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For my parents,  


Thank you for teaching me to never give up and to always follow my dreams. I am the woman I am today because of your unconditional love and unwavering support.


Dad and Mom, I love you both beyond words!










  
  













Every family has secrets.


Some families survive them better than others.
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Chapter 1

Sophie





THE WHITE-WASHED BRICK building sat in unobtrusive significance, surrounded by coiffed evergreens, at the base of the expansive parking lot. Sophie’s pulse stuttered beneath the thin flesh of her wrist as she approached. 

“Damn it,” she muttered. Every freakin’ time. Get over it already, Soph.

The dark glass swallowed the golden rays of the early morning sun. Sophie sighed at her reflection in the umber panes, at the silent omen, and the unspoken promise that day 9,680 will suck like the previous 9,679. She hated her ridiculous fear of the building and her daily defeat to anxiety that hummed through her body each time she forced herself to walk through the twin doors. Fear isn’t rational, she told herself. It feeds on the irrationality that lurks within the mind.

“You can do this, Soph,” she said as the doors closed behind her.

Trapped within the belly of her nemesis by the glass, the outside world and freedom faded, and her pulse traveled from stutter to full throttle. She pulled her shoulders back and stared down the narrow hallway that led to the real cause of her anxiety; to her real nemesis— a nemesis Sophie conceded that she was ill-equipped to conquer.

Recirculated air washed over Sophie as she entered; the air as stagnant as her life, and both trapped in a perpetual loop of decay and despair. The musty stench burned the insides of her nostrils. A sour taste settled on the back of her tongue that hinted of decomposed rodents and defeat. Wretched despair, silent and destructive, surrounded her petite frame like a mourning veil and devoured another piece of her withered soul. Sophie hated to complain. Her life was stable, uneventful, boring, and her marriage mediocre and solid. Her career allowed Jack the opportunity to pursue his culinary dreams, paid for the mortgage to the Mathieson McMansion, and two semi-upscale vacations a year. It’s more than I deserve. Her mind resisted and then replayed the familiar mental loop of the what ifs of her life. What about your dreams, Soph? Don’t they matter?

She snapped the lid on her thoughts. She did not have the time, or the energy, to delve into that box of disappointments. Fluorescent lights flickered and hummed above her head. Her eyes averted away from the harsh lights as she adjusted her pocketbook on her shoulder and trudged down the hall. She paused at the doorway of her office for the 9,680th time, an exercise in futility, but a useful habit. She used the precious seconds to psych herself up before the bullshit du jour slapped her across the face.

“You could leave,” her mind mocked. “Turn around and don’t look back.” I can’t. “Coward.” Sophie nodded, but did not retreat. I am a coward and cowards never choose the brave path.

Her windowless office loomed before her. Layers of gray assaulted her eyes from all directions—walls, carpet, every stick of furniture—various hues of battleship gray; each one duller and more depressing than the last. Each shade matched her dull, depressed, pathetic life. What I wouldn’t give for a pop of color in my life. A hot pink chair, or even a cheap abstract print with explosions of violets and turquoise, or even greens. Any color to break the monotony of the monochromatic gray. Well, any color except ruby red. Sophie frowned at the thought of Desiree’s favorite shade of crimson.

“Here we go again, time to pull your shit together and suck it up, buttercup,” Sophie whispered to herself, with the solemn reverence of prayer; not that she believed in prayers anymore.

God did not answer the prayers of the unworthy. Someone like me. She refused to dwell on it. She could not change it and accepted it with resigned surrender. She deserved neither God’s grace, nor His mercy. Not after what I did. Her eyes drifted to the message board on the wall. Same as yesterday. Nothing ever changes. Nothing of significance. At least not for me.

Her petal pink nails grazed over the message board, her fingers covering over a portion of the sign, and transformed it from, “Welcome to Heller Corp.” to “Welcome to Hell.” She grinned. Yes, that’s more like it. Her watch read 8:59. Time’s up. Time to be a good little responsible prisoner, Soph. Sophie smoothed out a crease on the front of her suit jacket, strolled into her office, and across the threshold into her own personal version of Hades.

Welcome to Hell Co. Sophie, please deposit your dreams at the door.


      [image: ]“Happy Friday, Desiree,” Sophie muttered through gritted teeth. 

 “Oh, you’re here. I didn’t think you were going to show up.”

The hair on the back of Sophie’s neck twitched. Her jaw clenched. She heard her molars grind. Desiree’s tone grated on every last one of Sophie’s frazzled nerves. Heat rose into Sophie’s cheeks. “Of course I’m here,” Sophie longed to retort, but didn’t. Coward.

Sophie plopped into the gray pleather chair at her dark gray desk. “Sorry to disappoint yet again, Desiree.”

She glared down at her speckled desktop. Don’t look, Soph. Don’t give her the satisfaction.

“My, aren’t you in a snit this morning,” Desiree said.

Sophie’s muscles spasmed in her neck with each syllable. Few people infuriated her by their mere existence, but of those few, Desiree Cray topped the list. Sophie did not care that Desiree made ass-kissing the boss an artform, but the perverse pleasure Desiree found in taking nasty snipes at Sophie, thanks to the claustrophobic confines of their office, made her blood boil. Lucky me, I get to be target numero uno.

“What did you do with the Drake account? I can’t find it anywhere.”

“Nothing, Desiree,” Sophie sighed, battle-weary and unprepared to begin the day’s first round of combat. “I didn’t touch it. Did you check your desk?”

“Of course I did. It’s not there. Oh, never mind. I’ll find it myself.”

Good, find it yourself, and leave me the hell alone.

The file cabinet drawer slammed. Sophie jumped. Her fingers dug into the arms of her chair. Her heartbeat accelerated beneath her silk blouse. Damn, Desiree. I’m not in the mood. Another drawer rattled and slammed next to Sophie.

“Desiree, you’re going to break the drawer if you keep slamming it. Are you sure it’s not somewhere on your desk?” Sophie said, hoping to deescalate Desiree’s hissy fit.

Desiree tapped her long crimson nails on the edge of the file cabinet in response. Sophie peeked at Desiree’s side of the office and performed a half-hearted inventory of the clusterfuck. The desk, a shrine to all things uselessness and narcissistic, hovered on full- blown hoarding. Stacks of papers and files, most dating back a decade or more, inhabited every square inch of the large desk. The pile climbed up toward the ceiling, an unstable paper replica of the Leaning Tower of Pisa.

Sophie’s eyes moved up to the shelf above the desk. An array of various creams—hand, foot, face—battled for position with a plethora of medications along the front edge; side by side they stood, like plastic cylinder-shaped soldiers standing at attention ready for war. Sophie’s gaze halted on a box of Monistat suppositories; its cardboard box shrouded in a layer of thick gray dust and shook her head. Every item on Desiree’s side of the office served a purpose, but none of them had to do with work or personal hygiene. Sophie was not stupid. She knew the method behind Desiree’s orchestrated chaos of random trinkets on the shelf. The clusterfuck evoked bizarre curiosity from fools who wandered into the office, and perhaps the reason few returned. Sophie did not blame them. She wished she had the luxury of avoiding the office and longed for solitary confinement in an office far away from Desiree’s. Or even a broom closet would be better.

Sophie could not decide if the tube of dusty vaginal cream’s prominent, in-your-face display, Desiree’s gaudy makeup, or incessant complaining kept visitors from the windowless tomb—D— all the above, Sophie decided and turned away. Lucky me, I’m stuck in Hell with Desiree, the Monistat Queen.

“Found the Drake file,” Desiree called out. “You stuck it in with the C’s.”

Sophie’s teeth nipped at her bottom lip. She did not respond nor bother to remind Desiree that the Drake file was in Desiree’s file cabinet, not hers. A pointless waste of breath. The Monistat Queen is never wrong. Any facts or arguments Sophie presented would never remedy that fact.


      [image: ]The afternoon progressed in the same fashion as the morning limped away; ass-numbingly boring and oozing with underlying stress. It did not surprise Sophie anymore. Her previous 9,679 mornings and afternoons were exact replicas. Nothing ever changes. Nothing will ever change. Sophie tapped the end of her pencil on the desktop, tap-tap-tap, as the clock ticked another minute closer to five o’clock. I’m going to make it through another week without succumbing to the urge to drive my car into a giant oak, or better yet, over Desiree. Tap-tap-tap. I’ve made it through the week without a solitary dead body. Her eyes bore into the clock’s face in a mental battle of wills—a silent plea to please click off another sixty seconds—as Desiree hummed loud and out of tune. But, then again— there’s still sixty long minutes left.

Sophie closed her eyes. You’re almost there, Soph. You can do it. She cracked open her eyes. Yup, still stuck in the life-sucking cell of hopelessness. Kill me, please. She scoffed at her foolishness. Death did not have her on the radar. Death refused to come and free her from misery or from Desiree because even Death feared the dingy shades of gray and horrid stench that spawned within the windowless cell that masqueraded as an office. Even Death fears the Monistat Queen.

Sophie dragged the heel of her shoe over the carpet beneath her desk. Big mistake. The innocent motion unleashed a fresh whiff of … What the hell is that? … of whatever lived within the short pile of the industrial-grade carpet. The rank odor registered on Sophie’s stench-o-meter scale somewhere between vomit and rancid roadkill. If someone could find a way to bottle despair, it would smell like her office. If asked to name the fragrance, she would call it Shriveled Hope. Yes, like my squandered life, Sophie thought. A wave of sadness washed over her. Or Jack’s cock as of late.

She lowered her head because that recent development was not about to change anytime soon. Not unless Jack apologizes, because I’m not going to, not this time. “Yeah, like that’s going to happen,” her brain replied. The perfect Jack Mathieson never apologized, nor did he grovel. I do…always. She wanted to believe she could grow a spine and reject Jack, especially as she did not miss the sex and all the pretending it entailed on her part. Probably on Jack’s part too, she admitted to herself. Stagnation and arguments were part and parcel in a marriage as long as theirs. Three decades is a long time to pretend you’re still turned on by each other. But this time was different. This time she had a reason to be mad and feign a headache.

Sophie stared down at the tips of her stunning new embossed leather shoes with their stylish four-inch heels and pointy-tipped toes. So pretty and so damn uncomfortable. The pinky toe on her left foot throbbed within the tight leather confines. She tried to wiggle the toe in its cramped quarters and sighed at the stupidity of her attempt and the actual impulsive purchase of the shoes. Never shop in the height of revengeful rage. Her lack of self-control still surprised her. She hated conflict and avoided it whenever possible. I’m the peacemaker, not the payback shrew. But Jack deserved it. This time he pushed too far. It’s his fault I’m sitting here in pain as my feet blister. The pencil snapped in her fist as the images of Jack’s new candy apple red Mustang GT parked in their driveway and Jack’s smug face at her outrage at his secret purchase. With my bonus money. Asshole.


      [image: ]“What the hell Jack?” Sophie yelled as she stormed into the kitchen. 

He glanced up from his phone with that stupid innocent look of his and shrugged. She hated that look—a combination of innocence and screw you. And, the shiny new car parked in her driveway … a giant, “F-U Sophie,” from Jack.

“What?” he said.

“What? Are you kidding me? Don’t play dumb. The car. Why is there a Mustang in our driveway?”

The corners of his mouth twitched. Don’t you smirk, don’t you dare smirk at me. She tried to warn him with a narrowed glare.

“It’s mine, all right? I bought it,” he said, and returned his attention to his phone.

“You bought a car? And you didn’t think you should consult me?” She tossed her briefcase. It landed with a resounding thud inches in front of him. Jack didn’t flinch. “Jack, we’re supposed to be a team, make decisions on expensive purchases together.”

She crossed her arms over her chest in a display of anger and a form of self-soothing. Challenging Jack always made her insecurities rise and left her feeling exposed and unworthy. Most days she did not dare protest or utter a word about his behavior. Not today buddy. Her foot tapped against the wooden floor in rapid, noisy succession. Jack’s jawline quivered. The veins in his neck bulged. She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from bursting into tears. It infuriated her that she possessed the defect of crying whenever she got angry. Don’t cry. Don’t you dare shed a single tear, Soph. The last thing she wanted was for Jack to think he had won and that her tears were a symbol of surrender. Surrender was the last thing she planned to do, wiping the smug smirk off Jack’s face. Definitely.

“I’m a grown man, Soph. I bust my ass. I deserve to buy something nice for myself. And goddammit, I don’t need your permission.”

“You do when you use my money,” she sobbed.

“No, it’s our money. For better or worse, and all that bullshit, remember?”

“Oh, I remember alright. I remember bankrolling your restaurant, so you could live your dream.”

“The restaurant’s our dream.”

She shook her head. A river of hot tears cascaded over her inflamed cheeks. “No! No way! Not my dream—yours—only yours, Jack. My dreams, my dreams always come last.”

“Bullshit. Boo-hoo, poor Sophie, always the martyr.” 

“I can’t. I can’t do this, Jack.”

She slammed the door and ran down the driveway, resisting the urge to run her key over the Mustang’s bright red door. I’ll get you back. I’ll have the last laugh, Jack.

“It’s my turn, Jack,” she yelled at the house. “I’m going to go on a shopping spree of my own…and I’m using the restaurant’s credit card.”


      [image: ]Sophie shifted in her office chair. Her feet screamed for relief from the uncomfortable shoes. She wondered who she really hurt with her purchase. Not Jack. His ass isn’t cramped in the buttery leather seat of his Mustang. He won’t have blisters for days. What’s happened to me? When did I become so vindictive? When the hell did I become my mother?

An incomprehensible sequence of words, in a thick southern drawl, that included “lazy” and “cow” yanked Sophie from her thoughts and back into Hell. She rolled her eyes at Desiree’s fake accent which did not fool anyone in the office. As phony as an eight- leafed clover. The scratchy drawl that exited Desiree’s lips came across as forced, fake, irritating, and downright pathetic. Sophie turned and watched her coworker apply a fresh layer of hideous scarlet lipstick. Dorothy red. A perfect match to the ruby slippers from the Wizard of Oz. Desiree smacked her lips at the cheap drugstore mirror perched on the edge of her desk and grinned. What the hell are you smiling at you fool? It’s three shades too dark for your clown white complexion, Sophie longed to yell out, but didn’t because she didn’t need to incur more of Desiree’s wrath.

Desiree’s head snapped towards Sophie. Her freshly-drawn left eyebrow arched high on her forehead as if in a state of constant puzzlement. Sophie averted her eyes to keep from laughing at Desiree’s brow faux pas. On nights when insomnia and the feeling of inescapable dread made sleep impossible, Sophie would lie in bed and ponder Desiree’s bizarre beauty regiment. She entertained her sleep-deprived brain with a parade of mental images of Desiree applying layers of makeup with a mason’s trowel or firing up a heavy-duty industrial strength belt sander to remove the hideous colored rouge.

“You got something to say, Sophie?”

I have a lot I want to say. “No,” Sophie muttered. How the hell did I end up sharing an office with a cast-off clown from a hillbilly version of the circus? Sophie knew the answer. God’s punishing me for my sin. “It was only one mistake and so long ago,” her heart retorted. “One, huge, unforgivable mistake, Soph,” her brain argued back…and won. Not all mistakes are easy fixes or forgivable. And my mistake is neither fixable nor forgivable.

“You know what your problem is Sophie?”

You.

The high-pitched ring of the phone saved Sophie from whatever insult Desiree intended to spew at her. Saved by the bell … or the ring. Sophie snatched up the phone.

“Good afternoon, this is Sophie Mathieson speaking. How may I help you?”

The wail of sirens flooded through the receiver. Her pulse quickened. She tried to swallow away the sudden knot in her throat but found her mouth void of saliva. Oh god, please not Maddie. Let it be Jack.








  
  

Chapter 2

Dan





DAN RAN A thumb across the faded faces for the millionth time. Would my life have turned out differently? He did not need the photo to visualize their faces, had memorized every detail of the faces flanking his gangly eight-year-old self a long time ago. If Ronnie hadn’t ruined my family? But, then again, that was Ronnie’s specialty—ruining Dan’s life. And the photo was taken a lifetime ago. During another lifetime, when I was a different person.

“I’m doing the right thing,” Dan mumbled, half believing it to be true. He made a promise and intended to keep it because he always kept his promises. No man worthy of respect breaks his word. The one thing Dan craved, and could attain, was respect. “Even if no one in my life has ever kept their promises to me,” he said to the photo and returned it to his wallet.

“Doesn’t matter now.”

None of it mattered. Not the past or the broken promises. His childhood was nothing more than a distant nightmare. He fought hard to lock it all away in the recesses of his mind. The little boy in the photo is dead. I buried him along with the grungy mismatched Salvation Army clothes. Dan refused to allow anyone to resurrect the dead, even himself.

He twirled back and forth in his chair. The uneasiness in his gut evaporated. His office always calmed him. He glanced at his desk; sparse, sleek, and uncluttered by mementos. Zen. He despised the way his colleagues’ desks were strewn with family photos in fancy silver frames, their children’s artwork adorned their walls, and lush green fichus in colorful ceramic planters sat perched in the corners courtesy of loving wives. The clutter made Dan’s skin crawl. He had no kids or even a wife, and it suited him. At least, that’s what he told himself. The other doctors called Dan’s office barren, but he knew by the way their eyes widened with envy when they sat across from him, that they admired his bachelor lifestyle. The older nurses scrunched their noses in judgment and rated his office cold and lifeless while the younger ones itched to domesticate his office. And me.

Urban minimalism—the bare necessities and zero baggage. Reference books and medical journals sat stacked in neat rows in the bookcase. A starched white lab coat, with his name embroidered over the left breast, and his favorite stethoscope hung on the coat rack in the corner. Everything a man needs. No fluff, no mess.

“And nothing that elicits questions,” he whispered.

He gave his chair a shove. It spun around and around. Gray walls, blank except for his diplomas, blurred past his eyes. The monochromatic color scheme washed away his melancholic mood. He loved the color gray. Gray, the intersection of black and white; the balance between right and wrong that brought stability to his life. He rubbed his smooth hands over his sharp cheekbones and inhaled the pungent antiseptic scent as his sanitized fingers traveled down and stroked his clean-shaven chin. Some people equate the smell of apple pie or a certain perfume with home. For Dan, the strong germfree aroma of crisp bleach that permeated the hospital and his office symbolized home. My safe space. The one place I can be me. The only place I belong.


      [image: ]He stared at the cellphone on his polished mahogany desk and grimaced. “Time to get this over with so I can do my rounds.” 

Dan’s long, thin fingers tapped the sleek keypad with grace and deliberate precision. He pressed the speakerphone key and waited. Time to try and make things right, or at least as right as they can be. As right as I can make them. Shit, things can’t get any worse than they already are, that’s for sure. High-pitched rings from the phone’s speaker pierced the eerie silence of his office. Dan sucked in his breath and waited. One ring … two rings …

“Hello,” the voice on the other end of the phone responded.

Dan’s breath hitched in his throat. The soft lilting tone of her voice conjured up ghosts he buried long ago. The wallet in the back pocket of his pants vibrated. For a split second, he struggled to remember why he agreed to make the call in the first place.

“Oh god, please, is Maddie okay? What’s going on? Hello? Is anyone there?”

The woman’s voice babbled through the speaker. Dan’s brows furrowed into deep creases like two caterpillars about to butt heads at her panicked tone. What the hell? The wailing sirens of arriving ambulances wafted into his office. Ah, the sirens. She heard the sirens. The panic coming through the phone’s speaker was the same raw emotion he encountered when dealing with wives and mothers in the emergency room; the desperation and fear of the unknown as frantic relatives clamored for information about a loved one; the sound of human helplessness in the face of impending loss and heartbreak. Sirens, such integral parts of Dan’s world, like the clean antiseptic aroma of the hospital, calmed, not alarmed, him. Stupid move, Doc. A part of him hated himself for bringing her worst fears to the surface. He wasn’t a monster, but he couldn’t afford distractions or deviations. Too much was at stake. He had a mission, a purpose … and rounds to do.

“There’s no accident. No one’s been hurt, at least not yet,” he said to admonish her fears.

“Oh, I’m s-s-sorry sir,” she replied. “How can I help you this afternoon?”

He plowed his fingers through his blond hair, cleared his throat, and recited the scripted words in his best surgeon’s voice—low, calm, and controlled. His profession enabled him to be a master of masks, and Dan liked masks. He liked their ability to present to the world the face and demeanor the wearer desired. Since childhood, Dan relied on masks to shield his heart from rejection and cloak his insecurities and anxieties from prying eyes. His adult mask—his doctor mask—the perpetual face of complete control and confidence. No one sought to see beneath the mask or discover the fiery current that bubbled below the surface of his flesh.

“I’m not a customer, but you can help me, Sophie. I know a secret. I know your secret.”

Dan paused and allowed her time to process his words. A sharp twinge of guilt stabbed at the pit of his soul, deep within his gut, like the swift prick of a scalpel through tender flesh. He dismissed it with a skill that took him years to acquire before finishing his rehearsed monologue.

“Do you understand, Sophie?” he asked when she failed to respond or react.

“Is this a joke? Did Jack put you up to this? Or Kyle? Because if they did, it’s not funny,” Sophie said.

Seriously?

“No, and this isn’t a joke. I’m serious. Deadly serious, Mrs. Mathieson. You have one week and not a day more. If you don’t do as I instruct, things will become ugly—and fast.”

“Wait, what? Who are you? Why are you doing this?”

“Don’t test me, Sophie. I’m not someone you want to ignore. You wouldn’t like to see me when I’m mad.” He hung up before she could respond, unwilling to hear her feeble pleas. Too late to turn back now.








  
  

Chapter 3

Sophie





“WHO ARE YOU?” Sophie hissed into the phone as she hunched over her desk in an attempt to keep Desiree and her eavesdropping ears from overhearing. 

He did not respond. His measured tone and relaxed breathing disappeared with a soft click. What the hell? Sophie’s mind reeled in confusion and disbelief. What just happened? She glared at the caller ID blinking; BLOCKED. Damn it! Her brain performed mental acrobatics. He didn’t even tell me why? Didn’t tell me his name. She did not recognize his voice and could not think of any enemies because, as far as she knew she had none, well, except Desiree. Hell, I barely have a life. Jack. Maybe someone’s mad at Jack and this is payback? As much as she wanted to blame her jerk of a husband as the reason for the call, she couldn’t. Everyone loved Jack, called him the perfect husband. Jack always went out of his way to be nice to people; be the “hero.” No, they love him because they haven’t seen his dark side. He saves that for me, and me alone.

The incessant beep-beep-beep of the dial tone throbbed into her eardrum and pulsed through her numb limbs. Get a grip, Soph. Someone is screwing with you. It has to be…but, what if it’s not? What if he’s telling the truth? What if he really knows? Her mental arguments made no sense. No one knows. He can’t know. It’s a lie, a sick joke. Her secret had nothing to do with the man—stranger—on the phone. What if he tells Jack? How? Sophie did not want to think about Jack finding out, not now. Not ever.

“Who was that?” Desiree barked.

Sophie’s body jerked. The phone receiver slipped off her shoulder and landed on her desk with a loud clunk.

“You sounded pretty rude, Sophie. How would H.R. react if they heard you verbally abusing customers?”

She bit her tongue to keep from screaming, “Fuck off, fuck off, fuck off,” at Desiree. She could care less what Human Resources thought at the moment and did not care at all what Desiree thought. At the sweet taste of her own blood, Sophie released her defenseless tongue from between her clamped teeth. Breathe, Soph, breathe. Suck it up. Don’t cause waves, not yet. Desiree will pay, but not yet.

“You gonna answer me or not?” Desiree snapped in a snotty tone. “Who was that?”

“I don’t know, Desiree.” Sophie shrugged. “Wrong number I guess.”

Sophie wiped her sweaty palms on her lap, thankful Desiree was unable to hear the thunderous pounding of her heart from across the room. The last thing Sophie needed was to show her fears or weaknesses in front of Desiree. Her co-worker would add them to her vast arsenal of verbal and mental assaults to torture Sophie with at a later date. Witch. Sophie gripped the desktop, waited for her legs to stop shaking, and until they would support her weight. She stood up, thrust a hand into the pocket of her blazer, and pushed aside the crumpled tissue and half-consumed roll of antacids. Her fingers trembled as they encircled the cool metal cylinder—her lifeline to sanity. I need a glass, no, an entire bottle of wine.

Sophie sensed Desiree’s glaring eyes, and the invisible daggers of hate aimed in her direction. I’ll be damned if I give her the satisfaction of looking over. Sophie grinned as she flipped off Desiree in her mind and walked out of the office, her right hand splayed against the wall for support, and her left one, in her pocket, encircled the electronic cigarette in a death grip.


      [image: ]The door of the women’s bathroom clicked behind her, muting the cacophony of voices and tapping keyboards from the various offices. Alone, in the silence, Sophie rotated the lock on the doorknob and removed the e-cig from her pocket. She inhaled, hard and fast, desperate to fill her bloodstream with the calming nicotine. Smokeless water vapor floated up towards the dingy beige ceiling. Her gaze followed the vapor and watched it engulf a black spider, dangling from the fluorescent light. I feel sorry for you little fellow. A strange empathy for the spider washed over her. She pitied the small arachnid because it was trapped—sentenced—for life in the windowless bathroom and forced to deal with crap, literally, on a daily basis. I think I’ve found my kindred spirit animal.

“I know how you feel,” Sophie whispered up to the spider. “I’m serving a life sentence in a windowless cell right down the hall.” She sighed. “Hey Spidey, since it’s just the two of us here, I’ll be honest with you. My life sucks—big time. All of it, marriage, job, especially the job. What’s that? You want to know why I put up with it all?” She inhaled, rolled her head in a circular motion to loosen her neck muscles, and exhaled. “Okay, I’ll tell you why, I’m a coward. Yup, scared to death to leave, terrified of change. Besides, where would I go? Jack would never split our money.” She waved her hand through the cloud of vapor in front of her face and shrugged. “Eh, doesn’t matter. My dreams got pulverized years ago so why bother leaving? I think Jack still loves me.” And now a crazy man might be stalking me, so I need Jack.

The cool porcelain of the toilet seat permeated her thin linen pants. She shifted. The seat creaked beneath her slim physique. She chuckled at the ridiculousness of her life. I had such dreams, big dreams.

“I wanted to be an artist or a fairy with pink glittery wings that sparkled in the sunlight so I could flutter and soar off to new places, Mr. Spider. How stupid was I?”

Somewhere along the way, my dreams evaporated like the water vapor in this e-cig. My dreams, tiny wisps impossible to capture, disappeared before I could catch up with them.

“This isn’t how life’s supposed to be,” she whispered. The spider slid further down its silken cord. “I wasn’t prepared for this life. I wish I was young and carefree again. Could get a do-over,” she said to the spider and herself. Was I ever carefree?

Sophie lowered her head and rested her forehead against her knuckles. I don’t know anymore. I don’t think so. If I was, I sure as hell can’t remember it.

She hated the joyless, robotic existence of her life. A life reduced to clock gazing and calendar counting. Her life revolved around the countdown of days, hours, minutes, and seconds. Tears blurred her vision as she recalled Father Norris’ sermon about Heaven on Earth. She did not know how accurate the theology or the likelihood of such an occurrence becoming a reality, but she knew that Hell did exist on earth. I’ve found it. Not in a fiery pit hidden deep beneath the earth’s surface, but in an unpretentious brick building, and, she, a permanent resident of that Hell serving a life sentence. Or at least the next twenty years, if I manage to survive until retirement age. Like that will happen. She sucked on the e-cig hard, like a kid sitting at a malt shop counter trying to extract a thick chocolate milkshake through a straw two sizes too small. The vapor refused to fill her lungs fast enough. Her body shuddered in anticipation of the impending nicotine reward. “It’s amazing what one thinks of when they feel utter hopelessness,” Sophie said to the spider. “I think about my mom. I can still hear her voice.”

“Sophie, when will you accept that dreams are for the foolish?” her mom’s voice echoed in her haunted mind.

Her mind switched gears and replayed the terrifying phone call, the man’s tone, and his threats. She tried to dissect the conversation. The prank. It has to be a prank. But he knew my name.

“Because I told it to him when I answered the phone,” Sophie whispered. But he knows my secret. “Does he really? Everyone has secrets,” she argued with herself. Not everyone, not Jack. “Well, except for the goddamn Mustang,” she hissed.

The spider, the unwitting witness and silent accomplice to Sophie’s misery, hovered in front of her face. Sophie dabbed away her tears with a swatch of industrial grade toilet paper that could double as sandpaper, being careful not to smudge her mascara, not wanting to leave any traces of her despair visible to the outside world—to Desiree. She glanced at her watch, 4:30, thirty minutes to freedom. I’m going to make it through another week. An icy chill crept up her spine. Tiny arachnid legs tickled the top of Sophie’s hand. She flinched and dropped the e-cig.

“Shit.”

Her fingers snatched the metal cylinder mid-fall before it hit the beige tile floor. A muffled thud echoed through the door. Sophie held her breath, strained her ears, and listened for the shuffle of Desiree’s ginormous feet. She tilted her head and leaned closer to the door. Nothing, false alarm. She clutched the handicap rail and pulled her body up off the toilet. The room spun and swayed as her body adjusted to the sudden movement and the massive invasion of nicotine in her bloodstream. The pent-up tension flowed down her limbs and leaked out the ends of her fingertips as the nicotine wave kicked in and did its job. Sophie flushed the toilet in case Desiree lurked beyond the locked door. A powerful whoosh echoed off the walls.

Sophie stared at the tired woman reflected in the mirror with the pale complexion and defeated eyes. “Suck it up, buttercup. Start acting responsible for Christ’s sake,” Sophie said to the reflection in a voice that sounded eerily reminiscent of her mom’s.

She did not flinch because she always heard her mom’s voice. The voice judging her and critiquing Sophie’s mistakes. The voice that found perverse pleasure in reminding Sophie, “You’re not good enough. You’re a disappointment to everyone, Sophie. Why can’t you be more like Shelby?”

Sophie tucked a stray red lock of hair behind her ear and shrugged. She did not need her mother’s voice to remind her of what she already knew.

“Believe me, I know, Mom. Jack loves to point out my deficiencies now that you’re gone. He does a damn good job of it too,” Sophie sighed.

“This is your life, Soph,” the woman in the mirror mocked. “This is all you deserve.”

Sophie exited the bathroom with the horrible sense that the reflection in the mirror was right.


      [image: ]The cellphone dinged on Sophie’s desk. Desiree snorted in disapproval. Desiree hated cellphones. Desiree hated pretty much everything; everything except makeup—gaudy, obnoxious makeup. Sophie glanced at the unfamiliar number and swiped the screen with her fingertip. Her breath caught in her throat as her eyes absorbed the words in the text. 

SOPHIE, DO YOU KNOW WHAT I KNOW? YOU CAN’T HIDE THE TRUTH. YOUR SECRET CANNOT REMAIN HIDDEN ANY LONGER. I’M GOING TO EXPOSE IT. I’M GOING TO EXPOSE YOU. DR. Z.

The phone clattered across her gray Formica desktop. Sophie grabbed it and tossed it into her purse as if it would melt the flesh from her fingers. She needed it out of her sight. What the hell is going on? I need to think. I need to breathe. The back of her throat threatened to close up and cut off her air supply. She struggled to breathe. Her pulse quickened beneath her cool pale flesh and sent the telltale warning of an impending anxiety attack straight to her brain. I have to keep it together. I can’t lose control, not here, in front of Desiree.

The walls closed in around her and sucked all the air from Sophie’s lungs. Breathe Sophie, breathe. She repeated the mental mantra she had relied upon since childhood to battle her chronic anxiety. Sweat beaded up on her temples along her hairline and beneath her thick curls. Breathe Sophie, breathe. She killed the power to her computer with the flick of a switch, grabbed her purse, and bolted towards the office door.

Desiree stopped mid-plaster of her umpteenth layer of lipstick for the day; the tube of Dorothy red lipstick gripped in her fingers. “Where do you think you’re going, Sophie? It’s not five yet.”

“Gotta hurry, forgot, meeting Jack—can’t be late. H-have a g- good weekend, Desiree,” Sophie stammered and hurried out the office door. “And I hope you get run over by a bus, Desiree,” she murmured under her breath as she strode down the dark hallway towards freedom … and lifesaving air.


      [image: ]Crisp October air nipped at Sophie’s cheeks. She inhaled and exhaled, over and over, the stress subsiding as her breathing returned to normal. Her heels clicked against the pavement of the almost deserted parking lot. Guess I’m not the only Hellco employee getting an early start on the weekend. She paused and scanned the lot, half expecting to see a psycho in a clown costume holding a cellphone lurking behind one of the hideous evergreens.

“Stop being paranoid. Just get in your car and go,” she chided herself. It’s all a joke; the call, the text, just a cruel joke.

Sophie gripped the cool leather steering wheel and allowed it to ground her; whisk her from the Hellco nightmare and Dr. Z. Dr. Z., what a stupid name. If Jack’s behind this, if this is payback for standing up to him. Ooh, I’ll … I’ll kill him. The low rumble of the car’s engine coaxed her pulse to slow. The weekend is here. I’m free. Two whole days of freedom. Two days without Hellco and Desiree.

“TGIF! I need some wine,” she yelled out the window to the empty lot. Her foot stomped on the gas pedal. “Screw you, Dr. Z. No one gets to ruin my weekend.” She sped out of the parking lot and away from Hell.








  
  

Chapter 4

Dan





DAN SLAMMED HIS laptop closed. “This is a waste of time.” 

He had spent the last half hour wrestling with his conscience and his empty stomach. He did not regret the call, but he hated that he’d been forced to do it; that he let Ronnie get to him and tug at his wounded heart, manipulating him through the guise of family obligation—again. He glanced at the clock on the wall. Ten to five. You shouldn’t have called Sophie, his mind scolded. The cell phone vibrated and buzzed across the desktop as the familiar name flashed on the screen. Freakin’ wonderful. Now what?

“Did you do it?” the voice attacked Dan through the speaker. 

“Yes,” he hissed through clenched jaws. “I still can’t believe I agreed to be a party to your insanity. I hope we’re doing the right thing.”

“Don’t get sucked in by that bitch’s innocent bullshit. She’s dangerous. You better not wimp out on me now, you hear me?”

“Yes, I hear you.” He rolled his eyes. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to let you down,” Dan said and ended the call without saying goodbye. Not like you let me down.

He was not in the mood to talk to anyone, Ronnie included. He had violated his own moral code when he called Sophie. And, whether he liked it or not, in life there were some codes, some bonds, more important; bonds, however dysfunctional, he could not sever. I made my choice. Right or wrong, he had chosen a side and he would accept the ramifications. It will all be worth it if this is the cure and breaks the curse crippling my family.

Ronnie was sick and Dan had run out of options. There’s nothing left to try. Sophie’s the key that will free Ronnie from a life of revolving asylums and piles of pills. Dan hung his head and closed his eyes. “At least that’s what Ronnie told me.”

He wanted to believe Ronnie. Dan needed to believe Ronnie was right and that he, as a doctor, is right—that together, he and Ronnie, had discovered the right key to unlock the door imprisoning a fragile disturbed mind. Shivers pulsed up Dan’s spine. I can’t afford to be wrong, not this time. If I’m wrong, Ronnie’s not the only one who will suffer damnation.

Dan leaned back in his tall chair. The supple leather enveloped him as a mother’s arms would a small child, or at least how he dreamed such protection from a parent felt. He peered at the small plaque, and solitary sentimental item, on his desk. The plaque, a gift from his mentor and friend. The words engraved into the silver- plating mocked Dan; words promising to do no harm—the Hippocratic Oath. Dan revered and remained loyal to the oath. Until today. But is a threatening phone call really harmful if it leads to the healing of another? No. I did the right thing.

It wasn’t as if he harmed Sophie Mathieson. He wanted to scare her and prod her into sharing her secret with the world. He had patiently remained hidden in the shadows for far too long; forced to witness the suffering the secret created. The time for silence was over. Sophie’s the impediment causing anguish in my life. There’s no way I’ll allow her to continue causing pain.

“I did the right thing,” he whispered. Then why am I so disgusted with myself? “I never should’ve opened the door. I knew better. I knew better than to let them into my house.”

But you did. You invited them back … back into your life. You let them sucker you in again. You cowered like an obedient little bastard, his mind taunted. Dan rubbed his eyelids and replayed the fateful encounter for the thousandth time. He sighed because he knew it would not end any better than the previous 999.


      [image: ]Sunday October 4th 

The doorbell rang; one, two, three, four—

“Hold on, hold on, already. I’m coming,” he yelled to the buzzer- happy visitor.

Dan pressed his eye to the peep hole in the oak door. Two women engulfed the stoop of his condo. He rested his forehead against the door and groaned. "No, no, no. Go away," he pleaded and peeked again. Shit! They’re still here.

“We know you are home. Open this door right now! We’re not leaving,” the taller woman bellowed.

He unlocked the door and swung it open. “What the hell are you two doing here?” he said.

“Now is that anyway to greet your mother?” the younger, shorter woman said as she pushed past him.

“Well, it’s about time you opened the door. The wind is wreaking havoc on my hair,” chided the tall woman.

He stepped back so that the woman could enter without touching him. “Hello, Auntie. To what do I owe the tremendous honor?”

“Watch the attitude,” she snapped.

“Why are you here? And why the hell did you bring her?”

“It wasn’t my idea, believe me. Your mother wanted to see you and she insisted I drive her over. God knows why she gives you the time of day. You never once took the time to visit her or even take her out to dinner.”

He closed the door. Stay calm. Don’t let her bait you. Don’t take her bait.

“You act like she was at a country club or a spa, Auntie. She wasn’t allowed to have visitors,” he said, following his aunt into the living room.

“Don’t give me that crap. You’re a doctor. They would’ve made an exception for you.”

Dan flopped into the armchair furthest from the sofa his aunt and mother occupied. He stared at the pair; both decked out in faux fur, zebra striped shoes, and hideous scarlet lipstick. Two bright-colored oddities against the neutral background of his beige sofa. He could not believe that they were in his house, on his sofa, nor could he figure out why the hell he let them in. Humor them and get them out of your house before you need to fumigate the entire place, his brain warned.

“Why did you want to see me?” he said, not bothering to hide his displeasure.

“I’ve missed you so much. Is it so hard to believe that I wanted to see my only son?” his mother said.

Don’t take the bait. Get rid of them.

“Actually, yes, it’s impossible to believe, Mother.”

“Hey!” Auntie yelled. Her dark eyes glared at him with the same hatred he saw his entire life. He knew he was going to fail. He was going to take their bait, along with the hook, line, and the entire fucking lead sinker.

“I’m a grown man, Auntie. And, whether you like it or not, she never gave a damn about me when I was growing up, so why the hell do you think I’ll give a damn about her now?”

“This looks like an expensive place you have here,” his mother said, oblivious to the angry currents surrounding the trio. “I’d like a cup of tea now.”

He shook his head. Unbelievable. Nothing has changed. Nothing will ever change, not with her.

“I’m all out. I spend most of my time at the hospital, so— “

“Me too,” his mother interrupted, her full lips spreading into a broad smile. “I spend a lot of time at the hospital too.”

He groaned. “Yes, yes, I know. Perhaps Auntie should take you back there now.”

“I most certainly will not,” Auntie snapped. Her manicured fingers clutched the leopard print pocketbook on her lap tighter. “Come, Ronnie. We must go. I’m sure he will be happy to be rid of us. I told you he’s an ungrateful little bastard.”

His fingers dug into the rich fabric of his armchair. Nothing has changed. Nothing ever changes. Auntie stood, pulled and failed to unseat his mother from the sofa.

“I’m not going anywhere.” His mother jerked her arm free. “I insist you take your mother and auntie out for lunch right now.”

Auntie looked at the top of his mother’s head and nodded. “Fine, we’ll go to lunch, Ronnie. Go get your keys, Doctor Shithead. It seems you’re taking us out to lunch.”

He narrowed his eyes. He was a grown man, not a scared child, and had no intention of being Auntie’s puppet—not anymore.

“I’m busy,” he said. “If you want to go out to lunch, take her yourself, Auntie.”

He smirked down at Auntie. I can play too, Auntie. Check. Auntie’s eyes bore into him, into his soul. Her lips pursed into a crimson pucker, twitched, and spread into a hideous grin.

“You either take us out for lunch, or I will leave her here with you. Pick your poison,” Auntie said.

Checkmate. Damn!

“I’ll get my jacket.” Forgot she knows how to play.

. . .

The corner table at La Famiglia was private, but not secluded enough to calm Dan’s nerves. Two other patrons occupied tables in the restaurant. Thank God for small favors. The last thing he needed was for one of his hospital coworkers to happen upon them. He massaged his throbbing temples with his thumbs and watched the two women seated across the table from him. The two women responsible for making his life one of sadistic misery. Whoever said love is the bond that holds a family together never met the insane Carter sisters. I must get my sanity from my father’s side. I envy the lucky bastard for escaping this shit show.

The meal progressed smoother than anticipated. His mother and Auntie, content to ignore him, conversed with each other over heaping bowls of pasta and rolls slathered thick with butter. The waitress delivered the check and the tension melted from Dan’s trapezius. I made it through without a scene.

“I’ll pay the check,” he said. “Auntie, you two go ahead and wait for me in the car.” Before my luck runs out and someone sees me with you two.

“Fine, come along,” Auntie huffed.

She grabbed his mother’s arm and guided her through the shadowed dining room. Home free, Dan thought as he pulled money for the check and a generous tip from his wallet. He dropped the money on the table, grabbed his jacket, and headed towards the door.

“Hey, Doc, I hope everything was all right,” a voice from the bar area called out.

Dan stopped and waved to the restaurant’s owners. “Great as always, Jack,” he said.

“Don’t forget happy hour before the game tomorrow night. Hope to see you here.”

“I’ll be here, Kyle,” Dan replied and returned his attention towards the exit.

His mother stood, frozen in place as her blue eyes, wide as aquamarine saucers, stared over at the bar. Despite the rather heavy application of blush on her high cheekbones, all color drained from her face. Auntie whispered into his mother’s ear. She tightened her grip on his mother’s arm and dragged her from the restaurant.

What the hell just happened?

He quickened his pace to catch up with them. For the first time in his life he wanted to give Auntie a hug for extricating his mother from the restaurant before she had one of her “episodes” and embarrassed him—again.

. . .

His mother rocked back and forth on his sofa, mumbling to herself as she huddled against Auntie like a frail child. Just great, she’s only been free for two weeks and she’s already snapped. Unbelievable.

“What happened back there? What the hell’s wrong with her now?” Dan asked Auntie.

“Why did you take us there?” Auntie snapped back. “You did that on purpose. You’re trying to make it so she’s locked away again.”

He ran a hand through his hair and exhaled slowly to compose himself before he continued. He had no desire to fight and even less desire to prolong his mother and aunt’s visit.

“I took you there because they have the best Italian food around. How am I supposed to know pasta would make her snap?”

“It wasn’t the pasta,” Auntie said and ran a hand over his mother’s hair, smoothing it as his mother rocked and mumbled, oblivious to her surroundings.

“Then what?” he cried out and paced across the plush living room carpet.

“You know the men at the bar, don’t you?” Auntie said.

He nodded, unsure of the connection between them and his mother’s “episode.” “Yeah, a little. Jack and Kyle. They own La Famiglia. Why?”

“Get me a glass of water for her,” Auntie said. “She needs her medicine and then you and I are going to have a little chat.”

Somehow this chat is not going to end well for me, he thought as he strolled into the kitchen. He poured a glass of tap water. No need to waste his expensive bottled mineral water. In her near catatonic state, his mother wouldn’t know the difference. Play along, his mind instructed. Find out what the hell is going on and kick them both out of the condo and your life—forever.


      [image: ]Dan rubbed away the memories of that day with his fists. He had spent too much time in his past today. Too much time embroiled in Ronnie’s problems. Dan’s stomach grumbled. And I skipped lunch. He grabbed his phone and fired off a text as he exited his office.








  
  

Chapter 5

Sophie





THE FRIDAY NIGHT rush hour traffic was heavier than usual on I-95. Sophie stared through her windshield at the motionless sea of red brake lights extending as far as she could see into the horizon. 

“What the hell is going on?” she groaned at the virtual parking lot. Can’t anything ever be easy in my life?

She cranked up the radio and tapped along to the music on the steering wheel. Out of the corner of her eye she spied the peering eyes of the couple in the car beside her. The teens stared at Sophie and laughed. Her cheeks blossomed into twin discs of crimson heat. She snapped her head forward and lowered the volume on the radio. Kids these days. No respect for their elders … or eighties music for that matter. The faint ping of an incoming text rose from deep within her pocketbook. She froze, her fingers tightening around the steering wheel. Her pulse quickened. She refused to look over at her purse, kept her eyes locked forward, watching for any sign of movement in the cars ahead of her. She reached over and shoved her hand into the bag sitting on the passenger’s seat, her fingers fumbling in the dark abyss until they felt the phone brush her fingertips.

“Got it.” Sophie’s fingers closed around the slick rectangular device and dragged it from the bag. She glanced at the screen. “What the hell?”

SOPHIE, TGIF! ENJOY YOUR NIGHT … IF YOU CAN. DR. Z.

This isn’t a joke. Oh god, it’s not Jack. Sophie knew someone, some lunatic, was cyberstalking her. No, cyber-terrorizing me. Why? Who the hell is Dr. Z?

“Maybe you’re finally having that nervous breakdown I warned you about, Sophie,” her mother’s voice wafted through her head. Sophie expected she would suffer a breakdown one day, but her instincts screamed, “Today’s not that day.” Her gut told her there was more to Dr. Z.—something more dangerous than losing her mind.

“Sorry to disappoint you once again, Mom,” Sophie said out loud, needing to hear her own voice, needing the reassurance she hadn’t lost her sanity … yet. “Dr. Z. is real. As real as my secret.” The phone slipped from her hand and landed with a soft thud near her feet. “Damn it all to Hell.”

Her thin fingers clawed the carpet in search of the phone. She straightened her torso, the phone securely in her hand, and glanced down at the blank, black screen. Her thumb scrolled the screen up, down, and up again. Nothing. The text’s gone.

“What the? Where’d it go?” She shook the steering wheel. “Where is it? Where’s the goddamn message?”

The blank screen mocked her. She slammed her palm against the steering wheel. Just like the other message. Breathe, Sophie, breathe. She tossed the phone onto the passenger’ seat and buried her face against her fists. Her nerves snapped through her body, wild and uncontrolled. Currents of hot electricity pulsed at the base of her skull. It’s starting. Hello, nervous breakdown. Claustrophobia joined the party. The car’s luxurious interior felt like a coffin, suffocating her, choking away the breath in her lungs. Breathe, Sophie, breathe. I need to escape. Need to get home.

The exit ramp loomed ahead on the horizon. Sophie glanced into her rearview mirror and turned the wheel. The shocked faces of the two teens in the car next to her stared in her direction. Sophie flipped them off as she maneuvered her car into the empty breakdown lane.

“Adios, assholes.”

The car glided past the rows of traffic. She spotted the entrance to the ramp and smiled. Home free. Salvation and wine … lots of wine, this exit. Blue and red flashing lights filled her mirror. The high-pitched whines of the siren drowned out the music on the radio.

“Shit, shit, shit,” Sophie cried and rolled to a stop.

A heavy-set State Trooper with a severe crew cut and stiff thin lips strolled towards the driver’s side window of Sophie’s car. Her side mirror announced: OBJECTS MAY BE CLOSER THAN THEY APPEAR.

“Busted,” she muttered, holding up her license and registration.








  
  

Chapter 6

Dan





HE SHOVED THE cellphone into his pocket as a waitress hustled past the table carrying a plate of lasagna, oozing with melted cheese, that made Dan second-guess his burger order. He inhaled the rich tomato and basil aromas of the marinara that floated in the atmosphere. As much as he loved Italian food, he couldn’t be weighed down, bloated, and waiting for his body to digest. Not tonight.

It was the first time he had been back to the restaurant since the near disaster. The close proximity and killer Italian American cuisine brought him there several times a week. Now, since the ‘incident’ Dan wanted to patronize the restaurant for more than the food.

The cream-colored linen tablecloth felt silky beneath his palms. He reached out, adjusted the small wrought iron lantern, and centered it on the table as the tiny orange flames from the candle flickered and danced. La Famiglia’s décor would never be mistaken for Dan’s urban minimalism, but it was tasteful, and the unpretentious environment of the restaurant made him feel welcome and relaxed. That didn’t happen often, at least not to him. As a rule, Dan felt awkward in public settings outside his hospital. His eyes drifted up to the ceiling, followed the rustic wooden beam across the length of the dining room, and down the far wall. He stared at the black and white mural of the Sicilian fishing village. His eyes strained to bring the scene into focus. I wonder if my ancestors ever walked along that stretch of beach and cast their nets from the sides of boats in the clear Mediterranean waters. I’d like to go there sometime, Dan thought, but knew he never would. He had no time for vacations or anything else, not until Ronnie was cured and Sophie spilled her secret. After that I’ll be free. Maybe even have time to take a vacation and explore my family’s heritage. He wanted to learn more about his heritage, intended to find out more about that and so many things. But not now, not yet.

Diners, eager to kick off their weekend with food and drink, sat scattered around the homey dining room. Dan rarely enjoyed the luxury of a free weekend or even a free Friday night. Tonight, like so many other Friday nights, he had volunteered to cover Dr. Wendall’s overnight shift so she could attend her star QB son’s Homecoming football game. Sue Wendall didn’t need to provide an excuse. Dan loved being at the hospital more than he enjoyed interacting with the outside world because he had no one to share the world with.

He glanced over at the bar. The younger drinking crowd wouldn’t drift in for another few hours. The bar’s solitary female patron, an older woman stuffed into a skin-tight, black dress that ended where her thighs began, leaned against the bar. The dress might have been flattering on the woman if she wasn’t sporting an extra twenty pounds around her midsection. Dan tried not to judge people by their weight and body shape, but it was a hazard of his profession. His mind calculated their BMI before the formal introductions concluded. His dates did not find the talent endearing, that is, on the rare occasion that he did date.

The woman at the bar tossed her bleached blonde hair to and fro. She twirled a long strand around her index finger. Good lord. Her flirtations, so over the top, even a blind man could see them coming from a mile away. Dan knew her type, met women like that during campus parties in med school. He did not find such behavior cute. His roommates, on the other hand, gravitated towards drunk, horny co-eds whenever possible, filling their off-campus house with a variety of scantily-clad, loose females—all with huge tits—on the weekends. Dan enjoyed his fair share of them when his sexual needs outweighed his disgust, but he never wanted to marry any of them, or even date them. At least those young women were as brutal as he and his buddies and viewed sex as a game—a release from the stress of finals and the approaching constraints of adulthood—they had used each other and that was all right. But the woman at the bar wasn’t young or looking for a good time. She wanted to snag a husband despite the fact that her prime abandoned her decades earlier.

‘Pathetic’, he longed to cry out across the room. He remained silent and pushed the fries around his plate, his roaring appetite extinguished by the blonde’s distasteful display. Dan watched Kyle smile at something the woman said and appeared to be entertained by her antics. No accounting for taste. Or maybe he’s used to being hit on while working the bar.

Dan liked Kyle, the bartender and co-owner of La Famiglia. Middle-aged, single—twice divorced—with no kids. Kyle seemed to be an all-around nice guy. Dan enjoyed chatting with the bartender over a beer and burger. They wagered on football games when Dan had the luxury of a free Sunday afternoon. Kyle was like a fun, carefree uncle.

The blonde shifted her focus from Kyle and moved on to her next target—her prime target—Jack Mathieson. From what Dan had observed when he patronized the establishment, Jack and Kyle were opposites in every way that mattered.

“Oh, Jack dah-ling,” the blonde cooed. “Come over here and settle a bet for us.”

Half the people in the dining room turned towards the bar, necks craned, and heads tilted, to get a better look at the loud woman making a spectacle of herself by purring at the married owner. She extended her hand towards Jack. Dan tried to turn away; knew he shouldn’t stare. But it’s research. Reconnaissance. He watched and waited for Jack’s reaction, along with the rest of the dining room. Jack ignored the woman’s hand and left her manicured blood-red nails dangling in the air. She whisked her hand through the air, and with a well-practiced movement, rested it on Jack’s shoulder. Jack slapped her hand away, spun around, and stormed out of the bar.

“Hey, Kyle,” Jack yelled across the bar. “I’m going to head home for a few. I want to say a quick, ‘Hi,’ to the little wife. She’s had a helluva week sitting next to that bitch, Desiree. I figure Soph can use a hug.” Jack’s eyes narrowed and glared at the blonde. Kyle did not seem to notice, or did not care, but knowing Kyle as he did, Dan assumed it was a bit of both.

“Well, aren’t you just the world’s best husband,” Kyle said. Dan picked up the sarcasm in Kyle’s tone, even from where he sat in the dining room. “Go on, get out of here. I’ll hold down the fort. Oh, and make sure you give her a kiss for me.”

Jack didn’t respond. He turned and exited through the kitchen. The woman’s eyes followed Jack. She glared at the empty swinging door Jack disappeared through. Her red lips tightened into a deep frown that accentuated the deep grooves around the corners of her mouth. Even from his table, Dan spotted the fury in her eyes; eyes that continued to bore into the wooden kitchen doors. He plucked a tepid French fry from his plate, popped it into his mouth, and grinned. Well played, Jack.

The entertainment had been worth the price of dinner, but Dan needed to get back to the hospital, and he sure as hell did not want the blonde to meander in his direction. He pulled a twenty from his wallet, dropped it on top of the check, and slipped out the front door.
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