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Part One

Prologue
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It was a warm summer day; the sort of day where the air is fresh, the leaves are green, and the sky is blue; the sort of day one usually just feels good to be alive.  The sort of day someone from less hospitable climes especially learns to appreciate and enjoy when in the moment. 

A lazy river, more like a glorified stream, ambled on past a man sitting on the bank in well-forested shade. The man looked gaunt and pale. He held an item in each hand.  

In his left hand, he held his phone. Unlike the multitudes, including himself most days, he was not glued to the screen. He could barely look at it, but seemed to be forcing himself to look anyway. He sat in silence, listening to the trickle of the water and the rustling of the leaves in the trees above him, his eyes fixed, yet not fully focused, on the screen. 

In his other hand, the second item at first hung loosely in his grasp, but he gradually tightened his fist on it, still holding it out far from his body. He avoided looking at it as much as he avoided looking away from his phone. 

Finally, after taking a deep breath, he slowly lowered his phone, never quite losing sight of the screen, and he pulled the second item toward his face. He closed his eyes a moment, then pulled the item, which was a hypodermic needle, up toward his mouth. There was a plastic cover on the business end, which he grabbed between his teeth to pull it off, then spit it out into the water in front of him. He felt a brief pang of guilt at littering in such a pristine place, but it quickly passed.

“That certainly won’t be the worst thing I’ve done today,” he said out loud.  

Quickly, avoiding thinking anything further about it, he stabbed the needle into his opposite arm, still awkwardly holding the phone up so he could see its face, even though he was looking away from it. Then, pursing his lips tight, he slowly lifted the screen up close to his face, narrowed his eyes, and looked directly at what was pictured there as he firmly and swiftly pressed the plunger on the needle all the way down. 
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Melanie
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“You look beautiful tonight.”

Melanie glanced up from her phone, which she had in her lap.  Twelve new texts. “Pardon?”

“You look beautiful tonight.”

Melanie smiled and shoved her phone back into her purse, and looked up into the sparkling blue eyes of, what was his name, oh yes.  “Thanks Roger.”

Roger smiled, his teeth whiter than any coffee drinker’s had any right to be.  He shifted in his chair, cloth protesting as his biceps threatened to rip through a shirt that must have been a size too small for his ample frame. 

Melanie wondered if he deliberately bought shirts too small to show off his admittedly impressive physique, or if he was so into working out that he kept outgrowing shirts and couldn’t keep up. She ultimately decided she really didn’t care, and then she looked down at the menu.

Melanie frowned.  She thought to herself, “no dry-rub 60-day aged ribeye.”  Then, her frown deepened, as she thought, “ugh, nothing beyond the usual sort of steak offerings from the chains—these can’t be good cuts of meat.” Melanie glanced up at Roger, who was looking at her intently. Her frown quickly melted upward into a smile. 

“Such a lovely selection they have here, I don’t know how I can decide!” she said, her voice rising a few octaves. She almost giggled, then stopped herself.  “Don’t overdo it,” she thought.  

Melanie’s phone continued vibrating in her purse on her lap.  Melanie bit her lip and pretended to ignore it, then flagged down their waiter as he walked toward another table.

“We’re ready to order!” 
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Henry
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Henry had his phone open, pictures flashing as he swiped while he waited. Melanie’s picture came up, her in a swimsuit on the beach, in an Instagram pose, bright teeth, but eyes hidden behind sunglasses.  Still, a lovely figure. Henry swiped right. No match.  No surprise, but maybe she hadn’t seen his profile yet.  If the profile was even real. Then he sighed and looked at his watch.

“Twenty-seven minutes late now,” he said to himself with teeth almost clenched.  He forced himself to exhale.  

He looked at the menu again. His eyes followed the words, but he didn’t really read them. He had eaten here many times before. Very good Indian food. He always got the same thing. Butter chicken with rice and Naan Bread. Hot.

“Twenty-nine minutes now,” he said. He checked his phone again. No messages. None since the text she sent him about 90 minutes earlier, confirming their date.

Henry sat there, starting at the menu, eyes unfocused. The clock ticked to thirty minutes past when they were supposed to meet. He briefly considered ordering food, since he did love the food there, but finally, he took a deep breath and stood up and walked quickly out.

Henry briefly felt guilty for taking up the table and then not ordering any food. He moved swiftly so the hostess wouldn’t have time to ask him what was up. He really didn’t want to have to explain to her why he was leaving. He didn’t really feel like talking to anyone. But then he realized that was not quite true. He pulled out his phone and selected “Wilson, R.” from his contacts.

“This can’t be good,” Ryan answered. “Date from hell or stood up again?”

Henry paused, then grunted, and said, “Not sure which one would have been better.”

“What’s that been now?”

“Third time in a row.”

“Fuck, man, I’m sorry. Want to come over and get smashed?”

“Very much so. But I think I am just going to go home and get some work done. I am close to getting the new reinsurance module for the update finished. If I hammer it out tonight, I can relax this weekend. Then I will get properly smashed.”

“You sure?”

“Yes.” Henry paused. “Fuck women.”

“Gotta get ‘em to show up to a date first.”

“Fuck you too, Ryan.” Henry laughed and hung up just as he reached his green 1999 Honda Civic hatchback. “At least you’re reliable,” he thought, as he unlocked it and got in, the car only slightly squeaking as he sat down.   
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Andrea

[image: ]




“I wonder if that’s supposed to be abstract art, or if it is supposed to be a barn or something,” Andrea thought to herself, looking at the multi-hued painting in the metal frame. She squinted and thought it did look remarkably like a barn next to a windmill.  But the colors were all off. Andrea noted that it did seem to match the color scheme of the wallpaper somewhat, as well as the other pics flanking it, but those other pictures looked like pure abstractions to her. 

Eric briefly blocked her view as he leaned back and pulled her right leg up, his sweaty chest now filling her vision. He grunted and started thrusting faster and she shifted her hips to the right, tilting her head so she could see the painting again.

Andrea was fairly certain that every room in the hotel (and she had seen a very representative sample of them) had the same décor, but she had never really noticed anything beyond the abstractions in any of the art. She wondered if there was a single artist for all of them, and if he or she was an independent contractor or if they were on salary with the hotel chain. Perhaps there were meetings and research studies on exactly what sort of abstract art one should put into a hotel room to make a guest feel comfortable in their home away from home.

Eric suddenly paused and held himself thrust all the way into her, like he was about to ejaculate. “C’mon baby, give it to me,” she said, almost sweetly. But it was a false alarm, and after a few seconds, he started moving again.

Andrea then wondered if the corporate decorating division (in her mind it was a whole division now within the company) considered how well the décor would go with the more carnal activities within a hotel. Did they think about that at all? Andrea then wondered what percentage of hotel bookings were for illicit sexual affairs (or straight up fucking, as her friend Stacy would say) versus business trips or vacations.  

As Eric started thrusting faster again, Andrea grunted herself as she twisted her arm to look at her watch.  It was almost 5 o’clock.  She had to be out the door in 30 minutes to be able to make it to her evening class. Since she didn’t want to have Eric all over her (and in her) for the three-hour class, she needed another 20 minutes to shower and get dressed, so Eric really needed to get his business done. She reached her hands between their abdomens, down to his testicles, to encourage him, and within seconds, Eric’s whole body stiffened up, leading shortly to him being decidedly less stiff as he finished.  

Eric collapsed on top of her, and she held onto him for a few minutes, letting him bask in his afterglow, then said, “Hey babe, I gotta get going.”

Eric pushed himself up, smiled a goofy smile at her, and then got off her, and the bed, and started to get dressed. He pulled out a thick wad of 20s and put them on the table by the door. 

Andrea got up, kissed the back of his neck as he finished getting dressed, and then walked him to the door.  “Let me know when you are free,” she asked him, thinking that with Eric this likely depended more on when he’d have saved enough cash rather than any pressing engagements on his calendar. 

Once he was gone, Andrea when into the bathroom and turned on the shower. As it started to warm up, she looked into the mirror at herself standing there, naked and sweaty, and said to her reflection, “Well, there are worse ways to get through business school.”  
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Stanley
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Stanley’s lips were so close he could taste her, and was about to, when he was rudely interrupted by trumpets.  

Stanley’s alarm (which sounded nothing like trumpets) blared and blinked in his otherwise pitch-black room, coitus interruptus might as well be the theme.  He was in bed. He was alone. He picked up his phone and turned off the alarm, then willed himself to sit up before he could fall back asleep.  It was five minutes past five a.m.

Now sitting up, Stanley forced his legs to the side, his feet to the floor, then stood up. He brushed his teeth, showered, and dressed, grabbing his work briefcase as he headed out the door. He needed to be at the office by eight, so he had to hurry. He ran out across his lawn, almost slipping on the wet grass, to put out his mail, then jumped into his car in his garage.

First, he went to a Starbucks and picked up a Caffe Americano. He wrinkled his nose as the bitter aroma filled his car. “How can anyone drink this disgusting shit,” he thought, and he hoped the aroma wouldn’t linger this time. It seemed to linger less, the more he got it. Maybe he was just getting immune to it.

Then he hit Krispy Kreme and got a whole box of their original glazed, along with one chocolate iced custard filled. 

Next, he raced to the dry cleaners. There was one much closer to Amy’s house, rather than 25 minutes out of the way, like this one, but Amy preferred this one.  She insisted the other one never really got her clothes completely clean.  Frankly, Stanley hadn’t noticed the difference, but then, he didn’t have to wear the clothes—just see her in them. The dry cleaner had just turned the “Closed” sign to “Open” as he was walking up. He handed the attendant the ticket, and she handed him two pantsuits and three dresses, which he quickly paid for, tapping the counter as she ran his card. This was cutting it close. 

He mentally calculated that with the drive now to Amy’s house, the time to drop everything off, and then the drive from there to his office, he would be lucky to make it there by 8 even if traffic was favorable. 

He managed to hit all the lights on green heading to Amy’s house. Maybe this would give him a few extra minutes with her before he had to head to work. “The gods must love this atheist,” he thought and smiled as he pulled up in her driveway.

He grabbed her clothes, the donuts, and her coffee, and headed up to her door. He rang her bell, a smile on his face. There was no answer. “Hope she didn’t oversleep!” he thought, and rang it a few more times. He waited another minute. No answer. Finally, his phone began to ring. He shuffled the clothes on his arm, trying his best not to drop the donuts or the coffee in the process, and managed to answer it.

He heard a long, slow yawn. “Stanley!”  Then more silence.

“Amy?  Answer the door?”

“Oh Stanley, I’m so sorry! I must have overslept. I, uh, don’t feel like coming out of bed just yet, I mean, I can get out, but I’m not dressed, sorry!  I’m so sorry!”

“I’ve got your dry-cleaning here, plus your usual!” Stanley felt the seconds slipping away from him. He absolutely hated to be late for anything, especially work. Especially when Tupolov was in the office. Tupolov seemed to hate him, for some reason. He could not fathom why. It would not bother him so much if not for the fact that Tupolov was his boss’s boss, and liked to yell. 

After too long a pause, Amy said, “Oh... ok, just leave it on the porch, I’ll grab it on the way out. Thank you! You are so sweet! Buh-bye!”  She hung up.

Stanley quickly juggled his phone back into his pocket and then carefully placed the donut box and coffee on the porch and then hung the dry cleaning on the door handle. He ran to the car and got in, and was already driving on his way before he got his seatbelt halfway on.  

Only once he was on the road did he take the time to feel a bit miffed at Amy.  She knew he was coming. She had asked him to come, to grab her dry-cleaning this morning, which she needed for her week. Doesn’t she have an alarm? But he couldn’t really be mad. He knew she’d appreciate what he did for her. She always said she did. They’d have much more time the next time. Yes, they’ll have a lovely morning tomorrow. Stanley smiled and hummed to himself as he drove.

Stanley looked at the clock and smiled even wider. “Plenty of time! I’ll get to the office at least five minutes before eight!” His humming abruptly stopped when he turned a corner right into a stalled line of cars. The flashing lights further ahead signaled a probable accident. Stanley sighed. He mused to himself that this must be why it is a universal constant: Mondays suck.
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Elsa
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“I fucking hate winter,” Elsa thought with each stroke of her scraper across the windshield of her car, occasionally saying it out loud when the strokes appeared ineffective and she had to dig in further to even get some of the ice off of her windshield. 

Elsa’s fingers were already freezing before she even got to her side windows, and by the time she got to her rear window, they were totally numb. 

As she got down to the final few lines of ice, only just starting to melt from her defroster, she chanted “I. Fucking. Hate. Winter.” Then with a final stroke that almost had her scraper flying into the street, she stopped, and crunched her way through the snow covered with a layer of ice and got into her car, her breath steaming in front of her even once she was inside.

She sat in the driver’s seat, rubbing her hands together to warm them up, silently cursing some more, before letting the curses slip from her lips, a burst of steam coming with each.

“Fucking winter!”

“Fucking morning meetings during a fucking ice storm!”

“Fucking morning meetings with no fucking coffee or lemon fucking strudel, just sugar-bomb donuts!  Fuck them all!”

By the last epitaph, her breath was no longer as visible as the inside of the car finally warmed to something above having her nipples and nose feel like they were about to snap off. She put on her seat belt and put her car into drive and pulled out from the street-side parking space she had been in, thinking to herself, “Ok, at least the shitty fucking weather gave me a close parking spot.” 

She got her car going relatively straight on the freshly-iced road, as the snow mixed with freezing rain continued to fall, in the sort of manic yet effective driving that only someone who has driven through far too many “fucking winters” can do on winter-shitty roads without a second thought.   

As she got into a good rhythm, her mood starting to slowly improve at the same rate as the car started to feel not only warm, but toasty to her cheeks and fingers, her phone rang, with the unmistakable ring tone she had set for her boss, Dr. Steven Blanchard, at the CDC.

“Now what the fuck does he want,” she said out loud before answering the call with Bluetooth through her car, “Hello?”

“Elsa, have you left yet?”

Else silently mouthed “fuck”, then said, “Yes, I am on the road.  The roads are now terrible. You know they did forecast freezing rain with a travel advisory this morning before...” 

Steven cut in, “Elsa, can you get back in here, I have something that just came in that I want you to check out.”

Elsa gripped the steering wheel tightly, then looked in her rearview mirror at the mile of icy road she had already traversed, and bit her lip.  “Do I need to do this in the office?”

“I’d prefer it, that way I can brief you and Alan together.”

“Fuck,” Elsa thought, picturing Alan’s smug face. 

“What was that, Elsa?”

“Oh, did I say that out loud,” she thought to herself.  She then hung up the call, deciding she’d later say the call dropped, perhaps it was the weather.  Then, definitely and clearly out loud this time, she said, “Fuck.”
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Alan shifted his weight on the porcelain before his legs would start to tingle. That seemed to happen much faster these days, particularly when he wasn’t on his home throne.

His face was lit only by the screen on his phone as he fiddled with it. Even in the dim light, it was apparent he was in deep concentration. 

A brief gurgle of his stomach and he thought to himself, “I shouldn’t have had that third donut,” then he licked at the outside of his upper teeth, feeling a remnant of glaze still stuck there. 

He shifted his weight on his legs for the fifth time, then started to think about finishing up when his phone, already lit, switched to the “incoming call” screen. When he saw who it was, he winced, then answered, hoping he was alone and that the echo of his voice wouldn’t give away where he was.

“Alan, when you’re done, come back to the conference room.” 

Alan said, “Okay,” and then before he could say anything else, Dr. Blanchard mercifully hung up.  

Alan silently wondered, for the n-th time, why Dr. Blanchard could never just send a freak-in’ text message. He wasn’t that old. He should know how to do that. His offspring could likely have shown him how by now. 

Alan “finished his biz-ness”, as he liked to say, and then stood up, this motion finally being enough to register and turn the auto-lights in the bathroom back on. He pulled up his pants over his “Santaesque belly” as he liked to call it, buckled his rather too-large belt with the golden moose-head buckle, and left the stall and washed his hands. 

* * *
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Alan was sitting in the conference room waiting.  He silently gave himself a silver medal for not reaching over to the still half-full box of donuts that Dr. Blanchard had so graciously brought to their early-morning meeting. Still, it seemed like such... a waste. 

Everyone else had left, and while Elsa was now returning (along with presumably Dr. Blanchard), she never ate donuts and Dr. Blanchard always only ate half of a glazed donut, as evidenced by the other half that remained in the box, along with five other donuts of various kinds. Alan started reaching for the box, but then stopped himself when he heard the loud, slightly squishy sound of Elsa’s boots walking on the industrial strength hallway carpet. 

As Elsa rounded the corner and then saw Alan, Alan noticed her lips curl slightly upward. “She really likes me,” he thought.  “She always smiles when she sees me.” Alan grinned back at her in return.  

Alan presumed Dr. Blanchard heard Elsa as well, as he entered the conference room almost on her heels. He was such an effective and efficient manager, thought Alan. Well, except for his inability to send text messages. He’d have to work on that. 

“Elsa, Alan, sorry to have to bring you back in. Something came up. I know you both need to get on checking on the Zeta-four strain out in Pheonix next Tuesday, but if you both could spend the rest of this week up through the weekend checking on what could be an outbreak out in Homer.”

“Excuse me?” Elsa cut in.  “Where?”

“Homer, Alaska!” Alan double cut in.

Dr. Blanchard looked startled for a moment.  “What have you heard?” 

“Oh, nothing, I mean, nothing beyond the wonderful vistas and great seafood in what may be the Halibut Capital of the World!”

Elsa briefly looked stunned. “You fish?”

“No. I mean, I’ve always wanted to try. But no.”

“How the fuck do you know all that?” Elsa reached for Alan’s phone, “Did you just look all that up?”

Alan, not wanting Elsa to see what was actually on his screen, pulled it back. “No!  I mean, I just know my geography.”

“Homer isn’t exactly a State Capitol, Alan.  Seriously, what the fuck?” Elsa then held her hand to her mouth and avoided looking at Dr. Blanchard.  

Alan grinned at Elsa again. “She’s gotta be really impressed with me now,” he thought. 

Elsa sighed and turned back to Dr. Blanchard, who was standing and apparently waiting. “Very good, Alan. So what we have here is a somewhat cryptic report of a cluster of more-than-expected cases of a possible new strain of resistant Syphilis.”

Elsa chimed in again, “what do you mean, cryptic?”

“Cryptic, in that the report was anonymous.  Yes, yes, I know protocols and cranks. What caught our attention was the level of analytical detail in the report.  Whomever sent it definitely has a strong medical background. So less likely a crank. And after COVID, well, better safe than sorry.”

“Less likely a crank? Having an M.D. doesn’t keep you from being a nutjob.” Elsa briefly glanced at Alan.

“Sounds interesting,” Alan said. Alan could not suppress a grin when he saw Elsa look at him again, the corners of her mouth turned up.  

“Flight leaves in 3 hours, so just enough time to go home and pack and get to the airport.”

Elsa’s jaw opened slightly, “In this weather?”

“I’m sure you’ll manage. But best you be on the road now.”

Elsa bit her lip and mumbled something.

“What was that?”

“Nothing, Steve.”  

“Great then, I’ll be waiting for your report. Enjoy your flight!”

Dr. Blanchard then left, and Elsa cleared out on his heels.  Alan sat at the table a moment, listening to their respective footfalls trail off, Elsa’s slushy ones, and Dr. Blanchard’s soft-soled leather shoes. When he could no longer hear either, he reached over to the box and grabbed a long custard-filled as he stood up and headed out the door. “For the road!” 
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Melanie
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“So how was it?” Becky asked. “How did it compare?”

Melanie quickly downed the remainder of her wine, then put her glass down, tucked her bare feet under her in her chair, and then said, “Oh, it was nothing special. I’ve had far better. Far, far, better. Though I suppose it was adequate to satiate me at the time.”

“Juicy?”

“Oh, somewhat.”

“So, are you going back for seconds?”

Melanie laughed. “Only if someone else is paying!”

“You are SUCH a snob!”

“Oh no, I just have taste, when it comes to a good steak.  A good steak is worth paying for. The problem is, even shitty steaks cost a premium. Most chains have barely adequate chefs cooking barely adequate cuts of meat. So it was safely... adequate meat. Though I have to give them props for the baked potato–it was large, yet still perfectly cooked all the way through. It always amazes me how many restaurants fuck up the potatoes.”

Becky nodded vigorously, then sipped her wine. 

“Now all this meat talk has me craving going to the Chophouse.”

Becky laughed. “I’d have to take a second mortgage on my house to take us there.”

Melanie shook her head. “Oh come on, don’t be so dramatic. You think anything more expensive than the McDonald’s kid’s menu requires a financial planner. It is ok to treat yourself sometimes. Life is too short.”

“Speaking of what is often too short... how was he?”

Melanie grabbed a couch pillow off the floor and threw it at Becky, expertly nailing her in the center of her head. Becky moved her arm with her wineglass up to block just a little too late, splashing just a touch of wine onto her cheek. Becky wagged her finger on her other hand at Melanie, then used it to wipe the wine off of her check, then licked it clean. 

Melanie coyly hooked a finger under her chin and raised her voice an octave. “You know I don’t kiss and tell.” 

“Lying bitch,” Becky laughed, quickly throwing back a pillow, which missed Melanie by a mile, hitting the bookcase on the wall behind her.

Melanie started to laugh hard, almost falling out of her chair. “You really do suck at throwing shit!” Once she managed to catch her breath, she grabbed the second bottle of wine (the first bottle sitting empty next to it) and poured herself another full glass, then took a good, long swig.

Becky watched her drink, sipping her own wine, and pulled her legs up under her, leaning in, as Melanie started talking again.

“Ok, Roger was like the steak.”

“Oh?”

“Oh yes. Adequate. He had rock hard arms. Rock hard abs. And rock hard...”

“... yes?”

“Knees.”

“Oh fuck you, stop teasing me and get to the good parts. Or weren’t there any?” Becky snorted into her wine glass.

“He fucked ok. Like, his body was hard and it was oh so fun to run my hands over it, felt like I was feeling up a fucking statue of a Greek-God. But damn, every time he opened his mouth, I was like, stop ruining it for me. Statues don’t talk!” 

“What’d he say?”

“He was mostly polite to the wait staff, which was a plus, but he mostly talked about sports and seemed to know nothing about meat. It looked like he just ordered the most expensive steak they had, even though from what I could see, it wasn’t actually very good, and really their rib-eye was the best option on their rather limited menu. Though I have to give him props, he did devour the whole thing.”

“Did you devour his whole thing?”

Melanie looked around quickly for another pillow within reach to throw at Becky. Finding none, and not feeling like moving from the chair, she just mimed throwing one at Becky.  Becky still ducked and raised her hand again, splashing more wine on her face. “You are now both wine- and shit-faced now!”

Becky just wiped her face again and stuck out her tongue.

“Ok, fine. Yes, after we got back to his place after, I went down on him, and yes, he was adequate there too. But then he lifted me up against the wall,”

Becky’s eyes went wide.

“Yes, he did, he really man-handled me, which I have to admit, really got me going. Apparently though, it also really got him going too, because he only held me against the wall for a good few minutes of fucking and then he finished. And get this, he grunted and tossed me onto the bed. He almost sounded like an animal!”

“No!”

“Yes! And then he jumped onto the bed next to me. He grabbed me and I was thinking ‘Damn, already for round two?’ but he just curled up and quickly he was out. I guess he really did pack a lot of food into him.”  

“Was there a round two after he slept?” 

Melanie pursed her lips, then smiled. She thought about how he woke her up the next morning by slipping inside her and how he lasted a fair bit longer for the second time.  “Yes.  Much better than the first. He was... a bit better than adequate that time.”  Melanie thought about how much she enjoyed it. Definitely, it was more than adequate. Though it wasn’t as good as it was with Charles, Roger was a bit better chiseled. So maybe it was a wash. She found herself thinking back to the last time she was with Charles and how intense it was.  She licked her lips.

Becky narrowed her eyes at Melanie as silent seconds ticked by. “So when is date three, and round two? Or sorry, round three and four?”

Melanie frowned slightly. “I am not sure. After we finished, he said he needed to go work out and that he’d text me.”

“And...”

“And I haven’t heard from him.”

“Well, that was Sunday, you said he was a bit of a work-a-holic, right?”

“True. It has only been three days. Weekend is still two days away.”

They both sat in silence for several moments.  Becky broke the silence first. “So have you decided where you want me to take you?”

“Hmm? What?”

“Oh just how drunk are you, girl? For your big three-oh!”

Melanie winced. She didn’t enjoy birthdays as much as she used to.  She had forgotten hers was coming up. Still, she thought, at least I am in pretty decent shape. Only a little bit of sagging here and there.  Nothing a good workout couldn’t fix. “Nothing special,” she said, then she forced a grin. “Don’t want you getting a second mortgage.”

Becky raised her glass. “McDonald’s it is, then!”

Melanie raised her glass toward Becky’s. “To Egg McMuffins!” 

“Fuckin-A!”

They both started laughing again as they got back to draining bottle number two.
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“Dude, we gotta get you laid!” Ryan yelled from the entrance.

Ryan, you fuck, Henry thought as he looked up from his laptop. Henry was sitting at his favorite table at the cybercafe, in the corner by the windows.  From there, whenever he looked up he had a wide range of views, from inside the café to outside either of the windows to whomever was walking by. It was a good set of both distraction and stimulus for him to both keep alert and also to practice ignoring when he got “in the zone.”

Ryan was now standing in front of Henry’s table, grabbing a chair and sitting himself down. 

“Could you shout it a little louder? I don’t think the old lady across the street could hear you very clearly.” 

Ryan turned around and shouted even louder, this time, “My dude Henry, we gotta get you laid!”

“Ryan, you Fuck,” Henry said quietly, though definitely loud enough for Ryan to hear.

“Yes, I do! And so should you! That’s my point!”

Henry rolled his eyes and started typing again, pointedly ignoring Ryan’s glare, and even more pointedly ignoring any other sets of eyes that may be on his table now.  Henry silently prayed to the atheistic gods that there were none.

Ryan sat and watched him type, then he grabbed half of the wholly-uneaten sandwich sitting next to Henry on a tray. “Mind if I have half? I’m fucking starving.”

Henry rolled his eyes again, and said, “Go ahead.” Ryan’s outburst had not done much for Henry’s appetite. 

Ryan peeled back the wax paper and took a bite. His mouth full, he said, “Hen, how the fuck do you eat this—like, no mayo, no mustard, no nothing.”

“I don’t like soggy bread,” Henry said. “I’ve told you this before.” 

“Yeah, you like your sandwiches dry.  Like your women.”  

The rat-a-tat of Henry’s keyboard paused for a moment, then continued.  

Ryan gave Henry a goofy grin. He then proceeded to quickly polish off his half of Henry’s sandwich while Henry continued to rat-a-tat on his laptop. Ryan scanned the room as he ate, leaning his arm on the back of his chair.

“Ever try asking anyone out here?”

The rat-a-tat stopped again. Henry looked up, and briefly thought about the one time he was swiping and he recognized one of the women he was about to swipe right on sitting at the far end of the café. No match.

“I’ve tried.”

Ryan’s eyes got very big. “No way! When!? Who?!” He looked at Henry, then leaned back on his chair again and surveyed the room even closer. “Her?” Ryan pointed out a cute blonde woman, probably mid 20’s, sitting near the condiments.

“No! Not her! Stop pointing.” Henry tried to sink down in his chair and hide behind his too-small-for-stealth laptop screen. 

Ryan turned back to fully face Henry. “Ok, fine, I’ll stop. If you tell me who it was! I can’t believe you had the balls to ask someone out here!”

“Well...” Henry said, and he felt his face flush and warm.

It was Ryan’s turn to roll his eyes. “Wait. You are just talking about swiping on some chick you saw here?”

Henry sighed. “Don’t call women ‘chicks.’ It’s disrespectful.”

“Don’t change the subject. You just swiped on someone here, right? You know that doesn’t really count as asking someone out in person? And you know, women call us guys ‘dudes’.”

“’Dude’ isn’t disrespectful, it is just... generic guy.”

“And ‘chick’ is generic ‘gal’. But you’re still changing the subject. Dude.  You gotta get off those apps. You’ll never find a decent girl on those apps. Gotta shoot your shot in person.” Ryan leaned back in his chair. “I’ll help you!” Ryan smiled.

“That’s just... horribly inefficient. I mean, on the app, you know someone is looking, someone is available, someone is interested in meeting someone new. That’s why they are on the app, right? If I go up to some random woman in a bar, she may have a boyfriend, she may be single and not looking, she may be a lesbian. Being on an app signals she is single and looking. And if we are a match it means she finds me attractive enough she might date me. So the app saves time, really. Not only does it keep me from wasting time with women who aren’t interested, but it also gives me a much wider search area than just those women who happen to coincidentally sit down in the same café.”

“But it ain’t working for you, is it?”

“Well, maybe I just need to give it more time.”

“Dude. It’s been what, six months that you’ve been looking.”

Henry thought for a moment. Damn, he’s right. It has been 6 months, 13 days since I installed the app, he pondered.  Then he said out loud. “Yes.”

“And in that time, how many matches have you gotten?”

“Seventeen.”  

Ryan’s eyes went wide again. “Dude. That’s terrible! Did you try paying to see the chi... the women who swiped right on you that you haven’t matched with?”

Henry nodded. He had paid for two months of premium early on, curious to see who was matching with him when he was hardly matching with anyone. He liked to think of himself as open minded, but the only women swiping on him like that were either in ten to fifteen years older than him, grossly overweight, or, and he felt bad thinking this, just generally ugly. Sometimes all three. Well, except for the model-hot women that were two-thousand miles away and likely just overseas scammers.

“So who’d you find with that?”

Henry said nothing.

“Ok, nevermind, what about your matches?”

“You already know. Three of them led to us talking enough to plan out a date. But none of them showed up.”

“I told you, just confirm with them an hour before, so you don’t leave the house if you don’t need to.”

“Well yes, but you told me that after the first one.”

“Sorry Dude, I thought you knew the basics. Besides, you aren’t ready to hear what I’ve got to say about dating apps and women.”

“What you’ve usually got to say is a bunch of bullshit. And at least the second one ghosted me the day before the meet. But this last one, she confirmed like an hour before, said she was on her way. Then...nothing. When I checked the app the next day, she had unmatched me.”

“Fucking piece of shit coward.” 

“Maybe she just felt uncomfortable.”

“Doesn’t excuse it. Ghosting people is seriously rude. Especially when you have scheduled a date. Least she could have done was affirmatively canceled it.”

“Maybe she didn’t because she thought I’d be mad at her.”

“Dude, she could have unmatched you right after. Though I did tell you, try to get a phone number and text.” Ryan leaned back in his chair. “Those sites suck ass. Listen, let me tell you the real deal on dating and women, especially with those apps.”

“Oh no, not another one of your screeds,” Henry said. “I’d rather not pollute my brain with your nonsense.”

“Fine. But you’ll see.”

“Whatever. Does Rhonda know how full of shit you are?”

“She married me, didn’t she?”

Henry and Ryan sat in silence for a bit. Henry briefly glanced out at the café patrons. There was a cute woman sitting near the condiments. So cute, in fact, that Henry assumed she had a boyfriend. All cute women always did, at least when he knew them enough to know.

Ryan looked at Henry, then turned his head and looked at the woman by the condiments. “Forget the apps. Why not go ask her? What have you got to lose?”

“My dignity?”

Ryan grabbed a fry off Henry’s plate and threw it at him. It bounced off his chest and landed on his keyboard. Henry looked miffed, then carefully plucked the greasy fry off his keys, then carefully wiped the area with a napkin. “Dude, don’t mess with my hardware!”

“That’s what she said!” 

Henry just glared at Ryan, then went back to carefully wiping his keys before balling up the napkin and placing it next to his plate.

Ryan watched and waited until Henry was done, and then said, “Look Dude, women aren’t used to being approached in person these days. Everyone uses apps. No one just comes up and talks to them. You’ll stand out just for having the balls to do that.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of. That and her having a bottle of ‘Mace’ in her purse.”

“Oh, don’t be such a drama queen. No woman is going to Mace you for saying hello. You’re not bad looking, Dude.”

“Thanks. You asking me out? Won’t Rhonda be jealous?”

“Naw, Rhonda gave me a hall pass to fuck you.”

Henry rolled his eyes.

“But seriously, why not go over there, talk to her, get her name, get her number, and see where it goes?”

“I can think of a dozen things that could happen that would be unpleasant. This is my safe space to work and relax. This is my domain. I don’t want to fuck it up.”

“Dude, what’s the worst that could happen? And don’t say anything, just listen. You are decent looking. You’re, what, 35 years old now. You have a very good job making over six figures.  You own your own house. You are in decent enough shape even though you don’t hit the gym like I do.  You’re over six feet tall. You brush your teeth. You don’t dress like a homeless person. You are what my Great Grandma Geraldine would say was, ‘quite a catch.’ The only real red flag a woman may see is, well, your Blue Piece of Shit.”

“Hey, that is an awesome car. It hasn’t even hit its first million-mile mark. Just at 450K or so now, and it still runs great!”

“Dude, it is a rustbucket. Homeless people would turn you down if you offered it to them for free.”

“It runs, it gets me from A to B, and it has plenty of headroom for me. I don’t think my car is the issue. None of the three women who stood me up even knew what kind of car I drive.” Henry leaned back in his chair. “Why are you so invested in this anyway?”

“You’re my best friend! I gotta get you laid. Or at least get you with a woman, or else Rhonda is going to think we’re gay and she’s my beard!”

“You’ve been with Rhonda since high school. You’ve never really dated around. How would you really know about any of this dating shit?”

“Trust me dude, I know how it works. I didn’t just trip and land inside Rhonda by accident. And we both dated around when we were in undergrad.”

Henry’s jaw dropped open, and he leaned forward. “Wait, I thought you were steady since junior year?”

“Well, we were, but when we ended up in different states for school, we took an official break.  We both dated around.”

“You never told me about that.”

“Dude, you were neck deep in your first big project then. And I was neck-deep in pussy, so I didn’t have a lot of time to chit-chat with you long distance.”

“Neck deep? Ryan, sometimes you can be so full of shit.”

“Guilty as charged. But not this time. Can’t use general character evidence to convict me!”

Henry looked at his screen. It was almost eight o’clock p.m. “Well, as stimulating as your bullshit is, I’ve got to get going. I’ve got a seven a.m. peer review tomorrow morning.”

“Ask her out before you go!”

Henry ignored him as he packed up his laptop, put his other papers into his bag, and then grabbed the other half of his still-untouched-by-him sandwich, leaving behind the fries.

As Henry slung his bag over his shoulder and started walking toward the door, Ryan turned in his chair, and shouted, “To be continued!”
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“Damn, Professor Marks grades hard.” Anna said. Andrea was walking with her to class, having just left Professor Yeltin’s seminar. Andrea had noticed Anna was in two of her classes, and started talking with her on the way to Marks’s class.

“Yes, he does have a rather nightmarish reputation,” Andrea said. 

Anna gave an uncomfortable laugh. “The only nightmares I ever have about school are showing up naked to class.” 

“Really? I’ve heard those are classic, but that’s never happened to me!” Andrea said, thinking that she’d probably be fine being naked in class today, if it weren’t so cold. Then again, she did have nightmares about school sometimes. “The only school nightmares I ever had involved showing up to class not ready for a test, or even missing a bunch of classes, so falling behind on the material.” In fact, Andrea had had that one a few days prior.

“Do you think... could you, maybe, study with me sometime?” Anna asked. Andrea thought she looked more bashful asking that than some men were asking for anal, and found it endearingly cute. Up to this point, Andrea had always studied alone, in part because of her hectic and sometimes unpredictable work schedule. But, she thought, “two heads are better than one, and Anna seems nice,” so she said, “Sure!”

“Does 5:30 work for you?” 

Andrea opened up her calendar on her phone, and saw “S2, 6pm to 8pm.”  “Sorry, I am busy til 8. Does 8:30 work?”

Anna said, “Are you sure you can’t do earlier? I don’t like to be up too late, I work at the Salon early during the week.” 

Andrea briefly frowned.  This was why she had never really considered joining any of the several study groups that had offered her a spot.  Still, coordinating with one person was easier than coordinating with three or four, so she hoped they could still work it out. “Sorry. I tend to work nights, and need to get hours in when I can.” Andrea thought about the 500 dollars she’d be getting for her two hours of work, and felt a little guilty thinking of what Anna was probably making. “What time do you start work at the Salon?”

“We open at eight a.m.”  

“Damn, who needs their hair done so early?” Andrea paused, then could not resist asking, “What do you make per hour at the salon?”

“I’ve been there four years, so I just got a nice bump, up to $14.55 an hour.”

Andrea inwardly winced. With payroll taxes and other deductions, she wondered if Anna even cleared eleven dollars an hour. With that rate of pay, she thought, Anna must still live with her parents. Andrea calculated that, minus her room and other expenses, and with her paying her estimated taxes, she still cleared even on a short night like tonight over 185 dollars an hour.  “How did my parents ever put themselves through school,” she thought to herself. 

“How about this,” Andrea said. “If you can do study group with me at 8:30 tonight, I’ll spring for dinner. Your choice: Chinese, Thai, or Indian!”

“Well, it is still kinda late for me but...” Anna licked her lips. “How did you know I’m a sucker for Asian cuisine?  How about some Indian!”

Andrea said, “deal!” 

By this time, they had taken their seats and were waiting for the professor to arrive. 

Andrea pulled out her laptop and attached her mouse.  She hated using the mousepad with the passion of a thousand suns. Anna pulled out her dog-eared notebook. It looked like she had used it for another class and had now turned it upside down and was using the backs of the pages from that class to take notes for this one. Andrea glanced down at her four-thousand-dollar PC laptop and almost felt guilty again, though she figured she evened out the ledger somewhat by her promise to pick up the tab that evening.  

The professor now running late, Andrea asked, “So, what do you plan on doing with an M.B.A. then? Open your own salon?”

Anna laughed. “Oh, hell no!  I hate doing hair. I want to be a business executive!”

Andrea looked at her a moment.  “Seriously? But then what sort of business?”

“Doesn’t matter, as long as the pay is good!”

Andrea had to admire her ambition, even if it was a somewhat unfocused.

“Are you saying you don’t care what sort of business you are in?”

“That’s right. I watched my mother struggle her whole life to pay the rent, and she died without two pennies to rub together.”

“What did she do?”

Anna laughed, then said quietly.  “She was a hairdresser.”  

Their discussion was cut short as the professor started the lecture. As Andrea opened up her file for today’s notes, she thought to herself.  “Anna, I may have a proposition for you.”

* * *
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Sheldon was definitely getting close.  And so was eight o’clock, so Andrea decided she needed to help things along. As he thrust on top of her, she reached her hand between them, twisted her body a bit (Sheldon was a tall one) and deftly grabbed his testicles in her fingers. She hadn’t tried this with Sheldon before, but it was often quite effective. She gently but firmly pulled on his balls with the same rhythm as his thrusts and then, she just gently touched the outside of his anus, and then kept that up rather insistently. She knew well enough that not all men were the same as far as stimulus, but most were for certain things, she silently thanked God (not that she was a believer she hastened in her mental thank-you note) that they weren’t as hard to get off as some women. And, payoff! Within 15 seconds Sheldon’s grunts turned almost into screams and he collapsed on top of her, literally spent.

He panted for a minute, catching his breath, then almost wheezed, “Damn Stacy, where’d you learn that?” 

“I’m a woman of many talents,” she said, and she gently pushed him off of her. Normally she liked to let her clients bask a bit longer in their afterglow. That tended to be what some of them liked the most, the snuggling naked while spent afterwards. Though some, she mused, loved to get off and then get out, too. She wasn’t sure which she preferred, generally, but in this case, she had somewhere to be.

Andrea jumped up and headed right for the shower, with a short stop to pee first, “always good right after sex.” By the time she was done peeing, the water was hot (she turned the knob just before her bare ass hit the toilet), and she stepped in. 

She had just finished washing her face and opened her eyes when she saw Sheldon standing right there in the bathroom. He was taking his turn to pee. 

“Was it something I said,” he asked, a look of concern mixed with some amusement on his face.

“Oh... no, babe! I just have a study group to get to tonight!”

Sheldon looked relieved, though Andrea wasn’t sure if it was what she said or if it was because he had finally finished emptying his bladder. She knew that could be a harder thing to do when a man was, well, hard.

“Study? What is it you study?”

“Oh, math!” she said, not wanting to get any more specific. 

Sheldon’s eyes went a little wide, then he smiled. “Figures.” He then laughed. Andrea noted the pun and wondered if he did as well. Then he said, “if you surprise me with little tricks like you just did, feel free to rush off to as many study groups as you want!”  

Sheldon turned to walk out of the bathroom, then stopped, and turned. “But maybe do them a little sooner. I do enjoy feeling you a bit after.” 

“Duly noted,” she said.

Once she got out of the shower and was drying off, Sheldon stepped in to clean himself off. While he was in there, Andrea walked to the other side of the hotel room and pulled out her phone.  She texted Anna.

Hey, I’m just about done and will be heading home.  Why don’t you just meet me at my place and I can have the food delivered.

Anna replied shortly.

Oh, are you sure about that, I know delivery costs extra! We don’t have to do the food.

Andrea typed back quickly

Nonsense! We both need to eat! Brain fuel! See you shortly!

Andrea then texted her address.

* * *
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Andrea was just getting out of her car in her garage when she heard a car pulling up her driveway. She turned and saw a Black SUV. Anna was sitting in the passenger seat; she was leaning over and kissing the driver. 

The driver looked to be a bit older than Anna, but damn, he was well put together.  Andrea walked to Anna’s side of the car to greet her, but also to get a better look at him as she got out. Seeing him down to the break pedal, she thought, “Holy hunk, I’d fuck him for free!” Then she amended her thought to, “ok, maybe just a discount” and then laughed. 

“Good for you, Anna,” she thought, as she waved at him. He waved back, then he put the car in reverse and backed out of her driveway. 

“What’s so funny?” Anna asked her, her brow wrinkled.

“Oh nothing. Welcome to my humble abode!”

Andrea led her inside through the garage entrance, closing the garage door as she did so.

Andrea gave her a quick tour, as she always loved showing off her “little nest” as she called it. Off the garage was a mud room with washer and dryer, and then a hall that led to the kitchen, living room, dining room, and, the other way, to her master bedroom. Given the rather large vibrator plugged in and sitting rather prominently on her bed, she steered Anna in the other direction.

Anndrea walked Anna through her rooms, showing off her spacious kitchen, with island, her living room with the vaulted ceiling, and then her dining room, with the piece of furniture she was most proud of: her dining room table and chair set.  It set her back almost ten thousand dollars and, next to her car and house, was the most expensive thing she had ever bought. She loved it. How it looked. How it felt when she sat down and had a meal on it. She especially loved the one Thanksgiving she had her whole family come over and sit around that table. Was hard to believe it was less than a year ago. 

“You have such a beautiful home,” Anna said. 

“Thank you. And make yourself at home! We can work here on my dining table. I will order the food. What would you like?” Andrea pulled out her phone.

* * *
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A few hours later, the food and studying well polished off, Anna leaned back in her chair and rubbed her eyes. “My brain is mush.” 

“Mine’s liquified entirely,” Andrea said, “though I may also be entering a Naan-bread-induced coma.” 

Anna glanced at her watch. “It is just as well, I really need to go home and get to bed.”

“Do you need a ride?”

“Oh no, my boyfriend will come get me.” Anna picked up her phone and quickly texted him. 

“You sure? It is no trouble. I already feel bad for keeping you up so late.”

“No, really, it is fine. I mean, you already got me dinner! Besides, he is on his way.” 

“That fast, huh? Got him wrapped around your little finger?” Andrea held up her little finger to illustrate.

“Oh, no! I mean, I already texted him. I’m sure he’ll be here in 20 minutes. It only took 10 minutes to get here from my place.”

Andrea thought again about the well-sculpted form of Anna’s boyfriend as he waved at her from his car. She decided to be a little nosy.

“So what’s his name? How long have you been together?”

“Oliver. And just shy of eighteen months.” 

“He drive you everywhere? Is there something wrong with your car?”

Anna blushed a little. “I, uh, don’t have a car. I mean, I used to have one, but it stopped working a few months ago. Between my rent and, well, everything else, I couldn’t afford to get it fixed. Really just needed to put it out of its misery.” Anna looked at Andrea.  “Oh, but it’s fine! I mean, not having a car saves me so much money! I can walk to the Salon from where I live. It is close to campus too, so I don’t really need a car most of the time.”

“Doesn’t Oliver help you out? I mean, he paying your tuition at least?” Andrea thought about how damn much the school charged per credit hour, not to mention those damn 200-dollar textbooks every professor seemed to want you to buy.

“Oh no, I got College Ave for that!”

“Is that some sort of scholarship?” Andrea asked.

“It is a loan for MBA students.”

“Oh.” Andrea felt bad for asking, but then the numbers-gal inside of her just had to. “What’s the rate on that?”

“Uh, eight point nine percent.”

“Damn.”

“Yeah, interest rates have really gone up lately. But it’s ok. I am used to scrimping. I plan on having it all paid off within ten years of getting my MBA.”

Andrea was quiet for a moment, the food plus the hour creeping up on her too, though she was used to late nights. 

“So...” Andrea began, “Does Oliver help you out at all?”

“What do you mean? He gives me rides. He sometimes takes me out. He even cooked for me!  Well, once. But it was pretty good. Fancy. I was impressed.”

“What did he make?”

“Chicken Cordon-Bleu.”

Andrea tried to picture what that was. She failed. “Ah, so that’s fancy?”

“Looked that way to me. Complicated dish to make, all these layers in the chicken and cheese. It took him all afternoon to make it for me.”

“Was it like an anniversary dinner or your birthday or something?”

“No! Actually, it was our very first date! He invited me to his apartment.”

“Wait, you went to his place for your first date?”

“Well, he was just so charming, he knew just what to say.”

Andrea wondered if it was his rock-hard abs that she found charming, but said nothing. Then she asked, “What did he say?”

Anna blushed again. “Uh, he said, ‘Care for a drink, or would you rather a fancy dinner?’ and I said I definitely wanted more than a drink! And then, before I knew what was happening, he said he’d cook me up something special. I felt a little nervous, but he was so gentlemanly. He picked me up, he even wore a suit. And then when I saw just how much work he put into the meal, I was impressed. It tasted great too.”

“And the dessert?”

Anna blushed crimson. “It was good.”

Anna’s phone beeped. She picked it up and said, “He’ll be here in 15 minutes.” Andrea looked at her own phone. It had been 25 minutes since she saw Anna text him to pick her up. She felt bad again about how late it was, just passing 11 o’clock.

“Do you live together?”

“No, he thinks it is important we keep our own space. He said that way, we will always be excited to see each other!”

“Where does he live?”

“Not too far, about a 20-minute drive. But he’s closer to you! You live about halfway between my place and his, in fact.”

Andrea leaned further back in her chair. While it was still early for her, she decided she would definitely get undressed and crawl into bed as soon as Anna was gone.

“Feel free to take any of the leftovers,” Andrea said. “I probably won’t eat them anyway?”

“Why not? This stuff makes good leftovers!”

“Oh, I don’t know, I guess I’m a food snob. Or maybe I just like getting something fresh each time. Probably why I almost never cook. I think I am putting three different Uber Eats drivers through school.”

“Well, thanks again!” Anna said.

“No, thank you! I think we are going to nail Marks’s midterm!”

“Yes, we will have to do this regularly.”

Andrea felt a little guilty again, so she said, “I’ll try to see if I can make my schedule a little earlier for you at least a few days a week so we can study.”

“Thank you,” Anna said. “My ladies will appreciate it! Don’t want to accidentally cut any ears off!” 

Exactly 23 minutes later, Andrea was on her porch waving Anna goodbye. She watched Anna get in and lean over and kiss Oliver, then he backed out and headed left. It was of course quite dark, so she couldn’t be sure, but she thought she saw Oliver turn toward her and wave again. “Anna, you definitely hit the jackpot with him.”    
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Stanley was all smiles as he drove up Amy’s driveway. “No dry cleaning today, no planters to pick up, no extra groceries! We’ll have a whole... 33 minutes before I have to leave to work!” 

Stanley did, of course, have her Caffe Americano and box of Krispy Kreme. Obviously, one can’t skimp on the basics, even though it did use up 27 minutes this morning. He had both in hand as he got up on her side porch, carefully avoiding patches of ice, and rang her doorbell.

Stanley felt his heart beating faster. “Maybe today will be the day?”

Three minutes went by. No answer. Stanley rang the doorbell again. “Maybe she was in the shower.”

Three more minutes went by. Still no answer. Stanley rang the doorbell a third time. “Still have 27 minutes. I bet she takes a long shower.”

Three more minutes. The box of donuts and hot coffee (cooling off by the minute, he thought) started to feel a bit heavy. Not really enjoying the smell of the coffee, Stanley put it down on the porch. Three more minutes. The box of donuts joined the coffee. Three more minutes, Stanley joined the coffee and donuts, finding a patch of concrete clear of snow and ice. 

Three more minutes. Stanley pulled out his phone and checked for messages. Nothing. He stared at the home screen, then opened up his text App.

Hey sleepyhead! You forget to set your alarm? I’m out here when you’re ready.

Stanley hit “send” and then... three more minutes.  

Stanley opened up his weather app. High of 34, low of 18, chance of snow showers. Stanley looked up at the overcast sky, then back down at his phone. Three more minutes.

Stanley opened up his email. Four Black Friday sales announcements. One special offer from Starbucks for a “coffee subscription”. Stanley silently mouthed “blech” at the thought of that, then glanced down at the probably lukewarm coffee sitting next to his butt on the porch. Three more minutes.

Stanley opened up his web browser. He typed “Amy Vineglad” then “accident or injured” and searched the news. Nothing on her, though an “Amy Rothchild” had apparently been in a rather horrible car accident in May 2012.  Drunk driver. Three fatalities, including the rather unfortunate Amy. Three more minutes.

Stanley opened up his text app again. Still no messages. He recalled one time his SMS texting seemed to get stuck and he didn’t get or receive messages until he reset his phone. He turned on airplane mode, then turned it off again. Nothing. He opened up his text app again.

Left your power breakfast on your porch. Hope all is well.  

Three more minutes.

Stanley stood up from the porch, his butt now feeling rather frozen, while the rest of him just felt numb. He looked at his watch, then started slowly walking to his car. He turned and looked at Amy’s house, standing by his car door. No lights were on. He wondered if he should call 911. Then he turned and opened his car door. He sat down in the seat, his feet still outside the car. He hit his shoes on the side of the car to knock off any loose snow, then tapped them together, and pulled them inside and shut his door. He sat in the cold car a moment, then turned on the engine and started to rewarm it. He glanced at the car’s clock. Three minutes gone. Stanley thought about Amy, then about Tupolov, then put on his seatbelt, put it in reverse, and pulled out of Amy’s driveway and headed to work. 

* * *
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Stanley sat at his desk in his cubicle, staring at his screen. The figures for the reconciliation audit stared back at him. His fingers sat on the keyboard, home position. 

“Nice of you to join us this morning, Mr. Chenkaw!”

Stanley flinched at the sound of Tupolov’s voice right behind his head. He had made it on time to the office today, though only by seconds. 

“Uh, good morning Mr. Tupolov,” Stanley said. He did not turn around. He focused his eyes back on the screen, then started working through the spreadsheet for the accounts receivable for August.

Stanley could feel Tupolov hovering behind him as he worked. He ignored him. That usually made Tupolov go hover elsewhere. As Stanley’s fingers danced across his keyboard, updating numbers at a speed that, Stanley thought with some satisfaction, would be too fast for Tupolov to keep up with (nor frankly, could anyone else but someone like him could keep up with), Tupolov mumbled something about Stanley keeping on task, then he wandered off.

As Stanley finished updating the numbers for September, his phone started to ring, and he almost fell out of his seat. It was Amy’s ring tone.

Stanley tried to grab his phone out of his shirt pocket. It got stuck halfway, and he almost ripped the pocket-fabric right off as he pulled it free. He wasted no time sliding the green icon to answer.

“Hello?”

“Hey Stanley, thanks for the coffee and donuts. You are such a sweetheart, babe. I’m so sorry I didn’t hear you at the door. I must have overslept! My stupid alarm clock must not be working right.”

Stanley thought about the small clock he saw on her nightstand, with red digital letters. 

“Oh, that’s okay! I hope you weren’t late to work!”

“Oh that’s so sweet of you, babe. Yeah, I was late, my boss yelled at me, it was awful. He is such an asshole!”

Stanley heard something muffled, and then he heard a sound that made him think Amy dropped the phone.

“Amy? Hello?”

After a few seconds, “Yes, I’m here, babe.”

“Glad you’re alright! Hope you have a fabulous day! By the way, have you had a chance to check your schedule for Saturday, I got those tickets, and...”

“Oh sorry babe, I have to get back to work, my boss is already mad at me for being late! Talk to you soon!” 

“Uh, bye!” Stanley said, and he looked at his phone screen. She had already hung up, though he wasn’t sure if she did before or after he said “bye.” Stanley put his phone back in his (still intact) pocket. 

Stanley briefly thought about Tupolov, and then hoped Amy had not gotten into too much trouble. “We all have our Tupolovs,” he thought to himself, and chuckled. He focused back on his screen, his fingers hovering over the keyboard at the home position. Then he looked up and thought a moment. He pulled out his phone.

Stanley opened up his Amazon app and started searching for “Alarm Clocks.”
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Elsa stepped out of the Uber and right into a deep puddle of slush by the curb, soaking her right up to her calf.  

Elsa silently mouthed “Fuuuuck!” as she sat stepped up onto the curb with her other foot, then pulled her now-freezing right foot onto the curb as well. She tried her best to shake it out without falling on the icy (yet thankfully salted) sidewalk. 

Alan, who had stepped out of the backseat of the Uber, on the driver’s side (Elsa had insisted on riding up front), joined Elsa on the curb.  

Elsa tried to shake off her soaking wet shoe and sock; her whole pantleg, really. Alan looked down at her.

“Damn.” He paused. “You really should have worn boots.” Alan gestured at the thick black boots he was wearing that went up to his knees. Elsa gave a gesture back that was somewhat more pointed. 

Elsa took in a deep breath and avoided saying anything that, were it to get back to Blanchard, might cause her trouble. She silently cursed herself for not looking where she was going. Elsa hated winter with a passion, and thought boots were too warm and uncomfortable. She always wore tennis shoes, even in the worst parts of winter, and she ticked off to herself all of the reasons she preferred them. Then as she felt herself about to explode in Alan’s direction as they started walking toward the hotel entrance down the sideway, she deftly redirected her fury of words into something she considered, at least, to be somewhat more productive.

Elsa held out a hand, then one finger, “First, my shoes are much more comfortable than any boots for walking, and we will be doing a lot of walking when we are doing field work.”

Elsa extended a second finger to join the first. “Second, we will be doing our interviews mostly indoors, as often people don’t want to talk to us in the first place, especially for anything sexually related, and so they sure as hell won’t want to stand outside in the freezing cold and slush to talk to us. So we will be mostly indoors or in vehicles, where it will be presumably warm, and wearing winter boots in those places just makes my feet sweat, and I don’t want to just go barefoot or, worse, go in socks where the floors are all covered in slush from the outside. And I sure don’t want to lug around shoes or boots to change back and forth every time we go from outside to in and back again.”

Finally, Elsa extended a third finger, and resisted the urge to withdraw the first two fingers as she did, “and Third, I ... hate winter and winter weather, and so wearing my summer shoes makes me feel like it is still summer, and so makes me ... (she wanted to say, not murder him, but instead she said)...happy. Understand?”

Alan said nothing for a few moments, then said, “Uh, you like to wear shoes?”

Elsa sighed. 

They both walked up a short flight of steps and into the lobby of the Best B’gosh Birka Inn, which was apparently the height of luxury as far as a stay in Homer, Alaska went, their wheeled luggage bouncing off the somewhat worn, wooden stairs.

The lobby was about as impressive as Elsa expected, in that there was carpeting present, and it wasn’t all completely bald or worn out by constant foot traffic covered in slush half the year. There was only the very slightest smell of mold coming from the portion of carpet directly in front of the front desk.

A man with a very long, salt and pepper, scruffy beard that seemed to go down almost to his belly button emerged from a small room to the left of the front desk. He had a handful of some sort of nuts in his hand, which Elsa assumed he had been eating before emerging, based on the rather large number of open shells that hung in his beard. Elsa briefly wondered if the salt in the salt in pepper beard was literally salt.

“Gotta reservation?”

Elsa said, “yes, for Dr. Elsa Spiers and Alan Dane.”

The old man leaned in close and squinted at Elsa, then Alan, then turned his face downward to a rather dog-eared green notebook. Elsa peered over the counter and saw that there were only a few lines of text on an otherwise blank page.

“Aha, here it is. Yer reservation.” He paused. “Yer in luck! Honeymoon suite is open.” He grinned. Elsa found herself surprised to see he still had all his teeth.

“Our reservation is for two rooms,” Elsa said somewhat loudly.

The old man looked down again at his battered notebook, then held it up close to his face. “Ah yes, I see.” He paused again. “Yer savin’ it for marriage, then?” He started to wheeze.  Elsa started to wonder if she’d have to dial 911 until she saw him bend over and grin, and she realized that was probably his laugh. 

Elsa glanced over at Alan and saw he had a slight smile on his face but, she thought, he had the good grace not to say anything, for once. 

The old man, now recovered from his wheeze, turned around, and, his joints cracking, reached up and grabbed two keys off of hooks hanging behind him. Elsa tried, but could not remember, the last time she was at a hotel that had actual keys instead of electronic key cards. She may have been on vacation as a child with her parents. 

The old man then leaned over the counter and handed both keys to Alan. Elsa felt slightly annoyed by this, then she decided she didn’t give a fuck, she just wanted to get into her room and dry off her foot, which was starting to feel very soggy and uncomfortable.

“Yer rooms are down the hall to the right, just past the ice doo-hickey. Ya need anything, just dial Oh, or ya can just holler at me down the hall. Name’s Tully.”

Elsa seriously hoped she would never need anything more from Tully. She turned and started walking briskly down the hall, a loud “squish” emitting from her every other step. She heard Alan fall in behind her.

When she reached the first of the two rooms, she stopped and turned to Alan. He held out the key to her, she grabbed it, and jammed it into the lock. It got stuck halfway, then she pulled it out and put it in again, and, once it slid all the way in, she got the door open. Alan was still standing there, watching her.

“What now?”

Alan’s mouth quivered. Alan then said, in a bad imitation of the old man’s voice and accent, “Ya know for a vergin, ya shure do say ‘fuck’ a lot!” and then he burst out laughing. He then rapidly turned on his heel and went to his own room, quickly unlocking and opening it, then shutting the door behind him. His door then briefly opened again, his head popped out, and he said, “catch you for dinner in thirty.”

Elsa gave a deep sigh, then entered her room, a soft “squish” with every other step.
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Alan marveled at the retro 1970s décor of the hotel room. Then he realized that it probably wasn’t retro, it may simply have been the original décor. Somehow that made it more charming. Alan had always been fascinated by the idea of time travel. Sitting there in that room, he briefly felt like he had gone back in time, and he smiled, but then thought, “If I ever do go back in time, I don’t think the 70s will be my first stop.”

He sat down on the bed, which appreciably squeaked, and pulled out his phone. The colorful screen and icons dispelled his 70s time-travel motif. Then he briefly re-instated it, reasoning that he could have brought future tech with him to the past, assuming it wasn’t a time-travel genre where you could only travel through time naked. 

Alan pulled up Google maps and started to search for a restaurant nearby that he hoped Elsa would find acceptable. He assumed she would not want to eat at the hotel, if it even had a restaurant, given their charming encounter with Old Man Tully. Thinking of Tully, Alan laughed again. Then he heard a loud whirring noise from the wall behind him. Elsa’s room.

Alan stood up and walked to the wall and pressed his ear to it. “Damn, these walls are thin,” he thought. After a moment, he realized it must be a hair dryer.
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