

		

			[image: cover.jpg]

		


	

		

			Tales of Romance


			George Thomas Clark


		


	

		

			Published by GeorgeThomasClark.com


			All rights reserved.


			No part of this book may be


			reproduced without permission


			in writing from the publisher. 


			ISBN: 978-1-7332981-9-3


			Copyright 2023 by George Thomas Clark


			GeorgeThomasClark.com


			Bakersfield, California


			webmaster@GeorgeThomasClark.com


		


	

		

			Books by George Thomas Clark


			Hitler Here


			The Bold Investor


			Paint it Blue


			They Make Movies


			Autobiography of George Thomas Clark


			Where Will We Sleep?


			Death in the Ring


			Basketball and Football


			In Other Hands


			King Donald


			Down Goes Trump


			Echoes from Saddam Hussein


			Obama on Edge


			Tales of Romance


		


	

		

			Introduction


			I recently wrote a series of columns and very short stories about a variety of subjects but noticed I had a preponderance, about fifty, that concerned romance, and that they fit into one of four categories – dating, swingers, issues, and breakups. For additional insights I recruited a dozen longer tales about adventurous men and women from my broad short story collection The Bold Investor.


			The new love-focused volume is titled Tales of Romance and examines entertaining but stressful problems about people merely doing what nature mandates. They seek love or companionship on dating websites and meet at work or on the phone or even at the Southern border. They date or marry and they quarrel with each other or former spouses unwilling to step aside. They tire of each other and seek intimacy wherever and however they can find it. They break up and reconcile and divorce and they do so in ways reasonable and outrageous. That’s how it is in romance.


			This is a revised edition.
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			Love.net


			None of this had really been his fault, Gregory was sure. He hadn’t wanted to buy a personal computer and never would have if his supervisors hadn’t insisted he complete some of his accounting duties at home. Those executive bastards made five times the money, at least, for half the work, at most, and now they wanted him to sweat on his own time. What incentives did he have? Bonuses, like the bosses got? Stock options? Exotic paid vacations? No, no, and no. Keeping his job was Gregory’s only inducement. And that would suffice since he’d been feeling both heat and frigidity in the office since tax time when, according to the bosses, Gregory had erased Mrs. Billingsley’s returns. That accusation was so libelous Gregory considered, for at least fifteen difficult minutes, hiring a civil attorney. Of course Gregory saved the material. How could they say he hadn’t, that he couldn’t have? Their back-up systems didn’t fail. Screw you, Gregory simmered. Everyone’s been hurt by renegade computers, like the one in the college library years ago that devoured his term papers.


			Gregory, at least, was grudgingly grateful the bosses had encouraged him to also use the computer at home for personal business, in order to enhance his professional skills. Thus, Gregory had begun online banking that proceeded famously until his mortgage company accused him of not making a payment he was certain he’d made. He just had no record of it. Fine. They weren’t going to rip him off for another late fee. He forsook online banking and instead joined a chat group comprised of only those with intellectual backgrounds, which Gregory indisputably had. No one read more than he, unless one didn’t work at all and read full-time. These high-end cyber conversations would be perfect, transporting him from the petulance and crudity of bean-counting assholes to a world of passionate people with important ideas. Gregory enthusiastically supplied all the key information – age, occupation, income, affiliations, special interests, and the name of the university he attended. He chose a seven-letter password, his first name spelled backward, and waited for membership confirmation. Two days later he received an email telling him he couldn’t be in the group because, with compelling exceptions only, they did not admit anyone who hadn’t attended a top fifty university. What an inane ruling. He knew beyond doubt he’d learned just as much in four years at Stanislaus State as those blue noses had at Harvard and Yale. Fie on them. They’d have been worse than his accounting bosses.


			He’d do the selecting from now on, reading personal ads in various magazines for the literate (though not necessarily rich), sending people overtures, and, if they were discerning, they’d want to communicate with him. And some did, motivating him to nightly hurry home to check his email. He was happy to receive friendly messages and exchange opinions about deficits and oil and war, but two or three times a week there were entirely unfunny distractions when he’d hear an electronic ping and receive rude advertisements for organ enhancement. He deleted those ads rapidly lest someone conclude he was thirty-nine and in need. Gregory was equally insulted when girlie ads invaded his in-box, and removed them without looking until he noticed one that said “Babes Get Facials” and clicked an image prompting a several-week habit that might’ve continued had he not gotten trapped inside one of the websites for a half-hour and been bombarded by Herculean images and kept clicking the x to remove the page and then tried the back and forward arrows and escape key and others that incited rambunctious pages to appear on his screen before being popped onto by more steamy graphics, and finally he had to unplug and cool off.


			He needed to focus on an essential task. A concerned colleague had told him to revive himself by joining Love.net. Gregory eagerly filled out a detailed questionnaire of likes and dislikes, wrote one sentence about himself and his ideal women – “I am a very successful accountant and a cultured and active gentleman who would like to meet an attractive and erudite woman for friendship, then the transcendent experience of love.” – posted a photo of himself, listed his age, selected Greg$ as a code name, and paid for a one-year membership at a special low rate.


			Gregory was thankful he had divorced Helen. She’d gotten chubby, was only a year his junior and couldn’t make the team anymore. Now, with unrestrained access to women in Los Angeles, he clicked on “My Love” and they began to appear – all trim and athletic college graduates between twenty-two and twenty-six years old, just as he’d stipulated. This really was extraordinary. He clicked on hundreds of photos and read scores of member profiles, and wrote down seventeen code names, and wanted to start composing a letter to each but was too tired after studying his hot screen all day Saturday. Early the next morning, fresh at his computer, Gregory decided it would be impractical to write unique letters to each woman. Instead, he opened with a reference to something in each profile – “I love movies, too… I also frequently attend art exhibitions… I go to the beach as often as I can…” – then followed with this statement: “Your profile was most interesting and it is evident you are at once an intelligent and passionate woman, and we have so much to share. Please write soon.”


			Gregory became proficient producing introductory letters and finished all seventeen in less than three hours and then returned to research – the most difficult part – and by evening had found and emailed twelve more young women. He celebrated by driving through a fast food restaurant and leaving with a feast.


			* * *


			Gregory, did you finish the Walsh account?” Mr. Hubert asked Monday morning.


			“I couldn’t.”


			“Why not?”


			“I was tied up.”


			“With what?”


			“A personal problem.”


			“Catastrophe’s the only excuse acceptable to me. I want that report by the end of the week.”


			“I’m already working on several others.”


			“Next Monday, at the latest.”


			After work Gregory sped home, running a red light and rolling through two stop signs, dropped his files on the floor and turned on the computer. God, these things take so long to warm up; the computer wizards really must develop something more responsive. Gregory drummed his legs until a lit screen emerged full of icons. Only one mattered – email – and Gregory clicked it and watched in-box numbers register. Eight babes already. Breathing with purpose, he clicked again. Okay. The first message was about how to consolidate credit card debt. The second was from a bereaved and money-starved woman whose political husband had recently been slain in a troubled African country. The third was from Love.net. Thank you, Lord. Gregory clicked, and received confirmation of his new order and assurance of excellent customer service. That’s all right. The fourth message was from a self-described brilliant and generous multi-millionaire who wanted to help him energize his home business by emailing a million potential clients every day. Message five was from a horny housewife who invited him to view her website. Number six offered exotic vacations for up to ninety percent off. Number seven was from Mr. Hubert urging Gregory to “apply elbow grease” to the Walsh account tonight. Number eight was Hubert’s attachment of several more documents for the account.


			Gregory was dumbfounded. It was not merely irrational but statistically inconceivable for twenty-nine women to so rapidly reject him. Then he realized they hadn’t had time Sunday night. They’d either been at church or visiting their parents or were so intrigued they’d decided to wait until they could respond with care. Then when the pings began, they’d be pinging in romance.


			Gregory sat staring at the computer screen but found this stressful. It was still much too early, not even six o’clock, he reasoned. The young ladies were stuck in traffic, yearning to get online. Gregory wouldn’t have time for five-minute rice tonight. He opened a can of spaghetti and dug in with a fork and ate standing up and periodically swigged milk from a carton and shoved bread into his sauce-sweetened mouth before hurrying to a computer with an empty in-box. He clicked it anyway. He certainly couldn’t concentrate on spread sheets and tax regulations. He dove back into Love.net and by midnight had studied, selected, and written eight more comely candidates.


			Gregory worked just as hard Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday nights. He had to. No one was seeking him, so he diligently identified and contacted forty-one more ideal women. They weren’t only physically and intellectually gifted, they were emotional delights, most of them writing how much they wanted integrity and respect, and long kisses and to skinny dip beneath the stars before making love all night, and to forever care and share and love and have babies with a man who was stable personally and professionally and handsome and in shape and could make them laugh and take them all over the world. Then, magically, Saturday evening about eleven o’clock there was a ping from a beautiful blond code-named PeggySue492. Her message read:


			Dear Greg$,


			I’m also an accountant and think you look like a romantic guy. Let’s chat. Here’s my phone number…


			PeggySue


			Did that mean call her right away? Gregory picked up the phone. No. That might blow it. A woman that good looking would want someone cool. He’d have to wait. In bed he couldn’t sleep and was tense and horny but didn’t dare release himself. What if PeggySue wanted him right away? He’d find out. After a distressing night he grabbed the phone at seven a.m.


			“Hi, is PeggySue there?”


			“Who’s calling?”


			“This is Gregory, you know, from Love.net.”


			“Gregory, hi. My real name’s Debbie.”


			“How are you?”


			“Fine.”


			“So you’re an accountant?”


			“Yes, and I’ve already been promoted. I’m doing tax shelters for the co-stars of two TV shows.”


			“Which shows?”


			“That’s confidential, of course,” she said.


			“Of course. Why don’t we have coffee down by the beach, at Sarah’s?”


			“Great.”


			Gregory hoped Debbie wouldn’t notice he was a bit haggard this morning, and made sure she wouldn’t, slipping on wrap-around sunglasses, and carefully descended his condominium steps and moved to his old Honda and knocked his head getting in. All right. He took the damn things off and drove safely and parked at Sarah’s and walked in and there she was, sitting hard brown legs crossed below strikingly short pants. She’d seen him, too, but was looking away. So pretty, but shy. Unbelievable.


			“Debbie, hi.”


			She glanced at him.


			“I’m Gregory.”


			“You’re Gregory?”


			“Yes.”


			“Do you always put on sunglasses before you walk into buildings?”


			“Well, not really.”


			“You broke the rules.”


			“What?”


			“Everyone’s supposed to post recent photos.”


			“Don’t worry, I’ve started doing sit-ups.”


			To hell with you, self-absorbed bitch, Gregory almost hollered at her tight ass moving through the door. Same for all you young women, so stuck up and obsessed with youth. Gregory flung his sunglasses into the trash, drove right home, conquered steps two at a time and moved straight to the computer where he examined a still empty in-box and changed his age specifications to thirty-five to forty, and launched himself into cyber space for two days, researching and identifying and thinking about and then writing to thirty-six mature women.


			* * *


			“Gregory, the Walsh account,” Mr. Hubert said Monday morning.


			“Didn’t have time for it.”


			“I see you’re still breathing.”


			“Goodness, that’s clever.”


			“Step into my office, Gregory.”


			Rather than offering him a seat, Hubert thrust his index finger under Gregory’s nose and said, “I won’t tolerate a smartass even if he’s a dependable employee, which you aren’t.”


			“I’ve always been very conscientious.”


			“Nonsense. You should’ve finished the Walsh account days ago. What have you been doing?”


			“I’m having an emotional crisis because of Love.net.”


			“What the hell’s that?”


			Gregory told him.


			“Pack your stuff and get out.”


			“Why don’t you throw me out?”


			Hubert called security for that, and Gregory decided not to resist the former pro wrestler who escorted him to the street.


			“Tell Hubert he’ll soon be smirking at my attorney,” he told the impassive man.


			Gregory rushed home to check his in-box and found return messages from three women, and within a week he’d met them but one kept glancing around the café and two had posted highly misleading photos. They shouldn’t have done that. Gregory was planning to update his photo very soon. He didn’t need to play games. He was soon receiving regular responses, and two or three times a week he arranged to meet women over coffee, but this was not an easy process. How would they know each other? Physical descriptions often proved imprecise and confusing. Descriptions of clothes were much more reliable. Gregory could identify white blouses tucked in black slacks and blue dresses with white stripes. However, he couldn’t imagine why so many women became reserved the moment they met him. They didn’t need to be standoffish. He was not altogether happy with them, either, especially after noting those damn expressions. But he tried to avoid additional discomfort, asking, “So, shall we have a seat? Which booth would you like?” The other people in these places always appeared so chummy, so happy and intimate, while Gregory seemed to have forgotten everything he’d ever known, and naturally couldn’t invent anything under these circumstances, and tried to think of ways to end conversations and get out the door, but on occasion to be polite said he wanted to see them again and they sometimes tried to be tactful why they couldn’t.


			In a couple of months Gregory had mailed resumes to several accountancy firms, and thought perhaps not all of them would call Hubert. But that world didn’t matter anymore. Neither did meeting women. Reading about them and emailing them was so much better. Every day he was learning more about a world of unlimited options, corresponding with women in Taiwan, Indonesia, the Philippines, India, Poland, Romania, Russia, Panama, Colombia, and Mexico, and he meticulously established computer files by country, and listed the women from each alphabetically and kept all his and their letters in the right files and might never have wanted to leave home – which was rank with dust and dirty dishes and abandoned dreams – unless he’d spotted a profile better than all the others put together. He responded:


			My Dearest Helen,


			Seeing you again has made me feel immeasurably better than I thought I ever would. Please, forgive me for my selfishness and immaturity, and my refusal to stay in contact with you. I want so much to see you. Nothing would delight me like hearing your gentle and affectionate voice. Please call…


			I love you,


			Gregory


			There was no response that evening or the next morning or evening, so Gregory worriedly wrote another fine letter and a few minutes later was overjoyed to hear a ping. He opened his in-box.


			“Your letter is being returned because this member is not accepting your correspondence,” said the auto-response from Love.net.


			Sniffling to stifle tears, Gregory overcame weak and crackling knees to rise from his soiled chair and stand over the computer before he leaned down and embraced it, wrapping both arms around and pulling himself tight and whispering to it and hugging so hard he couldn’t let go.


		


	

		

			The Right Language


			More than forty adults in my beginning ESL class were watching as I stood at the white board and wrote “supervis…” and then hesitated as I wondered: how the hell do you spell that word? I couldn’t summon the answer but had resolved to write “er” when a decisive female voice registered: “or.”


			Turning to face the class and look at a woman wearing a stylish pants suit, I said, “Yes, that’s right. Supervisor — or. Thank you. This is your first day, isn’t it? What’s your name?”


			“Susana.”


			“Very good, Susana.”


			I wrote several more key words and began to ask questions about jobs, and in a couple of minutes said, “Okay. You’re ready,” and passed out the books. When the students finished the story, I put them in groups of four or five to write answers to questions, identify pronouns in sentences, and discuss jobs they had as well as those they wanted in five years. I concluded the lesson by dictating ten sentences three times each. Then the students dictated back to me, and I asked, “Who got a hundred percent?”


			Only Susana raised her hand. Another student got over ninety percent, and a few topped eighty.


			After class, which ran four hours a day five days a week, the students strolled out and I waved to Susana and asked, “Puedo hablar con usted?”


			“I don’t speak Spanish.”


			“Oh. Can I speak to you?”


			“Of course.”


			“Where are you from?”


			“Brazil.”


			“Have you been to Rio? I hear it’s incredible.”


			“I’m from Rio,” she said, and smiled open a mouth of exemplary teeth. “But not all of it is so great.”


			I was nervous, but only a little, reminding myself I wasn’t afraid anymore. Teaching hundreds of appreciative adult women had helped. But this one, Susana, with luminous long brown hair, was more alluring than most, and I hadn’t had time to adjust.


			“What did you do in Brazil?”


			“I was an actress and model.”


			“Were you famous?”


			She laughed and said, “No. But I got some work.”


			“Did you finish high school?”


			“I graduated from fashion college.”


			“That’s an unusual background, Susana. I’d like to have you in my class. But, as you know, this work is much too easy for you.”


			“I’m comfortable here.”


			“Did you give me your placement test when you came today?”


			“You put it on your desk.”


			I got the test and walked over to one of the long tables for students and sat down and motioned for her to sit in the next chair, a few feet away.


			“Susana, you didn’t even complete the sentences. Why?”


			“I didn’t understand.”


			“You certainly did. I’m putting you in an intermediate class. In fact, I’m moving you all the way up to advanced. Otherwise, you’d be wasting your time.”


			“Would you like to see some pictures of me in Brazil?”


			Susana scooted her chair closer to me, reached into her purse, and put a stack of photos on the table. Every image of her was delightful, and her face and firm body enhanced dresses and pants suits just as much as bikinis. While presenting her portfolio, she had eased her right leg over so it touched the side of my left knee, and I immediately thought: a nice girl wouldn’t do that. Then I became aroused and hoped no one would walk in.


			“Thanks for showing me your work.”


			“Can I stay in your class, Mr. Hawkins?”


			“Call me Donald.”


			“Please, Donald.”


			“It’s my obligation to promote you. But, since the other classes are full, you can stay a little while. Right now, I’m starving. Would you like some lunch?”


			I untucked my shirt before standing and then walked toward the parking lot with Susana, and as we arrived at my large old American sedan I opened the passenger door for her, an act of politeness that until now I had considered both superfluous and patronizing.


			We went to a Mexican restaurant and sat on a patio next to a garden with a fountain and pond full of big orange goldfish.


			“See anything you like?”


			“You order what’s best for us.”


			I chose chicken fajitas.


			“Show me a picture of your wife,” she said.


			“I’m not married.”


			“You’re kidding.”


			“I’ve had plenty of opportunities.”


			“So why not?”


			“I teach four nights a week, too. So I have to do my writing afternoons and weekends.”


			“You really don’t have time for a girlfriend.”


			“Of course I do.”


			The fajitas arrived long and succulent, and I ate mine fast as politely possible but Susana only half-finished hers.


			“Didn’t you like them?”


			“Yes, but I want you to have the rest,” she said, impaling them with a fork and placing them on my plate.


			“How old are you?” she asked.


			“Forty-four.”


			“No way. That’s my dad’s age.”


			“He must’ve started young.”


			“Don’t worry. I like older men.”


			“Really?”


			“Yes, and I’m a one-man woman.”


			On the way back to school I couldn’t concentrate on driving and didn’t care about streets or other cars or the parched earth of this drab town in the great Central Valley. I only wanted to proceed with Susana. But I was prepared to be patient. I had matured. I prayed I’d done that.


			Pulling into the parking lot, I asked, “Do you want a ride home?”


			“No. My dad comes and gets me every day.”


			“You live with him?”


			“Yes.”


			“It’s been a pleasure,” I said, and extended my right hand.


			“Can I kiss you?”


			“Okay,” I said, and leaned to offer my right cheek, but she lassoed my neck with both arms and kissed me hard on the mouth, and I embraced her, and our impromptu afternoon passion continued at least a minute.


			“Thanks, bye,” Susana said, unleashing another smile.


			The instant the door closed, I wanted the next class to begin. How could I wait until tomorrow morning? I’d have to, that’s all. But I certainly didn’t have to write that afternoon. I went to bed and curled up with a pillow and ached to relieve myself, but held back.


			Just before class the following morning, Susana, wearing another stunning pants suit, walked to the front and placed a sealed envelope on my desk. Right after the first lesson, as usual, I told the students to relax a couple of minutes. Then I carefully opened the envelope and read the letter:


			Sweetheart,


			While we’re apart I miss you so much and want you to know yesterday you made me feel like I was the most important person in the world to you and I’ll never forget the very special moments we shared. I love you.


			Your Little Darling,


			Susana Hawkins


			She had underlined Hawkins. Surely that meant she was going to stay after class again. She wouldn’t just walk out with the other students, would she? I worried the whole morning about having to sit in an empty room. Before yesterday, I’d generally done so every day, leaning over my desk to refine the next day’s lesson plan. Now, though, it would have been intolerable.


			“I can cook you lunch,” I said when everyone else had left.


			“What do you cook?”


			“Usually frozen vegetables and rice in boxes with all those spices.”


			“That’s not cooking.”


			In my house we quickly took care of lunch.


			“Let me see some pictures of you and your family.”


			I walked to the hall closet and returned with three albums.


			“Here I am as a child.”


			“You were so cute.”


			“And here’s my high school graduation picture.”


			“That’s not you.”


			“What do you mean?”


			“You look so different.”


			“Not that different.”


			“That picture’s before I was born.”


			“Let’s concentrate on the present,” I said, and got up and put the albums back in the closet and then walked into the bathroom and splashed cold water on my face and did one hundred toe touchers to force blood into my cheeks. Tentatively, I looked into the mirror. There. That was better. I combed my thinning hair. It had more gray than usual. I’d forgotten to dye it last Sunday but wouldn’t again. But maybe it was already too late. Determined to find out, I marched to the sofa and sat so my left leg touched Susana’s right, and put my hands on her shoulders and gently turned her toward me and kissed as if we’d long been intimate. Soon, I was grasping for breasts and legs but she blocked every advance with athletic precision, and that’s how it was every weekday afternoon for two weeks.


			“Oh no, what time is it?”


			“Three-thirty.”


			“My dad’s probably knows what I’ve been doing.”
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