”

With a swift, closed-fist punch, he breaks
her nose then pummels her body, covering her with more bruises than
a bunch of over-ripe bananas.

A few hours later, Darlene’s face is swelled
like a balloon and the bleeding from her broken nose will not stop
no matter how much packing and ice they use. Lew finally relents
and agrees to drive her to the hospital.

“When we get to the ER,” warns Lew, “you’d
better tell them how you accidentally tripped on a throw rug or
you’ll regret living.”

Darlene is kept overnight for
observation.

“She tripped on a throw rug,” Lew tells
Hardy Harr on the phone. “I’ll handle the show solo tonight.”


Chapter 10

 


Driving Darlene back to First Wood Suites
from Mercy Hospital, Lew bursts into tears at a stoplight and
pounds the steering wheel incessantly.

“What’s wrong?” Darlene pleads, turning to
him.

“Harr’s what’s wrong. The bastard called
first thing this morning. Said in no uncertain terms that he didn’t
like the show without you.”

The car behind beeps the horn when Lew
misses the red light change to green. He leans out the side window
and hollers back, “I see the horn blows, how about the stupid fuck
behind the wheel?”

Following a few hits of bourbon while
watching a movie with Darlene, Lew says, “When this is over, I’m
going to order us a catered meal. It’s the least I can do to show
my appreciation for having you.”

But with several heavy gulps of Maker’s Mark
during the meal, while getting ready to go in to the station, they
get into an argument and Lew shoves Darlene through the glass door
of their sauna. He takes her to Geisinger Hospital and he is again
forced to do the show solo.


Chapter 11

 


When Darlene returns to the show,
Hardy Harr comes in early and calls her to his
office.

“You’ve missed two shows,
Darlene. If this sort of attendance keeps up, it will definitely
affect the ratings. Lew cannot handle the show by himself. He’s
simply awful.”

“I’m sorry, Hardy. It’s just…”

“He’s abusing you. I know it,
and so do you. Look at you. Your nose is broken, your face is
swollen and bruised and you have bruises on your arms and
legs. Why are you putting up with him? You don’t need him.
You’re the one people want to hear, not him. The ratings are yours
and would probably be higher without him. He’s only abusive baggage
you don’t need to carry.”

“That baggage is my fiancée. Please
don’t speak to me about him in those terms.”

“I’m sorry. I’m only trying to look out for
you.”

“I can look out for myself, thank you.”

“Yes, I can see that.”

“It’s not what you think. I
fell at home. Tripped on a throw rug. Lew didn’t…”

“Darlene, please. Listen to
me. He’s not going to stop. He’s going to
keep abusing you. Possibly even…”

“Please, Hardy, let me work this
out on my own.”

Walking down the hall, she
thinks, Why do I feel I need to protect him?


Chapter 12

 


Two days before Christmas, alone in the
suite and three sheets to the wind, Lew meticulously removes each
shiny ornament from their tree and smashes it on the marble floor.
He removes and steps on each tiny, blinking light from the strings
wrapped around the branches and haphazardly strews the silver
tinsel about the rooms. The angel from the top of the tree adorns
an empty Maker’s Mark bottle in the trashcan.

Darlene steps from the elevator, the doorman
right behind her carrying several shopping bags of beautifully
wrapped gifts. Immediately, she spies the naked tree surrounded by
shattered ornaments. Shimmering tinsel is dangling and swaying from
everything in the apartment.

She tips the doorman, and while he waits for
the elevator to return, she struts through the suite to find
Lew.

“How did this happen?” she demands as she
draws closer to him, invading his private space. “All this damage?
Why? What the hell have you done?”

He looks at her with inflamed eyes and a
droopy face and boozily sings, “Feliz Navidad. Feliz Navidad.”

“Excuse me?”

“Let me translate for you,” he slurs,
rocking on his feet singing, “Please drop your top. Please drop
your top… and let me watch your nipples pop!”

“You’re drunk. Go sleep it off.”

“You don’t strut around like
cock-of-the-walk telling me what to do, lady.”

She stares him down, refusing to back off.
Thinking about what he’s done to her and to her prized possessions
in the past, and now to her beautiful tree, she loses control and
slaps him across the face.

Darlene Daye Lyte experiences another
“accident.”

“She tripped on that throw rug over there.
Stumbled right into our beautiful Christmas tree and it toppled on
her,” Lew tells the EMTs.

“This is the worst accident I’ve ever
seen,” remarks the first tech while treating Darlene.

The other tech sullenly says, “Looks more
like an entire forest came down on her. My money says the boyfriend
over there did it.”

“Let’s load her up.”

From her hospital bed, Darlene thinks,
I’m trying as hard as I can to be the partner he wants, both on
and off the air, but somehow I seem to be failing. And that scares
me because I simply cannot face losing the luxury I now enjoy after
all these years of hard work.

She pulls a daisy from one of the many floral
arrangements Lew has sent her and begins plucking petals. “He loves
me. He loves me not. He loves me. He loves me not? Fucking
flower!” She squashes the head of the daisy in her hand and tosses
it to the floor.

The nursing assistant helps her disrobe for a
shower. In the full length bathroom mirror she studies the freshly
sutured cuts and fresh bruises on top of fading bruises and old
scars on her upper arms, thighs, her back and buttocks, thinking,
For him to get so angry with me, I must be doing something
wrong.

* * *

Instead of the aroma of fresh-cut pine and
chestnuts roasting, the pungent odor of liquor permeates the air in
their suite as they occupy separate rooms with their booze keeping
them company. The gifts are still in the shopping bags she brought
home two days ago still sitting by the elevator where the doorman
set them down; neither cares about them.

They should be enjoying their time off from
their show for the holidays, but there is no delectation anywhere
in the suite.

* * *

New Year’s Eve they host a party at the
Genetti Hotel & Conference Center, but they are
only together on mic. Following the event, Darlene stays in the
lounge at the hotel while Lew goes to what is becoming his favorite
hangout, Victor’s Tavern.

Behind the curtain of popularity, the veil of
humor, the cloak of showbiz, in the shadow of fame, hidden from the
multitude of cheering fans, the phenomenal ratings and mammoth
stardom, the two stars, once united and so in love, are now two
lost ships adrift on a sea of heartbreak.


Chapter 13

 


On Remote at Bertha’s Bridal Boutique the
day before Valentine’s Day—the very Boutique that designed her
wedding gown for a marriage now so far removed from reality she
doubts that the dress hanging in the back of her walk-in closet
will ever see the light of day again—Sparky Ampere’s wide-set eyes
watch Darlene sneak nips from the sterling silver flask in her
purse confirming the rumors he’s heard around the station that she
and Lew are not only having trouble getting along with each other,
but that they are both juiced most of the time.

Darlene remembers Valentine’s Days past. The
gifts Lew showered her with; the roses, the teddy bears, the silk
nighties, the jewelry… the bedroom games they played with such
divine sex. So in love we used to be.

“Say, Darlene, where’s Lew?” Sparky queries
after wetting his aphrodisiacal lips with the tip of his tongue.
“The work order to set up the remote listed needing two mics. One
for you and one for Lew.”

Darlene’s diamond necklace dances in the
sunlight. “Lew came down with a stomach virus,” she lies,
remembering, “You can do the Remote yourself. After all,
you and that asshole Harr both think you’re the real star around
here, now’s the chance prove yourselves wrong.”

Sparky’s red hair needs a trim, cowlicks
reigning. A spruce-green sport coat with too long sleeves hangs
from severely sloping shoulders. His white shirt appears beaten and
defeated; the skinny yellow tie brings to mind a mustard stain.
Faded gray cords and fatigued tan Hush Puppies top off the
ensemble.

“Lew picking you up after the broadcast?”

“No. Like I said, he’s not feeling well. I
drove myself.”

“How about joining me for a drink after we’re
finished here?”

She hesitates, but knows that lately she
dreads going home. “Sure.”

Sparky gives her directions to his favorite
haunt across town.

Dirty Dick’s is a small, windowless
neighborhood dive reeking of stale beer, tobacco smoke, and bad
perfume, relying solely on cheap furnishings, dim lighting and a
juke box of county music for atmosphere.

Sparky opts for one of the three tables along
the scarred walnut-paneled wall and brings their drinks from the
bar; one long neck beer, no glass, and one double vodka martini,
stirred not shaken. He immediately begins showering Darlene with
engineering jargon about integrated circuits, transistors,
resistors, capacitors, bits and bytes—all things of no interest to
her.

“My pad’s right up the street,” he says when
he seems to run out of steam. “It’s close enough that we can walk.
Half a block up. Second floor rear over the Twinkle Tub
Laundromat.”

“How about getting me another martini?”

Waiting for Sparky, she stares at the
graffiti on the paneling:

The glue that holds a marriage together is
not semen; Your wife thinks of me when she screws you; Your wife
keeps the change; When you kiss your wife’s lips, you’re kissing my
cock’s playground.

Sparky brings her drink and turns to tales of
WMBC employees needing his expertise with the equipment, and when
Darlene drains the last of her sixth drink, he suggests, “How about
we head over to my place now?”

“How about we say goodnight instead?”

“Hey, wait just a minute here. You came with
me for one reason: to get laid; and we both know it. You think I
dropped all this loot on you just to talk?”

“Let me make this as clear as I can. I came
to this sleazy rat hole I would normally never be caught dead in
because I felt like drinking. I had no intention of anything more
and still don’t. If you believe for one second I’d get involved
with a boring, nerdish, assistant engineer who has nothing
to offer but cheap sex in a cheap apartment in a cheap
neighborhood, you’re highly mistaken.”

Darlene shoots from her chair leaving Sparky
at the table.

In the tavern parking lot, illuminated only
by a single, low-wattage, bare-bulb fixture hanging from the side
of the building, searching for her car keys and not paying
attention to her surroundings, out of the darkness comes two swift
blows, one to the side of her face and another to the back of her
head.

She awakes beside her car, sprawled on the
old, cracked asphalt. Her diamond necklace is gone, as are her
diamond earrings; the contents of her purse is dumped along side
her, her wallet is there with her credit cards, but the cash is
missing.

That sleazy son of a bitch, thinks
Darlene, convinced Sparky Ampere attacked her for refusing to go to
his apartment.

She forces herself to her feet, positions her
bra and buttons her blouse. Leaving her torn, blue lace thong on
the ground, she pulls her skirt on, gathers her purse and keys,
opens her car door and gets in. Checking her face in the vanity
mirror on the visor, she sees a bruise blossoming on her left
cheek. She brushes her hair, wincing when the bristles meet the
lump on the back of her head, then drives to First Wood Suites.

“Your Remote ended hours ago,” Lew shouts
when she steps from the elevator. “Where the hell have you
been?”

“At a bar,” she answers with a slur,
thinking, Getting bored to death then attacked, raped and robbed
by a sleazebag.

“Where did you get that?” he queries,
pointing to the flowering bruise on her face.

“I tripped getting into my car.”


Chapter 14

 


Hardy Harr stands at the podium in the
conference room. All the staff members are seated around the large,
glass-top conference table when Darlene, then Lew, waltz in late
because they had an argument on the way in. Lew ripped off his
loafer and smacked her across the mouth with the sole. All eyes
stare at her split, swollen lips.

Hardy pulls out his Smartphone and leaves
the room.

When he returns, he says, “Now that we’re
all here, except of course Midas Well holding down the airwaves,”
Harr begins, “I’d like to make a couple announcements.

“First off, I’d like to remind everybody that
the Spring Book is about to begin. Therefore,” he says locating Lew
and locking eyes with him, “we must be on our toes every second of
every minute. Remember: flubs hurt.

“Next, I’d like to introduce our newest staff
member.” He motions to a young blond in a powder blue business suit
sitting at the end of the conference table to step up to the
podium. “This is Sandy Bottoms, our new bookkeeper, replacing Ella
Fent, who, as you all know, retired last week. Sandy is a local
girl and looking forward to working with us for many years to
come.

“Next, I’d like to announce the promotion of
Strong Faardt to the position of assistant engineer, replacing
Sparky Ampere. I’m sure some of you have already heard rumors about
Sparky and all’s I can say is rumors should be taken with a grain
of salt.

“Thank you all for coming. Darlene, I’d like
to see you in my office… alone.”

Lew, miffed that Hardy wants to speak with
Darlene alone, leaves the room and grabs the sports director, Dixon
Mudd in the hall. “What are the so-called rumors on Sparky?”

“Ol’ Lefty got mugged in the parking lot of a
bar near his apartment. Got wacked over the head with what they
think was a ball bat or length of pipe. Dude not only fractured
Lefty’s skull, but went and cut off his johnson. He about bled out
before he was found behind a Dumpster.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“Nope.”

“They able to fix him back?”

“Cops couldn’t find any trace of it. Think
the dude took it with him for a trophy or maybe out of spite. Some
say he’s considering a sex change operation now that he’s lost his
baloney pony. Whatever, he’s too screwed up for work right
now.”

“Huh. Well, thanks, man.”

When Darlene enters the office, Hardy says,
“I’d like you to talk with my friend, Detective Richard Rotz from
Special Victims.” He points to a tall man in a brown suit standing
by the window.

“You called the cops?”

“I felt I had no choice after seeing what Lew
did to your face.”

“Ms. Lyte, Hardy acted in your best
interest.”

“Lew didn’t do anything. I tripped.”

“Hardy tells me this is not the first time
your partner struck you. I deal with his type all the time. Believe
me when I tell you it’s not going to stop, but only going to get
worse. Men who abuse women don’t quit doing it. They only escalate
their violence. You need to put a stop to him before something
really bad happens to you.”

“I’m not letting you arrest him. He didn’t do
anything wrong. I tripped, that’s all’s happened. Why is it so hard
for you two to understand that? Lew didn’t touch me. Ever. He
wouldn’t do that.”

Detective Rotz looks to Hardy and shrugs.
“There’s nothing I can do if she won’t admit to the abuse.”

Hardy says to Darlene, “Please. For your own
sake. I’ll help you with the show. I’ll help you find a new
partner. I’ll help you in any way I can, just get rid of him. He’s
dangerous. He’s going to really hurt you one of these days. Maybe
even kill you. Let my friend here take him in and lock his ass
up.”

“No! Stay out of my personal business,”
Darlene screams and rushes out of Harr’s office to find Lew.

“What did Harr want with you?”

“Nothing important.”


Chapter 15

 


“Another,” Lew calls from one end of the
U-shaped bar to Vic Tory, the bartender and owner. To Lew’s right
two professionally dressed, thirty-something women climb onto
barstools.

“Slippery Nipple with a dash of grenadine,”
calls the tall blond with a brown attaché case she carefully sets
on the floor next to her.

“Leg Spreader,” orders the short, pudgy one
with auburn hair and an iPad.

To his left, three stools away, a morbidly
obese patron in a cheap brown suit clenches a large cheesesteak
sandwich with both meaty hands, his tongue repeatedly striking at
the juices dripping from the bun. The man takes a greedy bite and
pulls a long string of cheese along with some sliced meat out of
the sandwich that bobs against his chubby chin while he chews until
his bratwurstlike fingers stuff it into his mouth. He reaches for a
napkin, but Vic has the holder packed to capacity and the napkin
shreds when he pulls it out. He wads the pieces together, wipes his
chin, and then takes another strike at the sandwich.

Lew tosses back his drink and waves at Vic
for another as a tall, attractive girl he thought he vaguely
recognized when she first walked in but couldn’t begin to place,
gets up from her seat across the bar and sashays toward him.

“You’re Lew Dark, right?”

He nods.

She sidles up next to him. “Allison Niemand.”
She waits, apparently hoping for his recognition, but finally gives
up. “You don’t remember me, do you?”

“Afraid not.”

“We met briefly at a frat party at Colin
University down in Reading. You and Ginger Schwantz were together
at the time,” she says with a delicate voice, an alluring smile and
a light touch to the top of his hand with her slender, closely
manicured fingers. Her thumb begins rubbing the flesh between his
thumb and forefinger with a gentle, small circular motion.

“Sure. Right. Pleased to meet you again,” Lew
says, now recalling the brief introduction to Allison and Ginger’s
other friends the day he betrayed Darlene for the first time.

He had come from Crook’s Jewelry downtown
with Darlene’s engagement ring in the side pocket of his chinos. As
he passed the Kappa Rho frat house where he was a pledge, Major
Miracle came out the front door to grab a smoke. Major, whose
parents moved from Grand Rapids, Michigan, to Poosey Ridge,
Kentucky, always joked about the funny way folks spoke in Kentucky.
“Got all the way to the third grade,” he would chuckle, “before I
discovered my last name wasn't Marakel.”

“Hey, Lew, how’s it hangin’, guy? Come on in.
We’re having a little party. Join us.”

“Thanks, Major, but I spent all day downtown
and I’ve got to get some rest in before I go to work.”

“Aw, come on, Lew. Lighten up. Work should
never get in the way of food, drinks, music, and good friends.”

“Well, all right. But just for a minute or
two.”

“Grab some lemonade. It’s really good. Ken
made it.”

“Lynchburg?”

“No, Knott. Ken Knott. You remember Ken.”
Major hands Lew a clear plastic cup. “Fill ‘er up, my man.”

Lew fills the cup and takes a sip. “This
stuff must have a whole case of booze in it.”

Major laughs. “Half-a-one anyway. Hold up,
guy. There’s Noah Peel. Back in a minute.”

“Hi there, big guy,” the tall, thin,
redheaded girl wearing a sleeveless dress with a pintuck
stretch-cotton bodice and sandals softly speaks, throwing Lew a
ripe, licentious smile as she approaches and picks up a plastic
cup.

“Hi,” Lew returns, refills his empty cup and
walks away.

Lew meets the redheaded girl with purple
fingernails and toenails again on the patio.

“I’m Ginger Schwantz,” she says with a low,
seductive tone looking into his eyes with lust. “Like, what’s your
name, macho man?” and the pink tip of her tongue wets her shiny red
Revlon lips.

“Ah, Lew Dark,” he answers and spies the
little skunk tattoo on her neck.”

“This is, like, my first semester. I’m, like,
majoring in art. What’s your specialty, big guy?”

“I graduated last year. I’m working at WBGR
Radio in Kutztown now. I’m just here for the party.”

A group of five girls encircle Ginger,
interrupting Lew.

“Hey, Ginger, who’s your good-looking
friend?” asks the tall, paper-thin blond fashionably dressed and
wearing no makeup because she needs no alteration to her glowing
complexion.

“His name’s Lew Dark and he’s, like, a DJ.”
She turns to Lew. “This is Sharon Hiscock.”

Sharon’s expensive style of dress leads Lew
to assume she drives a shiny, new sports car with a personalized
plate. “A pleasure to make the acquaintance,” he says.

“Sharon and these other girls are my friends
visiting from Wilkes-Barre,” Ginger continues. “This is Breann
Bloemhard, Allison Niemand, Rhonda Hinnershitz and Rhonda’s
half-sister, Teesa Bushburn,” she says, pointing to each one as she
says their name.

“A pleasure, I’m sure,” Lew returns wearing a
toothy smile, giving each girl a casual, acknowledging glance.

“My name’s really Teresa,” the petite,
slender girl with short, frosted hair and alert face quickly tells
him, “but my baby brother at the time couldn’t say Teresa, calling
me Teesa, and somehow the name caught on with my friends and stuck
with me all these years.”

“You ever hear of Wilkes-Barre?” Rhonda, a
homely brunette who will forever struggle with calories, asks
Lew.

“Heard of it. Never been there, though. I’m
from western Pennsylvania. Heidelberg. Near Pittsburg.”

She winks. “You ought to come visit and let
me show you around sometime.”

“Listen, Ginger. We’ve got to get going,”
says Breann. “It’s a long drive back and it’s getting late.”

“You don’t, like, have to rush off, guys,”
Ginger answers. “Like, it’s only going on seven-thirty.”

“We really do have to run,” insists
Breann.

“You two have fun,” Teesa says to Ginger with
a wink.

“Would you, like, mind refreshing my drink?”
Ginger asks Lew after her friends leave.

Lew finds himself staring at her tattoo.
“Sure.” He takes the empty plastic cup from her.

“Like, you’re so tall and so handsome,”
Ginger coos as they drink alone on the patio. She takes another sip
of her drink, then says, “You know, you really should, like, think
about television. You, like, look the part for, like, a soap
superstar.”

Ginger continues rambling. The tattoo of a
smiling black and white skunk on its haunches just above the
neckline becomes titillating to him, and as her soft words flow
like sweet maple syrup, he finds himself lusting for her, for some
reason needing to know of hidden tattoos, maybe piercings; wanting
in fact to touch her, to experience her undoubtedly warm, soft
flesh. Needing to get close to her and uncover all of her
secrets.

Her tongue sliding into his mouth and her
hand gliding over his erection in the still of the starry night
makes him surrender to desire.

“We should, like, talk about what just came
up, big boy. I know where there’s a room with, like, a futon?”
Ginger whispers in his ear. “No one will care if we, like, borrow
it for a bit.” She grabs Lew’s hand, “Come. I have something I know
you want.”

Allison wears tight blue jeans and a white
Fiesta shirt. Her chestnut hair hangs straight to the middle of her
back and her innocent, whiskey-brown eyes contact Lew’s repeatedly
after he buys her a bourbon and Coke and they begin talking. Just a
friendly conversation.

Several rounds later in the nearly deserted
barroom, Allison Niemand stuffs Lew’s hand between her thighs and
closes them tightly together around it. “Oh, Lew, you make me sooo
hot,” she lusts in his ear just before the tip of her tongue flicks
his earlobe.

* * *

Darlene Daye Lyte, at the bar in what has
become her home away from home, Rummy’s Lounge, ponders her
situation, unhappy with the way her nearly perfect life has
fractured and faltered. She has a fresh double vodka martini in
front of her. “Gently stirred with two olives, please.” Her
seventh. On the opposite side of the bar a short, chunky,
strawberry blond with shoulder-length hair, halter top and tight
jeans, loudly orders a Blow Job. She picks up the glass in her
mouth, tilts back her head, and a moment later, lets the empty
glass drop from her mouth to the bar. Within seconds a group of
horny and drunk young patrons are gathered around and one of them
yells, “Lick it off, kid!”

Anybody else would pack up and leave. But I
can’t. I love my show and my antiques too much for that. And, the
truth be known, I still love Lew. I’ve got to find a way to put the
pieces of us together again.

Her thoughts are interrupted by the sound of
another Blow Job glass thudding on the bar followed by boisterous
cheers. The fat bitch probably never had a cock anywhere near
her lips and wouldn’t know what to do with one if she did.

She polishes off her drink and leaves.

Waiting at a red light, determined more than
ever to renew and rebuild the rubble of her relationship with Lew,
she has a rude awakening: Lew in his Navigator heading east, out of
town. In the passenger seat sits another woman.

“I’ll be a son of a bitch.” Darlene slaps the
steering wheel. “No. He’s the son of a bitch!”

She makes an illegal left turn and follows
the shiny black SUV to a drab, sleazy, pay-by-the-hour hideaway in
Forty Fort, watches them go inside hand-in-hand, then curses Lew
all the way back to First Wood Suites.

Darlene, angry and jealous over what she
witnessed, confronts Lew as soon as he steps from the elevator five
hours later. “You bastard! You fucking, cheating bastard! I know
where you’ve been. I followed you and that cheap hussy this
afternoon.”

“Who the hell do you think you are following
me, Joe Friday?”

“We can correct this error of yours just like
we’ve corrected all your stupid errors.”

“The truth comes out. ‘Just like we’ve
corrected all your stupid errors.’” He shakes his head.
“You must not love me very much to say such a cruel thing.
Well, that’s okay, because I no longer love you.”

She feels herself break. Shatter from
within.

“Here’s another stupid mistake of mine for
you to correct: the stupid error of me not doing little Sandy last
week when she came on to me in the prize closet.”

Darlene’s brow wrinkles. “The station
bookkeeper? The straw-haired blond with the cheap, too tight
clothes who replaced Ella Fent in Artie Bean’s office? The one who
already has five kids to four different men?”

“Yeah, that’s the one. Her.”

“She’s nothing but a slutty baby
factory.”

He shrugs and starts for the elevator.

“Where are you going?”

“To throw one in Sandy Bottoms.”

“Why must you be such an ass?”

He pushes the elevator call button.

“Lew, listen to me. We need each other. We’ll
never find anyone else to fit together like we do. Let’s work at
being in love again. You and me forever. The way it used to
be.”

Lew charges straight to Darlene. Without a
word, he slams a fist into her stomach at the same time kicking her
legs out from under her.

She piles up on the floor in pain and
tears.

He starts for the elevator.

Darlene gasps, “No! Don’t leave me. Don’t do
this to me.” She tries to get up, makes it to her knees but does
not have the strength to go any further and falls to the floor. She
manages to extend an arm to him and plead, “Lew, I need you.
Please. Make me yours forever.”

Lew’s eyes widen and sparkle. Come alive with
discovery. “All right, Darlene, I’ll make you mine,” and he
brandishes his pocketknife. “Mine forever.”

“No! Don’t!”

He shoves her on her back with his foot,
kneels next to her, slits open her blouse, and just above her bra,
slashes his initials deep into her flesh with no more emotion than
a school boy carving on a bench seat.

“Now you’re mine. Forever. Satisfied?”

Lew boards the waiting elevator without
another word.

Darlene watches the elevator doors slide
closed.

In the loneness of the huge suite that once
provided so much promise, warmth, love and comfort, Darlene Daye
Lyte, bruised and bleeding, not only from her wound, but also from
a broken heart, crawls to the coffee table, reaches the crystal
decanter of vodka and takes a heavy slug. She removes her blouse,
presses it tightly over his bleeding initials and lies back on the
finely crafted Oriental rug. In her mind, memories of what used to
be flip like the pages of a discarded diary sadly leafing in the
wind.

I’ve failed him, she thinks,
tears running from her eyes in rills. Somehow I’ve let him down.
Caused him to cross over into a vicious stranger I cannot
live with any longer.

Unconsciously an ugly sound emerges from
between her beautiful lips and it fills every crevice of the lovely
room with sorrow. She sits up, takes a deep pull of vodka, and then
says to the wainscoted walls adorned with the art that she so
cherishes, “It’s time to say good-bye.”

She pries herself from the floor, tends to
her wounds, then calls the first name she finds in the Yellow Pages
under auctions: Action Auction House.

“Español or English?” Thick accent.

“English, please.”

“Marisol speaking.”

“Yes, Marisol… Please come immediately. I
want you to haul away everything. A lot of genuine antiques and
some original oils. You won’t be disappointed.”

In a few hours, nothing remains when Marisol
and her four workers leave the suite, not even dust.

“To hell with the Dark and Lyte Show,”
Darlene sobs into the trunk of her brand new, red Mercedes as she
crams in her monogrammed designer luggage stuffed to overflowing
with her designer clothing and custom jewelry.

“To hell with everything,” she screams,
guzzles some vodka and shoots across the pavement from the
underground garage without looking, narrowly missing a teen
strolling with her baby. “To hell with me. Especially
me.”


Chapter 16

 


Lew, in Victor’s Tavern working his sixth
bourbon manhattan watches a slender young girl enter. Blond hair
below her waist, faded jean jacket and faded jeans, brown cowboy
boots, scuffed and worn. She timidly looks around, awkwardly takes
a seat at the bar across from Lew, and shyly orders, “One Bacardi
with soda, please.” Lew knows she’s never been inside a bar before.
While Vic Tory checks her ID, Lew mulls over what transpired
several hours earlier.

What came over me? Why did I say and do what
I did? How could I make such a horrible error. I must apologize to
her; tell her and show her I still love her. I’ll get her some
roses, buy her that diamond bracelet she was talking about the
other day, and take her to dinner tonight.

Lew leaves the change from a fifty on the
bar, stops at Hosensuck’s Jewelry then Daisy’s Flowers, drives to
First Wood Suites, boards the elevator and keys in the password to
his suite.

When the doors yawn open, Lew’s entire system
grinds to a halt. He stands in the elevator unable to move,
wondering if his eyes are really seeing fact. The doors begin to
close, reminding Lew of a stage curtain indicating the finale to a
bad play. He forces them back open and steps into the suite that is
stripped bare to the walls.

There is no sound. No footsteps of any kind;
no padding of bare feet, no slapping of slippers, no tapping of
designer loafers. No soft sounds of Bach or Brahms emanating from
the stereo. No humming from the master bath while she shaves her
lean body and blow-dries her beautiful blond hair. No sweet “I’m
in here, love.” No radio reporting the news. No television
showing a movie. The suite bears an absence of sound so deep, it
seems to not just surround him, but to be inside him. He looks out
a naked window in what used to be the living room, composes his
thoughts, sets the roses and gift-wrapped bracelet on the floor and
dials Darlene’s cell phone.

As soon as she hears the first chirp emanate
from her purse, she knows it is Lew. She immediately thinks not to
answer, but then changes her mind. He deserves an
explanation.

“This is Darlene.”

“Darlene, honey. What’s going on here?” Lew’s
voice comes across low and calm. “Where are you? Where’s all our
stuff?”

A sniffle. “I’ve left you, Lew. I sold all
those things that used to mean us.”

“Left me? Why?”

“Because we’ve grown apart. It’s plain to see
that you don’t love me anymore. You hurt me more than I should ever
have allowed and I’ve finally had enough. Cutting your initials in
me… well, that was the wakeup call.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m heading back to Reading. I’m going to
start a new life without you. Don’t call me anymore and don’t come
looking for me. I’ve had all I can stand of you.”

Darlene clicks off, and needing to talk to
someone, reluctantly calls her mother.

“I’ve left Lew.”

Silence.

“Mother? Are you there?”

“I’m here.” Another long pause. “What do you
mean you left Lew?”

“It’s a long story.”

“I have plenty of time.”

“I really don’t want to go into details,
especially right now on the phone.”

“I’d like to know why you’ve made this sudden
life-changing decision.”

“Let’s just say that Lew’s no longer the man
I want to share the rest of my life with.”

“I see.”

“I’ll drop in for a short visit as soon as I
find a motel room and settle in.”

“A motel room? Why on earth? You don’t need
to find a motel. Your room here is still the way you left it when
you veered off track and moved out.”

“Thanks for the offer, Mother.” You’re
inviting me home so that you might have a chance to make me start
over at the point I ‘veered off track.’ “But I think I’d rather
be on my own.”

“Don’t you go talking that nonsense with me,
D.D. You make up your mind right now that you’re staying here.
You’ll need to save money without a job and all.”

“I have plenty of money. I emptied out our
joint checking account and I gave everything we owned to an auction
house. As soon as the stuff sells, I’ll get a nice check. Money’s
the last thing I need to worry about.”

“Well, never-the-less, you just plan on
staying here. Your father and I both want to get reacquainted with
our long-lost daughter. Please don’t disappoint me, D.D.”

I do not want to live with my parents
again, but neither do I want to disappoint mother right now.
Again. “All right,” she sighs. “I’ll stay with you and Dad. But
only until I find a job and get situated.”

“After you settle in, we’ll talk at length
and pray for the right direction for you to take at this awkward
point in your life.”

Lew presses redial repeatedly. It seems an
hour before he finally gets a ring instead of a transfer to
voice-mail.

As Darlene passes the exit for Hazleton, her
phone chirps.

I know it’s Lew. There is a
slim chance it could be Mother. She may have thought of something
important. I’d better answer it.

“Darlene, honey, talk to me. What can I do to
make things right? What about the show?”

“To hell with the show. I no longer care
about the show. Or you, for that matter. Now please stop calling
me. We have nothing more to say to each other.”

“Darlene, don’t do this. I need you and I
love you.”

“You don’t need me. You stopped needing me
when you began calling me names. And you sure as hell don’t love
me. You stopped loving me the first time you struck me. Only I
couldn’t see it.”

She doesn’t want to cry, tries holding back,
but the damnable tears form despite her best effort and begin
coursing her cheeks. She attempts to ring off before it happens,
but she does not act quickly enough and a horrible sound escapes
her lips for Lew to hear.

Frustrated by her loss of self-control, she
throws the cell phone out the side window and catches in the
rearview mirror the case breaking open on the roadway and the tiny
circuit board bouncing into the passing lane where a semi
overtaking her crushes it to bits the way her life has shattered
around her.

Tortuous sobs and a heavy current of tears
make it nearly impossible to see ahead. Darlene pulls to the
shoulder and takes several deep breaths but cannot control the
churning in her stomach. She throws open the door and vomits.

My stardom. My antiques. My life. What have
I done? There’s nothing left. All I had, gone. Thrown away with one
simple, hasty decision to leave him.

With a tissue from the pack in her purse, she
dabs her eyes, wipes her cheeks and blows her nose. She closes the
door and rests her head against the headrest in an attempt to
compose herself.

Feeling able to continue, she pulls back into
traffic and drives toward Reading needing to dab her eyes every
couple of miles.

The phone goes dead; the finality of the
click lingers in Lew’s mind. He redials Darlene’s number, but
instead of a ring, he hears: “This is Darlene Lyte. I’m unavailable
at this time. Please leave your name and number and a short message
and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.” He figures Darlene has
turned off her phone.

Lew has less than twenty hours to airtime.
Walking the bare marble floors, his footsteps echoing in the empty
rooms of his ex-fortress, his ex-castle, things seem hopeless, time
is of the essence. He needs a plan for Hardy Harr but wants a drink
more. As is everything else, the cabinet with his liquor is
gone.

He rides the elevator to the parking garage,
climbs into his SUV and heads for Victor’s Tavern.

After downing three double bourbons with
rocks, and trying Darlene’s cell phone several more times to no
avail, Lew desperately attempts to come up with a solution as to
what to do with the show but can only come up with trying Darlene’s
phone again.

Across the bar from him, a young guy with
wide shoulders, a massive neck, short black hair, and a square chin
shadowed by a day's stubble, nursing his second Michelob Ultra,
orders a small pizza.

“Would you like it cut into four slices or
eight?” asks Vic Tory.

“Four. I don’t believe I’m hungry enough
right now to eat eight.”

When he cannot reach Darlene after several
hours of trying, wearing out the redial button on his phone, Lew
leaves Victor’s Tavern in a worried fog. Driving, he believes that
he is heading back to First Wood Suites, but when the fog clouding
his mind eventually clears, he finds himself barreling south on
Route 81.

* * *

I haven’t even gotten to Reading yet and
already I regret my leaving, thinks Darlene as she nears the
city limits. I miss looking forward to my show. Moreover, I miss
my lovely suite, my darling antiques… Perhaps I should have hung
on. Sure Lew has become someone I can no longer live with, but
maybe without my show, my fans and my prized possessions, maybe I
can’t live without him either.

Perhaps I should turn back.

Darlene pulls to the side of the road and
stops.

I could still return to the air Monday and
try putting things back to normal. Normal? How could things be
normal? I’ve pissed Lew off. I’ve already told Mother I bailed. I
have… a mess on my hands.

Tears course her cheeks, drip into her lap.
She rolls the window down, ferrets a tissue from her purse, dries
her tears, shuts off the engine, then leans her head on the
headrest and closes here eyes.

“Everything all right, here, ma’am?”

The officer’s stern baritone voice startles
her.

She says, “You frightened me. I must’ve
fallen asleep.”

“Sorry ‘bout that, ma’am. Is everything all
right?”

“Yes, thank you. I… I got tired and pulled
over. I was only going to rest my eyes for a second, but I guess I
fell asleep.”

“Where are you headed?”

“Reading. Ah… to visit my mother.”

“May I see your license, registration and
proof of insurance, please?”

“Am I going to get a ticket? I don’t think I
did anything wrong.”

“Routine check, ma’am. That’s a pretty fancy
mo-chine ya got there. Just wanna make sure everything’s in
order.”

The officer returns from his cruiser after
running her license and registration and hands back her
documents.

“I advise you move along Ms. Lyte. It’s not
safe to park along a busy roadway like this. If you need more rest,
there’s a few motels up ahead about four or five miles.”

“Thank you, Officer, but I’m okay now. I’ll
just continue on to Reading.”

* * *

Lew pounds on the front door of the Anil
Street row house with both fists. “Open up, Darlene. I know you’re
in there. I see your car parked up the street. Open this door. We
have to talk.”

No response.

He pounds harder. “Open this door right now,”
he screams and begins kicking the door. “I demand you open this
door. I want to talk to you.”

The latch clicks and the door creaks open as
far as the security chain will allow.

“D.D. doesn’t want to speak to you,” Roxanne
Lyte firmly announces from the shadows. “Now please leave before
I’m forced to call the police,” and she slams the door.

“I love you, Darlene,” Lew shouts to the
closed door. “Please, Darlene. Let me talk to you.” Again, he
begins pounding on the door. “I want you back, Darlene. The show
needs you back. Goddammit, open this fucking door and talk to me.”
Again, Lew begins kicking the door and yelling. “I order you
open this fucking door, or I swear, I’ll break it down and kick
your fucking ass all the way back to Wilkes-Barre.”

Roxanne hollers through the closed door,
“I’ve called the police. You’d be wise to be gone before they get
here.”


Chapter 17

 


“I’m sorry to have to report this,” Lew lies
to Hardy Harr, wearing a straight and somber face, “but Darlene’s
mother is ate up all over inside with cancer and Darlene’s made the
decision to leave the show to be at her side.”

Hardy does not respond.

“But don’t worry,” he continues wearing a
plastic smile, his hands up, arms bent at the elbow, palms out,
“I’m prepared to do the show solo. Well, not really that
show. I’ll have to make some changes, you understand. But
the Lew Dark Show will have numbers as good—no, better
numbers—than what Darlene and I have been doing.
Guaranteed.”

“I’ll give you a week.”

* * *

Hardy Harr became distressed the minute Lew
mentioned Darlene’s leaving the program, and now that he’s heard
six shows, he is even less happy. So unhappy, in fact, he doesn’t
call, but goes to the station to catch Lew getting off the air and
has Al Nuckolls, the night security guard summon Lew to his office
as soon as the show ends.

“I’m telling you, guy,” Hardy says, his
cheeks red, his voice flat, “you’re not gonna make it with this
Chatjockey idea of yours. I can count on one hand the number of
calls you had the entire week. The show is dull. You don’t possess
the ability nor the personality to handle this type show. You need
to get Darlene back, pronto, or find someone even better to replace
her, because you sure as hell need something more than what you
have.”
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