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THE OTHER WOMAN




“I’m proud of you, my boy,” Uncle Leon said.
“I really am. Rachel’s a wonderful girl. You’ve done well for
yourself.”

Rachel taught a class at the local technical
college on Tuesday nights, so Houston had gone over to Leon’s house
for dinner. Afterwards, they had gone out onto the porch to listen
to the baseball game on WCDB, part of the Braves’ radio network.
This was one of Leon’s eccentricities; he always preferred
listening to the game on the radio to watching it on television.
Then again, Leon owned the WCDB and had from time immemorial, so
that only made sense. By the second inning, the Braves were already
pounding the living daylights out of the Mets, so naturally their
attention began to drift to other matters.

That evening’s copy of the Carson Chronicle
lay open on Leon’s lap. Picking it up, he read aloud, “Miss Rachel
Quinn and Mr. Houston Hall, both of Carson, have announced their
pending nuptials.’ Look, it ever mentions us further down. ‘Mr.
Hall is the business and advertising manager for WCDB in
Carson.’”

“Hey, that’s great advertising for us,”
Houston quipped jovially. “Our competition must be shaking in their
boots.” They both enjoyed a chuckle. WCDB was one of only three
radio stations in the tri-county area, so there wasn’t much
competition locally. Sure, there were the big radio stations in
Atlanta whose signals came down to Carson crystal-clear, but no one
at WCDB made any pretenses at competing with them.

“Yeah, but they forgot to mention that you’re
a partner now.” Childless himself, Leon treated Houston like his
own son, and he had given his nephew his job right out of college
five years ago. Houston’s tenure was far and away the most
financially successful five-year period in the history of WCDB
proving that there was more to his hiring than mere nepotism.
Recently Leon had rewarded him by making Houston a full partner in
the business, and it was no secret that he would eventually hand
the entire operation over to Houston.

Houston beamed with pride. He was already
well pleased with his own good fortune, but to have the affirmation
of his favorite uncle made it even better.

“That’s great, my boy,” Leon continued.
“There’s nothing like finding the right one.”

“Yeah, I guess so,” Houston said as he took a
sip of his lemonade.

Leon leaned forward in his chair and looked
at him pointedly. “What do you mean, you guess so?”

Houston stared at the ice cubes floating
around in his glass. “I don’t know. I didn’t mean that like it
sounded. It’s…it’s hard to explain.”

“Try me.”

“Well,” Houston began, taking a deep breath,
“I love her, don’t get me wrong. I love her with all my heart. I
guess it’s just the fact that she’s the only girl I’ve ever had a
relationship with.”

“Go on,” Leon prodded.

 

“I don’t know, I guess it’s just that
sometimes I ask myself how I can possibly know she’s the right one
since she’s been the only one. I mean, she’s had other boyfriends,
so she has something to compare me to, and she can use that to tell
if I’m the one she wants or not. It’s not that I regret anything,
it’s just that I wish I had something to compare her to so I can
really be sure.” He looked up at his uncle. “That’s terrible, isn’t
it?”

“Not really, just sounds like a case of cold
feet to me,” Leon replied. “You probably don’t want her to hear
that, though.”

“Yeah, really,” Houston chuckled, more than a
little relieved. “I guess I’m unsure of myself, since I’ve never
had to choose.”

“Well, who knows?” Leon said as he reached
for the pitcher. “Maybe you’re quite the ladies’ man in some
alternate universe.” Both men laughed. The alternate-universe topic
had been a running joke between them for years, especially when one
or the other would lament some portion of their lot in life.

“Seriously, though,” Leon said as he leaned
back into his chair. “Doubts like that, you just leave them with
God and trust Him with them. He knows how to work all that
out.”

0:00

When Houston arrived at work the next
morning, everyone in the radio station was there to greet him with
a standing ovation, led of course by Leon. It was followed by the
expected blur of individual congratulations, pats on the back, and
good-natured barbs about the end of his bachelor days.

A young woman who had been on the telephone
at the time of Houston’s arrival now walked up to address Leon.
“There’s someone on line two who says they haven’t been able to get
anything but static over in Crayton all morning. That’s the fifth
phone call like that this morning. They asked to speak to you,
sir.” Turning to Houston, she added, “By the way,
congratulations.”

“Thank you,” Houston replied.

“Have all the phone calls been from Crayton?”
Leon asked.

“Yes, sir,” the woman replied. “It’s the
strangest thing.”

“Weird,” Leon said. “All right, I’ll take the
call in my office.”

He turned and walked off, so Houston decided
to get to work himself. His hand was on the doorknob of his office
when Robin, Houston’s assistant, piped up, “Oh, I almost forgot!
The florist was in here earlier with a delivery for you.”

Houston frowned. “The florist?”

“It looks like someone wanted to do something
nice for you,” Robin said slyly.

As Houston opened the door, he could see the
vase sitting on his desktop. Obviously the floral arrangement had
not come cheaply; it was too full to have been anything but
expensive. But since when did Rachel send him flowers? That usually
worked the other way around. Whenever she did buy him a gift, it
was generally something more in keeping with his own unique
tastes--a book, an old movie, something along those lines. He was
about to reach for the card when he noticed something that gave him
pause. A closer look at the single variety of flowers that made up
the entirety of the arrangement captured his attention.

Forget-me-nots.

He now knew for certain that Rachel could not
have done this, for she was allergic to forget-me-nots. Quickly he
snatched the card off of the vase and ripped it open. Who could
this be from? His jaw dropped as he read the card:

Dearest Houston,

When I saw your engagement announcement in
the Chronicle, my heart sank. Yes, I know I blew my chance, but
believe me when I say that you are the only man I have ever loved
and that I still love you. Please give me one more chance before
you do something that I will regret.

Love forever,

Amy

Houston scratched his wavy blond hair as he
racked his brain. Amy? Amy who? Did he even know of anybody
named Amy? He couldn’t think of anyone. The message on the card was
an enigma in itself. The way it was written, one would have thought
that it was from some old ex-girlfriend trying to win him back, but
the truth of the matter was that he had never had an
ex-girlfriend.

The intercom on his desk buzzed. “Houston,
Rachel is here to see you,” Robin said.

Now he had a decision to make, and quickly at
that. It crossed his mind to hurriedly open his office window and
drop the vase outside, but he immediately thought better of it.
Lying just seemed to imply that he had something to hide. After
all, he hadn’t done anything to solicit such a gift.

As far as he knew, the whole thing was just a
big joke--perhaps even one engineered by Rachel herself. He could
picture her using flowers to which she was allergic as a red
herring. Besides that, he had made up his mind that his
relationship with Rachel would be one built on honesty, and he
wasn’t about to change that now. “Send her in,” he said, taking a
deep breath.

The door opened, and for a moment Rachel’s
pearly white smile illuminated the office in dazzling fashion. It
only lasted for a moment, however, because almost immediately she
sneezed. Looking at the desk, she asked, “What’s with those?”

“Here, honey, I’ll get rid of them,” Houston
replied. This time he did open his window and put the offending
flora on the ground outside. With it, he also put away any thoughts
that Rachel could have been behind this. He did, however, retain
the card, which he handed to her. “This was delivered to me
earlier. I have no idea who this person is.”

Rachel read the card once, then twice, and
then looked back at Houston, one eyebrow raised. “I thought you
said I was the only girlfriend you’d ever had,” she said
accusingly.

“You are,” he said. “Like I say, I don’t know
who she is. I’ve never dated anyone named Amy.”

She placed the card back on his desk. “If
they came earlier, and you don’t know this person, then why are you
just now getting rid of them? Wouldn’t you have chucked them before
now if they didn’t mean anything to you?” Her eyes were probing,
piercing.

Houston sighed. It wasn’t her fault. It did
look fishy, and besides that, she had a history of being lied to
and cheated on by previous boyfriends. In fact, she had told
Houston once that he was the only boyfriend she had ever had who
had not been guilty of at least one of the two offenses. Given
that, a little insecurity and questioning on her part were
understandable, even if it was uncomfortable.

“I just got here myself. I really haven’t had
time yet. If you don’t believe me, you can ask Leon.”

That seemed to satisfy her, and her previous
demeanor returned. “They had the write-up in the paper this
morning,” she said, smiling coyly at him. “Did you see it?”

“I sure did,” he said. “That was a great
picture of you.”

“That was a great picture of you, too,”
Rachel giggled, coming over to kiss him. “I was just on my way to
work and I wanted to stop by and see if we were still on for
lunch.”

Houston kissed her back. “Eleven-thirty?”

“See you then. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

As Rachel made her way to the door, she
turned around and smiled. “I should have known the flowers were
nothing to worry about. I know there’s never been anyone
else...right?”

“That’s right, babe,” Houston replied.
Seemingly reassured, she blew him a kiss and left.

The rest of the morning passed by quite
uneventfully, and Houston enjoyed a good lunch with Rachel at her
favorite Mexican place. Nothing much seemed to be going on back at
the station when he returned, except for some discussion among the
technical staff and Leon. Apparently no one could figure out why
Crayton was suddenly unable to receive WCDB’s signal or how to
remedy the issue. It was out of his depth, so he went into his
office and closed the door. After all, he had plenty of work of his
own to do.

Half an hour later, his intercom buzzed.
“There’s someone here to see you, sir,” Robin announced. Her voice
had an odd tone, but Houston could not put his finger on it.
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