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Clarence Melvin Wiggleman had a deep loathing for his full name, which he couldn't escape no matter how hard he tried. His parents had given him the name at birth as a cruel joke, and they hated him ever since. Despite his numerous attempts to change it, he was constantly thwarted by post office policy and federal law, which required his full name on official documents such as his payroll statement.

The sight of his full name, Clarence Melvin Wiggleman, on his statement made him cringe. It reminded him of his troubled past and the name he had been saddled with. Desperate to distance himself from the name, he tried to shorten it to his first two initials, which only added to his frustration. The post office and federal law had no sympathy for his plight, and he was forced to use his full name on all official documents.

He tried to make things easier for himself at work by shortening his name to CM. Unfortunately, this posed a new challenge. It was difficult for his coworkers to use two letters as a nickname, and he often had to remind them to call him by his preferred name. Despite the difficulties, he remained determined to make the most of his situation and never let his name get the best of him. 

CM had big dreams of becoming a lawyer or a doctor, but life's interruptions tended to moderate his plans to fit reality. He didn’t attend a four-year college as planned; he settled for one year in junior college and had to quit under duress. He questioned his ability to learn; did he have enough brain power to survive college-level work? After the first college term, he proved he could, earning a 3.9 GPA, and did the same in his last and final college term. After barely graduating from high school with the lowest acceptable grade, he gave his college grade report to his parents. His father grunted, “So what; you is still ignorant.” His mother said, “That’s nice, Clary. But those subjects are easy to pass.” It was all a big fluke, a mistake in their mind thinking he could get through college.

CM dropped out of college due to financial difficulties, and his lack of motivation to study was the sole reason for his departure. Lyle, CM’s father, wasn’t supportive always critical of his son’s work ethic, calling him a lazy slacker. CM’s mother, Debbie Kay, failed to challenge her husband’s harsh words, and any disagreements in the household likely only involved CM and his father. CM understood the impact of Lyle’s criticism on self-esteem and recognized the need for more constructive support. Demoralized after quitting college, he sat in bed thinking about his next step. What should he do? Why is he on earth, and for god’s sake, why does he have losers for parents? His father told him his construction company would hire him as an apprentice. CM asked, " An apprentice for what? At nineteen, the array of opportunities he once had was slipping away. 

The local Burger King had a sign out front, “Now Hiring,” but he was not interested in another dead-end job that would barely pay the bills. Despite being in his first college semester, he was informed by the financial aid office that he didn’t qualify for grants, leaving him with no choice but to take out an education loan, which he knew had dismal prospects. He refused to let his future go down the drain like a turd in a jacuzzi. He was determined to find a way to make his dreams come true, no matter what. 

His father harped, “If ya ain’t gonna learn nuthin, ya gotta work. I ain’t gonna support a lazy bum. Git off yer ass and get a job.” Then his mother chimes in and says, “Yes, dear. You should try to find a job. You can’t sit around all your life.” CW named it the “daily nag” perpetrated by his father, supported by his mother, who never had her own opinion. He wondered how his dad treated his mother in private. Did they fight? Did she give in to his sexually perverse whims? 

He sequestered himself in his room after the family night meal, too depressed to enjoy food and disgusted with his parents. He was sitting with his back against the headboard, rolling a brown prescription tube he stole from his dad, containing six eighty milligrams of oxycodone pain pills between his fingers. He slowly turned the pills, softly clattering with each rotation. He gazed at them as if they were possible friends.

He knew by seven PM his father had drunk 8 beers and lay in his recliner watching TV, as most nights, asleep in front of the TV. He will awaken around ten or eleven, grumble about CM, stagger to bed, and what happens in his parents’ room is unknown, and he doesn’t want to know. He’d hear the sound of intimacy and deaden the sound with earphones and music. How can his mother demean herself so easily? It always made him sick.

Unknown to his parents, CM escaped his house by crawling out his bedroom window almost every night and driving his pickup to meet his friends. He sought refuge with Jack, who dropped out three months before graduation. He failed most of his classes and wouldn’t have graduated anyway, so he chose to quit, found an auto body repair job, and earned a decent salary. It was strange that he was more intelligent than his dad and earned twice as much.

He’d cuddle with Serena, his long-term, off-and-on girlfriend, and his most trusted friend, Pete, who barely had an acceptable GPA and graduated with CM. They met almost every night at the small city park when they could escape their depressing homes. Each night, they had to be somewhere other than their home. When temperatures were low, they met at a restaurant or coffee shop, or sat in one car, while away the night talking about the future that flew past them. CM and friends knew their future withered from big plans to smaller ones, to no plans, to no end, and survived each day with a smaller future dream.

Crawling through the window of his room after being with his friends, he sat in bed, drew the pill bottle from the concealed hiding place, and turned the pill bottle over and over. Scooting down, looking at his bedside light through brown plastic, watching the shapes inside tumble, what is it like on the other side? How would he look and feel in a different life form? One thing he knew was that he wouldn’t have disgusting parents, and he was independent. His mother wouldn’t criticize him for his cluttered room. What clutter? His clothes are folded, stowed, or hung in his closet. His dresser and the floor are clean; no leftover food or dirty dishes are lying about. What is dirty? He asked his mother one day. “Oh, never mind,” she said, leaving his neat room. He knew it was his dad who complained, not his mother. When his mother told him to clean his room, he groaned, yeah, sure, pulled his blanket up, and kept reading a Japanese anime book in English.

Lyle followed the company’s construction contract migration. After one project was finished, he moved on to the next. A project might keep him out of town for a few days. His wife, Debby Kay, didn’t mind it when he wasn’t home; neither did CM. Weekends came and went like the dripping faucet in his bathroom. His father lashed out at him and criticized him for not working and being a lazy ass.

Debby Kay and Lyle attended church services each Sunday, and CM wondered why they bothered. His dad cussed, cursed, drank more beer than he should, ogled young girls, and collected porn magazines. Lyle had boxes of hardcore in the closet, which he shared with his wife. CM laughed when he accidentally found a magazine tucked under the recliner chair cushion. He gently inquired, “Mom, do you know about this?”

“Oh, I know. He reads one or two before bed almost every night. I don’t mind; I get ideas, and he follows along.”

“That is unbelievable and disgusting at the same time. Why do you put up with abuse?”

“He doesn’t abuse me. Never has, be still about this discovery. He must not know you found it. You will be here for next Sunday’s dinner.”

“I suppose.”

CM shook his head and handed the magazine to his mom, who went to his room, muttering about his perverted father.

Sunday dinner is the big weekly event for the Wiggleman family. Deborah Kay cooked pot roast, chicken, or some other great meal, which CM enjoyed. He also dreaded the table gathering because of Lyle’s constant harping.

His spiel began with “Son...” The words that followed denigrated CM, prompting him to think about his friends in the brown bottle. 

“When is the right time to end this misery?” CM asked many times. Should it be today, or when? He concluded that any day is the perfect day to cross the other life bridge.

CM had a plate of Southern fried chicken and all the side dishes one might expect at their big Sunday dinner. 

Lyle wiped the grease off his face and glanced at CM, “I got ya a job workin’ fer the company where I work. Good pay, startin’ at twelve an hour and guarantee twice that in overtime.”

CM felt his stomach clench, and the food went sour in his mouth. He ate to satisfy his hunger, but he lost his desire to eat.

“Work as what?”

“Ya gonna set flats of bricks for the brick mason. It’s good, honest work, and pay is good.”

CM set his fork aside. “How long have you worked in construction?”

“More than twenty years.”

“When you started, how much were you paid?”

“At the low end, four dollars an hour, and I earned every dime.”

“How much are you making now, after twenty years?”

“That ain’t your business.”

“Make it mine for one minute; humor me just one time.”

“All right, I make fourteen dollars an hour; with overtime, I earn twenty-eight. That makes you happy.”

“What is your job? You never told me the kind of work you do on the sites?”

“I’m the site foreman. I supervise twenty men or more workers, depending on the job.”

CM gulped water. “ In twenty years, you earn fourteen dollars an hour, ten dollars more than when you started. Do you think there might be a hole in your profession?”

“A hole, boy, there ain’t no hole ’cept in your head. There ain’t nuthin wrong with my pay.”

“What should I expect in pay a year from starting?”

“You’ll be a brick mason. That’s a damn good profession; they are always in demand and make good money too.”

“Do you understand you have received raises equal to five cents a year since you began your work?”

“Nuthin wrong with that. I make good money, enough to support Debby Kay and you.”

“When do I start, and what time?”

“Next Monday, they have the mason on site, and I’ll git ya started with him. You go to work with me.”

CM looked at his mom and dad, knowing he wouldn’t ever work in construction. He rose and grabbed his dinner plate, “Thanks for dinner, Mom. I’m meeting Pete. I’ll be home late, shove his dirty plates in the sink, and race to his car and away from home.
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Jerry Lohman, a highly skilled and experienced construction engineer, was an invaluable asset to Oaktree Construction. Thanks to his exceptional expertise, he was able to avert several construction errors that could have had disastrous consequences. Not only did he oversee all trades on site, but he also managed payroll and assumed the architect’s responsibilities during the architect's absence. It’s safe to say that Jerry was the most qualified and capable member of the Oaktree team. Jerry spent fifteen years with the company, traveled far and wide, and reluctantly accepted short-term assignments that separated him from his family. 

Lyle supervised the workers, and Jerry was the site project engineer overseeing all operations. Jerry held an engineering rating issued by the state, known as a Public Engineer (PE), after his name. His journey to this stage involved a long, complex training and education curve, extensive study hours, and technical knowledge tests. 

Oaktree Construction valued Jerry and seldom questioned his work and progress. After the day shift began Monday afternoon, Jerry was summoned to the corporate office when the work site buzzed with activity. Lyle watched him leave and knew he would be the project supervisor. He clashed with Jerry too many times, and it was time to dispose of him as he had done to other workers. 

When Jerry was called to meet with the company operations VP, he was concerned enough and certain it was bad news.



Harold Smith, one of the company’s co-founders, warmly welcomed Jerry to his office and seated him in a small, comfortable project corner: soft chairs, coffee table, side tables, lamps, and a home-like appearance.

“Jerry, it’s been a few months since we last met; I thought we should get caught up on things.”

“Oh, is there something wrong? The job is going great, and we’ve recovered the months we lost and are moving ahead of schedule.”

“Yeah, yeah, I read the progression reports. Great job, and I’m happy about that.”

Jerry leaned forward, “Harold, why did you ask me here? Am I getting fired?”

“Depends on the outcome of this discussion and test results.”

“Test results? What kind?”

“Drug test. I will escort you to the clinic next door and have you fill a cup.”

“Yeah, sure, but why? You know I don’t use substances. I never have.”

“I need a comfort zone about this.”

Jerry returned an hour after the clinic visit and sat in Harold’s office.

“The tests are clean, and you passed the drug test. But I need to know about this little packet of pot security found in your site project desk drawer  .”

“I don’t know about pot. I don’t use it, never have. How it got to my desk is a mystery. People are always in and out; I’m on-site or away from the shack for hours, and the desk is never locked. Anyone on-site could have placed it. Maybe they hid it until they could get it later. Harold, I have never brought drugs to work. I don’t use things like that; my license is at stake, and it’s infuriating this has come up.”

“We’re taking the high road on this issue. You will not be removed, but I will assign you to a different job, project development on the first floor.”

“Isn’t that wasting my skills and technical knowledge?

“Jerry, this is a serious infraction. Zero tolerance, you know the policy.”

Jerry stared at his associate of fifteen years, “Have you ever seen me have a drink of alcohol? We’ve been out many times; remember those times? I’m drinking flavored soda water. No booze, just water. At home, after a long week, I might have a glass of wine with my wife at dinner, and that is on weekends, not during the week.”

“All well and good. I understand this difficult situation. The only opening I have is to utilize your skills in project development. I can’t put you back on the site.”

“Who is my replacement?”

“A hard worker, Lyle Wiggleman.”

“Wiggleman? Harold, he has an eighth-grade education, is not technically inclined, and is an unsafe worker. I’ve warned him a dozen times about workplace safety. He got into a fight after working with a laborer a couple of weeks back. How did he qualify as a project supervisor? He’s not an engineer nor licensed to oversee a project this large. This is a huge mistake, Harold. You are turning the project over to a beer-alcoholic and unsafe worker. We’ve often clashed about using safety equipment, yet he assigns men to hazardous tasks, disregarding hazards. He will get someone injured or killed. That’s not an event you want tacked onto the company’s reputation.”

“He’s only temporary; maybe we’ll clear your record in a few weeks and have you out there again.”

“Wait, you still think I brought drugs to work? This is so incredulous as to be insulting. It’s a given I don’t have a job here, but at least you can accept the clean drug test as proof. Your mind is made up; why go through this BS with me since you planned to oust me anyway?”

“We aren’t ousting you. We are enforcing our zero-tolerance policy.”

“Exactly, and you still think I brought drugs to work. Why can’t you be straightforward and be truthful? You are losing your ass on the financial end of this project, and I’m the highest paid on-site, aside from you and your inept brother.”

Jerry stood and walked closer to Harold, “You aren’t thinking logically or long-term, Harold. Would I jeopardize my hard-earned PE license and fifteen millwright certifications? If so, you have lost touch with reality and good sense. I would never consciously commit to destroying my professional career.”

“Sorry, Jerry. I’m on edge about this situation.”

“This is bullshit, Harry. Good luck with Wiggleman. He’ll destroy the site before it gets better, and you will have to explain to OSHA why your employee was killed on-site. You are willing to risk felony over this, and you know damn well this isn’t my issue; it’s yours. You underbid, and now you can’t make ends meet.”

“Not true, but you have your ideas that don’t mesh with my insider knowledge.”

“You think I’m not informed? The customer has been on site four times, trying to get it back on schedule. You will likely lose the contract for non-compliance, and it’s not my issue. That is your problem. I’ve told you this a dozen times, and you blew me off. This is a terrible mistake for your company. I can’t wish you well because I know how this will end.”

Harold stood, “You have a golden parachute, and Robin Meyers in HR will initiate separation today. I don’t have a clear choice.”

“Yes, you do. Wiggleman works for less, but in his case, you get what you pay for—death and dismemberment. You are on shaky ground. Too bad you chose this route.”

Jerry walked to the office door and glanced around, “I helped you design this office. I worked on this construction site before Oaktree was bought by you and your brothers fifteen years ago. See ya.” 

He left the door open when he walked to Robin Meyers in HR, a woman fresh out of college, whom he recommended to Harold, who will give him termination documents.

She glanced up from a file. “ I’m Sorry, Jerry. I was told this morning. I don’t know why Harold has done this to you.”

“Someone on the job site set me up. I see his point, but I disagree with the ultimate result. Finish firing me so I can go home and finish the bottle of wine I have yet to open.”

She stuffed an envelope with documents, “Your final assessments and everything related to your termination are enclosed. Payroll is issuing your final salary, plus bonus, termination fees, and gold parachute. I hope you can find another job soon.”

“Thanks,” he observed the twenty-nine-year-old woman, “I suggest you watch your back from now on. Maybe you should look elsewhere after this. He’s losing money, and this is how he recovers.”

“No one is safe in the corporate world anymore. I know things change, so yes, I am always open to the right change.”

“Don’t wait until it’s too late to recover your reputation. Oh, what is my official offense on the docs?”

“Reduction in force. Project completed.”

Jerry read the document several more times: “That’s a lie. It’s a year out from completion and four months behind due to ignorance on the job. Lyle Wiggleman set this up.”

Robin gave him his final salary envelope, “Payroll delivered this. Jerry, I’m sad about this ugly situation. I hate this job. You’ve always been kind, and I don’t understand why Harry chose this route.”

They hugged for a moment; he turned toward the main exit. “Oh, I forgot to give you my ID badge,” he dropped in her hand. Deflated and despondent, he took heavy steps out of the Oaktree Construction building, fifteen years flushed in twenty minutes. At least he set aside funds in the company retirement account, and they refunded $200,000 upon his exit.

Standing beside his car in the company parking lot, he watched Lyle Wiggleman slide out of his beat-up, rusty Ford pickup one aisle away.

He glanced at Jerry, turned away, and disappeared through the main door. 

––––––––
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High School Graduation

Six months after Jerry was released from Oaktree construction, the Washington High School graduating class included CM, Sierra, Jack, several other friends, and his on-off second girlfriend, Lisa Lohman, Jerry’s daughter.

Lisa avoided talking to and seeing CM at all costs. She transferred to different classes, which she shared with CM. He caught her in the cafeteria before she escaped his company.

“I’d like to know, at least for now, why you are angry. We haven’t been out for weeks, and lately you've been avoiding me. Would you enlighten me?”

“You don’t know?”

“Know what?”

“My dad was fired from a project as the site engineer.”

“I still don’t get the connection.”

“Your dad took his place and made a mess.”

“My dad can’t manage toilet paper; how would he get that kind of promotion?”

“You don’t know what happened?”

“My dad and I don’t get along. He’s an asshole, dumb as dirt, and ignorant. That rock under my tire is smarter than he would ever be. I don’t know what you are suggesting.”

“Your dad arranged to have him fired. He planted drugs in his desk and was fired when company security searched his office on an anonymous tip.”

“That sounds like him. He did the same thing on two other sites. One of the guys harassed him, but he managed to get fired. I confronted my idiot father. He admitted that’s how he gets ahead and improves his worth.”

Lisa sat hard on a bench, “I thought you would support your blood.”

“Not him, no, I don’t care about Lyle. I hate it when I have to admit he’s my father. I didn’t know this happened. Lisa, I do not talk to him, and he won’t talk to me. I don’t care what he’s going through. I despise him.”

Lisa’s expression relaxed, “My dad left us two months ago. He didn’t tell us where he was going. He tried to find a job, but no one would hire him. Your dad’s reference replies to future employers stated he used drugs on the job.”

CM bowed, shaking his head. “My stupid dad. I hate that SOB. I’m sorry, Lisa. I didn’t know about it. We don’t talk, and I don’t ask.”

“If your dad returns, I’d like to see him. He’s a nice guy, and I like him. I might be able to undo his problem.”

“If he returns. We don’t know where he went. Mom filed a missing person report.”

“If you need anything, I’ll stand by your side.”

“Yeah, I guess I forget and imagine the worst in people. Sorry, I was mad at you. We can make up this weekend if you’re free.”

CM smiled, “Sure, meet you at the bowling alley?”

“Not there, at Bee’s burgers, around six. You’re buying.”

They hugged, then headed to class and home afterward. 
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Tragic news traveled fast when police announced they had identified Jerry Lohman’s body, who had been missing for several weeks. His body was discovered three months after high school graduation, casting a pallor over Lyle Wiggleman and Harold Smith. 

Jerry’s prediction came true one month after Wiggleman had control; one man was blinded in one eye for not wearing safety equipment, since Wiggleman locked safety equipment in the site shack. A few other irregularities attracted the attention of state engineers and safety compliance officers. Oaktree Construction failed safety and engineering inspections and had to shut down to correct construction errors, among other major problems. His competitor was given the job to complete and cancelled Oaktree construction contracts. Three months after Jerry’s death, Oaktree had to shut down. Harold Smith, one of the two founders, filed for bankruptcy.

CM avoided the formal graduating ceremony. Lisa, Pete, Jack, Serra, and Lisa skipped the formal ceremony, bowled a few lines, had burgers, and parted ways for the evening.

CM held Lisa’s nude, luscious body tight, covered with a thick blanket in the backseat of his car. “I always feel good when we’re together.” She snickered at his hated nickname.

“Please, no, use CM, or you’ll walk home naked.”

She laughed, “All right, CM. I always feel comforted when we’re together like this.”

“You are my one true love.”

“That’s sweet. What about Serra? Don’t you love her, too?”

“Yeah, but for different reasons.”

She laughed and kissed, “She won’t have sex with you, will she?”

CM replied, smiling, “No, I’m not interested. I’m in love with you.”

They coupled, and she lowered her slim body on CM, “I love you.”

“CM. Make this one the best one, and make me scream.”

He drove Lisa home at one AM, talking and cuddling in front of her house. 

“CM, I gotta help Mom with expenses. I’ve found a job, so we won’t be together as often.”

“I figured you might. We can still meet when you’re not working.”

“Yeah, I suppose. I should go in. Thank you for making me scream.”

“I screamed, too.”

She snickered, “Wanna try it here?”

They hid beside her garage, coupled until exhausted, dressed, and he kissed Lisa at the front door.

“Thank you, CM. You’ve been lovely and kind. Next time, maybe we can be a little kinky. I always miss you when you aren’t around.”

“Next time, yes, whatever you want.” 

They kissed for a long time and waved as CM drove away.

Lyle and CM

Lyle was more demanding about CM finding a job, hounding him every waking moment when CM came home. Usually, CM stayed out late with Lisa, Serra, or other buddies, sneaked into his room through the bedroom window, and left again before they discovered him. 

When CM rose from his bed, it was nine AM, and he heard his father’s voice in the kitchen. He dressed, refreshed, and wandered out for his usual morning coffee.

Lyle glanced up with skewed, twisted lips and an angry expression.

“Ya stood me up for the job, didn’t come home or show up on the site. Boy, I’ll knock you silly if you don’t have a job next week.”

CM poured coffee, added milk, wandered to the living room, and plopped into his dad’s recliner chair. “Bad news travels fast, you got your fat ass fired for fucking up the project. What made you think you were an engineer? Shit, you can’t spell your name.

Lyle rushed at him, “I’ll kick your ass to the curb, get out of my chair. Move it, or I’ll tear you to bits.”

CM stood, “Wanna take a shot and get it over with? I’m ready; I need an excuse to pummel you to death.”

Lyle seethed, growling at CM, “You lazy, rotten, ungrateful bastard, get out of this house and stay out.”

CM stared at his fuming father and dumped his full coffee cup on Lyle’s recliner. He then went to his room, locked the door,

“You ain’t got nuthin’ to say?” He yelled as CM walked away.

CM glanced up from his cell phone, shaking his head.

“Ya gonna use your voice or nod like a dummy?”

“I’m applying for a job if you don’t mind.”

“Damn better be good payin’.”

“Yeah, I ain’t gonna support a lazy, ignorant father who can’t shovel shit without instructions. Git a job, you old shit.”

CM focused on the job opening, driving a local delivery truck. His entry salary was eighteen dollars an hour, four dollars more than his father’s. CM knew the job wasn’t his; Serra’s family owned the company where he’d work. He snickered, submitted the application, and heard his dad yelling at him through the locked door.

“Come out ‘ere, or I’ll break this door in.” CM was driving away when Lyle gave up. Lyle went to Debby Kay, gripped her hand, and tugged her into the bedroom.

“I gotta see the doctor, then work if it doesn’t take long. I have a new job as a foreman at Rockhill Construction. They are hiring and gave me a chance to choose the crew.

He watched his father’s truck pass the parking lot where CM parked. He returned home, showered, and drove to meet Pete and Jack.

Pete was there, and Jack couldn’t escape his home. They parked in an abandoned retail store parking lot, sipping sodas and eating chips, where they could watch traffic and wave at passing friends.

“You gonna take the job if they hire you?”

“Yeah, if they hire me.”

“They called me in last week; Serra’s dad interviewed me and said he’d let me know.”

CM smiled, “I expect the same. I won’t get it. I’ve never driven a truck larger than my rattletrap.”

Pete glanced over, “Serra is the office manager. Her brother joined the Marines, and she took over.”

“She’s smart, not surprised.”

“Maybe if you got sweet on her, bang her brains out, you might get the job.” He laughed.

CM glanced at his friend, “Don’t insult her. She’s a nice girl. I’d never do anything like that.”

“So, how is Lisa? Is she still around?”

“I dunno. I haven’t seen her in two months. She’s never home and doesn’t answer my calls or reply to my texts. I think we’re water under the bridge.”

“That was tough news about her dad. I liked the guy. I wonder what happened, how he died.”

“He was in a car accident and went off the road into Black Lake. A fisherman thought he saw a submerged car. It was him.”

“On purpose or accident?”

CM glanced over, “Good question; an accident is the official cause, I think suicide.”

Lyle’s Exam

Forty miles from CM and Pete, Lyle’s physical exam lasted longer than expected. He had high blood pressure and was overweight; other tests were normal to high; a small lump on his leg was removed for cancer screening. 

It was too late to get to the job site. He joined a few ex-employees at his favorite watering hole, Pine Tree Tavern. He met a few workers he knew from previous jobs they worked together.

He joined a group of guys he knew were friendly toward him and had a beer with them. They bought a round, and a second group of men flooded in, buying rounds, back-slapping, hand-shaking, and telling bad jokes. Lyle exceeded his normal limit and was unable to recall how many he had.

A young female server continued serving the guys, and Lyle went so far as to kiss her in front of everyone in the tavern. 

“Take her, take her,” they chanted at Lyle.

The server ducked into a darkened area, unzipped her top, and wiggled her fingers at Lyle. The guys were howling, “Ya gonna sit there or bang her?

He rose, staggered to the half-nude girl, licking his lips, “Come on, big guy, show me your tool.” She lay on the pool table, and his pals egged him on; he filled her needs.

Later, she drove him in his car to a secluded, isolated wooded area. The girl gave him everything he asked for; she role-played S&M, pretending she had been taken by force. She gave him everything and more. After a few more beers, he passed out. 

The county sheriff discovered his car, and Lyle was fifty feet away, lying on a blood-stained blanket, naked. Strung across the blanket beside him were women’s clothes ripped and torn, typical underwear, and dried blood on his member and crotch.

Deputies called for reserves, photographed Lyle, arrested him, and held him in the county jail until he sobered.

The investigator glared at Lyle; his face and body were dirty, and he wore a bright orange jail suit.

“I don’t know how I got there.”

“We have a statement from a woman and witnesses stating she was going to drive you home, but you took her out there and raped her. Witnesses stated you took her by force in the tavern.”

“I ain’t that kinda person.”

“We have witness statements you left with her; her blood matches what we found on your body. Lyle, you are being charged with felony rape and sexual abuse.”

“That ain’t right. I ain’t done such things like that.”

“How do you explain three boxes of pornographic magazines and DVD movies in your house?”

“I collect it, that’s all.”

The deputy read his rights and was charged with rape, assault, and other felony charges. He needed a lawyer, and they could not afford one; they had to rely on a public defender. Lyle was released on bail, a fifty-thousand-dollar bond. 

CM drove him home from the courthouse jail and kept silent for forty-five minutes. 

“That girl was your girlfriend, wasn’t she?” Lyle asked.

“In my first year. Not since.”

He followed Lyle inside. The first person he saw was his wife, Debby-Kay, glaring at him with a determined expression, and she would not give him one second of peace.

“You are a gawd awful sight, and why you came home to me is degrading.”

“I’m sorry, Debby-Kay, I didn’t do it.”

“Of course not, except she had photos of you slapping her and holding her down; you tied her hands behind her back. She’s half your age, and you don’t know her name. You raped a woman. I’m done with you, Lyle. I’ve overlooked your other affairs; I won’t this time.”

“Debbie-Kay, I was set up.”

“Like the Tanner woman, you were set up, or the other woman, Rosie Price, you were set up for that, too. Bull, I’m sick of covering for your sick lies and your inhuman behavior toward Clary and me. At least you have enough civility to have your zipper up this time.”

She dragged two suitcases to the front door and went back to change her clothes.

When she came out, Lyle stared at the suitcases, “Where is ya goin’? You ain’t leavn’ me.”

Debby-Kay stared into his grizzled face, “Wanna bet? Watch the door as it slams in your face.”

“Ya ain’t leaving’ Debby-Kay. Ya gotta stay here and see this through with me.”

“I ain’t stain,’ and I’m leaving right now. Get out of my way, Lyle.”

“Ya can’t leave.” He blocked the door, threatening his wife.

CM came from his room holding a baseball bat and glared at Lyle, “Move aside and let her leave, or I’ll beat you unconscious.”

“You’ll hit your old man?”

“As hard as I can and more than once. Move away and let her out.”

Lyle stepped aside and watched CM load Debby’s bags into his truck bed.

“You leavin’ too?”

“Don’t wait up,” CM replied.

Leaving Lyle

Lyle was sentenced to fifteen years in prison. He was offered a deal: if he pleaded guilty, he’d settle for seven years. He refused the deal, assured he was innocent, and received the maximum sentence.

Sitting in the gallery observing the final sentencing phase, Debby-Kay, CM, and across the aisle, Lisa Lohman, the anonymous, unnamed female rape victim, glanced at CM.

Debby cried a moment when Lyle was led away in chains; CM placidly watched his idiotic, ignorant father disappear into the bowels of justice. 

When the gallery rose after the judge left the bench, CM looked at Lisa, held hands, and walked out together; Debby was ahead of them, turned, and held Lisa in a tight hug, “I’m sorry for what happened to you. I did my best to satisfy his kinky desire.”

Lisa briefly hugged Debby and separated in the court parking lot. CM walked Lisa to her car, “That was a bold act.”

“I know. I wanted revenge.”

“Your secret is safe with me.” They hugged and separated. “Did he hurt you?”

“Yeah, he slapped and hit me a few times. I was on my period, and I hate that memory.”

Debby and CM had a garage sale, sold their ratty furniture and things they didn’t want, donated most, burned four boxes of Lyle’s porn, and loaded personal items in his truck. They sold the house for more than the asking price and were astonished when it was demolished to make way for a planned shopping center. CM laughed when the backhoe crumbled the house in less than an hour. 

They drove west to a small area on the Michigan-Ohio border. They rented a two-bedroom apartment, wondering if this was where they wanted to live before they bought a house.

During her first job interview, Debby was hired as a receptionist at a computer company. CM had bad luck finding work. He ran errands for his mom, cooked dinner, and cleaned the house; at least she didn’t have the extra workload Lyle demanded. Nor attempt to satisfy Lyle’s exotic sexual needs. She hated every minute when she was his plaything. Driving to their destination, wherever it might be, Debbie confessed that Lyle abused her in bed, slapped and whipped her if she didn’t do things for him.

“I know, I heard it. That’s when I left. I expected I’d find you dead in a pool of blood. Thankfully, it didn’t happen.”

“Came close one time. I had to hide, or he would have.”

“He’s out of our lives for fifteen years. Maybe we can get a decent life.”

While waiting in line at the post office to buy stamps for his mom, CM saw the poster announcing the post office’s hiring. 

He scribbled the website address on his notepad. On his way home, he bought a new laptop computer, a device his father refused to own. Bastard, CM thought when he carried his new system to his room.

Debbie surprised him after she was employed: “CM, we made a lot of money selling the house, and I’m giving you a share to help you get a start in life. CM, I never loved your dad. Never. I was pregnant, and that was the only reason I married. My parents were so angry that they never contacted me again. Never heard from them. I know they are dead.”

“I never thought you did. You tried to protect yourself from getting beaten up. I understand. I’m not angry with you; I never was. I hated Lyle.”
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Chapter 4
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CM applied for 10 jobs at the US Post Office, had 1 interview, a memory entrance exam, a few other tests, a background check, and his final interview and job offer.

After three months of training, he was assigned a delivery route and substituted for others on longer routes. In the first year, he received two promotions and a salary increase in his second and third years, and he rose to lead the carrier in the postal substation. 

CM was punctual, arrived early to assist the night crew loading his delivery truck, and stayed after to help the swing shift crew unload. He transferred to a route that offered incentives and bonuses; why not? He received a twenty percent increase when he signed on. The route traversed a dicey section of the city with a high crime rate. He studied the delivery map and recognized that the most dangerous areas were at the end of the route when it was dark. He realigned the delivery sequence and put the crime area in mid-morning. The fix was easy, but would it work? He told the crew how to arrange the sorting tubs in his truck and helped set them up as required.
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