
  
    
      
    
  


		
			I Met Someone

			
			Hayes Martin shares everything with her BFF Claire Wheeler. Well, almost everything. Hayes has kept a secret from Claire for years, and she can’t take it anymore. Tonight is the night she comes clean and risks it all to gain everything she’s ever wanted.
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Valentine’s Day 1992 

			The table was set, the room decorated with red and white balloons, an expensive arrangement of flowers sat in the middle of the fancy set table, dinner was warming in the oven, and the video camera was focused on the front door. I paced back and forth looking at my Timex at least a dozen times, waiting for my Valentine to arrive. It was the first of what turned out to be twenty-nine Valentine’s Days with my (now) wife Laura. Two weeks earlier I had told her I loved her, and I wanted this evening to be special—duh.

			My BFF, who I will call T, was dating M, Laura’s BFF, and we had hatched a plan to surprise our girls. T had told M that I was planning a special, romantic dinner at my place for Laura and it was her job to get her to my house. I had told Laura that T was planning a surprise romantic dinner for M and it was her job to get M there. We often did things together, so this wasn’t an odd request.

			Confusing? Not really. T and I were both surprising our valentines with a special dinner at my house, then dancing at our favorite bar—the Cash Inn.

			We had hatched this plan a month or so earlier and had planned every detail. We weren’t creeps, the video camera—yes, it was an 8mm Sony—was poised to capture our girls’ expressions when they realized what we had done and that the evening was all about them.

			Way back then we were all pretty much living paycheck to paycheck, and I had no money to buy the place mats, napkins, flowers, and assorted other romantic accessories to make the evening perfect. This was before ATM cards and credit cards were in everyone’s wallet, so I went to the store knowing I’d have to pay the exorbitant $10.00 insufficient-funds charge, in addition to the amount of the check. But my girl was worth it.

			I don’t cook. I heat things, even today, thirty years later, so I left the chef duties to T. We planned the menu, while T did the cutting, chopping, stirring, and baking for our evening meal. As T toiled away in my kitchen, I set the table with military precision. Everything was in perfect placement, all the corners lined up and each cloth napkin rolled tightly into its holder.

			The theme was black and white, and T and I looked fabulous in our rented white tuxedo jackets, black shirts, and jeans and shined  boots. I was so afraid I’d get something on my jacket, I put it on only when the headlights of Laura’s truck passed across the front window.

			“T, they’re here!” I shouted, but not loud enough for our girls to hear. We had gone through several practice sessions with the video to know exactly where we needed to stand, and T hurried over to her spot.

			It took FOREVER for the doorbell to ring. My hands were shaking, my heart pounding, and I was nervous as hell. I took a deep breath and reached for the knob.

			Thirty years later we still talk about that special evening.

			Julie Cannon

		


		
			
    
            Chapter One 





			How do you tell your best friend that you’ve met someone? That you’ve met the woman you want to have by your side, for better or worse, richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, forsaking all others until death do us part.

			The forsaking all others was always my biggest hang-up, until I met my “someone.” I’d also want to die first because I wouldn’t want to live without her. Just thinking about that is enough to send me into a panic attack.

			Should be pretty simple, right? Your best friend loves you, wants what’s best for you, and wants you to be happy. The complication here is that “my someone” is said best friend, and she has no idea how I feel about her. But today is February 14, and tonight is the night. The night when I’m going to tell Claire I am madly in love with her. Okay, maybe not the full-on “I’m in love with you so much I can hardly breathe” disclosure, but more along the lines of I want to be more than just your friend—a lot more.

			It started six months ago when I met Clarice. She hates that name, by the way. She says it reminds her of Jodie Foster’s character in Silence of the Lambs. I like it because it’s her name. Every time I watch the movie, I’m not thinking about Jodie. I’m thinking about Claire.

			We met in grad school, when a tall, leggy redhead sat in the vacant chair beside me. We were in a cramped classroom waiting for the instructor of the dreaded Statistics in Economics course to arrive. I had trepidation about this class, and judging by the number of people who had found seats in the room, they, like me, did not want to take the course online.

			I was getting my MBA because I had always dreamed of being one of the most successful businesswomen in the country. Okay, maybe  not the country, maybe the state, and on some days maybe only as much as my company. Claire, on the other hand, was an architect and wanted to open her own firm. She thought the MBA would help her be successful. Personally, I thought we could find better things to do with our time besides having our heads in a book every evening studying algorithms or whatever else we were going to learn in this stupid class. I will admit I was selfishly glad she had come to this class. What was it that Humphrey Bogart said… “Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world, she walks into mine”? I can echo that sentiment. “Of all the statistics classes in all the universities in all the world, and she sits down next to me.”

			She was older than me by a few years, which made her in her mid-thirties. As we sat chatting, waiting for the instructor to grace us with his presence, we hit it off. I don’t make friends easily. I live by myself. The only roommates I ever had were during the two disastrous years I spent in a dorm for my undergrad courses. Other than roommates from hell, I had a great time, met a lot of people, partied with some, slept with more than I probably should have, and barely remembered most of them. I’m at a different university now, far away from home and talking to the most beautiful woman in the classroom. How I got so lucky, I don’t know. I think I’ll stop and buy some lottery tickets on the way home.

			The instructor finally arrived, coming in all pompous, thinking he’s all that in his tweed jacket and tortoise-rim glasses. It was August 12, and we were in Phoenix, Arizona, for crying out loud. The outside temp when class started was still over a hundred and ten degrees. What was with the jacket? Did he think we were at Harvard? Did he get off at the wrong stop? Was it wishful thinking on his part, or was he just a deranged, nutty professor? I shot a glance at Claire, and her expression said she was thinking the same thing. Did I mention she had a smattering of freckles across her nose, a breathtaking smile, and the greenest eyes I had ever seen?

			The guy was old school, passing out paper copies of the course syllabus. Yes, that’s correct, paper copies. Glancing around, I saw some people in the room that had probably never held a piece of paper. We were older than most in the room, the ink still wet on their undergrad diplomas. I’d been working for almost ten years and, at the ripe old age of thirty-two, had realized that to get anywhere else, I needed that ridiculous MBA at the end of my name. At least in my company, I did. I don’t mean to insult anyone that has it, but I say ridiculous because I  have real experience, which, in my mind, is much more valuable and practical than the degree. This, I thought, was evidenced by my six-figure salary, 40 percent annual bonus, my paid-for, two-year-old truck in the parking lot, my spacious apartment in one of the newer buildings in the city, and my almost-paid-for cabin in the pine woods up north.

			Anyway, back to Claire…

		


		
			
    
            Chapter Two 





			“I’m Claire Wheeler,” she said, extending her hand. Her voice was smooth, like honey on a warm, sunny day.

			“Hayes Martin,” I said, barely able to pronounce my own name. From the moment she walked into the room, she had my complete attention. I’m not terribly religious, but I prayed she would sit next to me. Fate, or a higher being listening, had just made my day.

			Claire’s hand was soft and warm, and I didn’t want to let go. Actually, I wanted to put her hand in one of my suddenly very sensitive girl parts, but I have some sense of what’s appropriate in a room filled to capacity. It was six thirty p.m., and this was not the time to make that level of my interest known.

			She made notes on her syllabus, using an interesting-looking pen, and I imagined her hand traveling over me. Her handwriting was bold, containing harsh lines like the ones in an architect’s drawing. I wondered if she learned to write like that as a child or later in life.

			I had a hard time concentrating on what Prof Pompous was saying, my attention shifting between the scent of Claire’s perfume and erotic thoughts of her fingers writing naughty words on my naked skin. Claire didn’t seem to be having any trouble, and an image of her tutoring me in how 69 is not a prime number flashed in my mind.

			Claire moved her head close to me. For a heart-stopping moment, I thought she might kiss me.

			“Are you okay?” she asked, her question deflating my lust balloon.

			I looked at her, then glanced around the room. Everyone was either taking verbatim notes or writing the great American novel. My notebook was completely blank. The heat of embarrassment at getting caught crawled up my neck like a bad rash.

			 “Yeah. Just taking it all in,” I mumbled. Or was it some other stupid response? I wasn’t sure. But I did know I’d better start paying attention to the gray-haired guy in the front of the room instead of the captivating redhead to my left, or I’d be taking this class a second time. God strike me down now.

			“Do you believe this guy?” Claire asked as Professor Tweed Jacket droned on.

			She had a soft Southern drawl that drew me in like a warm bath. Her eyes were the color of fresh-cut grass, and her right ear was pierced four times. I have two holes in each ear, and I know from experience that the higher up you go, the more stars you see when the needle jabs through.

			“I can honestly say I’ve never had a teacher quite like him. He’s exactly what I expected an econ professor to look like. All buttoned up and wearing horned-rimmed glasses. The jacket is a bit much though.”

			Claire stifled a laugh. “I’m sweating just looking at him.”

			The guy in front of me turned around and glared at us. We both forced back a giggle. Finally, after seventy-five brutal minutes, our instructor pranced out the door, followed by everyone in the room except Claire and me. She looked about as shell-shocked as I felt.

			“So, did you get all that?” she asked, almost deadpan.

			I must have said something witty because she started laughing. It sounds corny, but her giggles were like my favorite song to my ears. I got warm all over—certain areas much hotter than others.

			“Do you want to grab a coffee or something?” Claire asked. “Maybe we can compare notes.”

			I certainly knew what “or something” I’d pick, and it didn’t come out of an espresso machine, but it would definitely keep me up all night.

			“Sure,” I managed to say through the erotic haze between my ears.

			We made small talk on our way downstairs to the small coffee shop on the first floor. Claire bought her coffee and said she’d get us a table. The guy behind me in line nudged me, my attention on Claire’s ass she walked away instead of the barista asking for my order.

			We chatted over coffee, and that’s how I found out Claire was, in fact, an architect, had a two-hundred-gallon fish tank, and lived not far from me in one of the new high-rises downtown. She never mentioned a boy or girlfriend, and the opportunity to ask never came up. My gaydar had been on the fritz lately, and I was not going to make that embarrassing mistake again.

			 The coffee shop catered to the requisite flavors and concoctions of coffees. Tables for two were scattered around the cozy dining area, with overstuffed, comfy-looking chairs by the windows. A dozen tables for four were covered by laptops and papers. A couple in the corner was on a first date, their body language a dead giveaway. The place smelled wonderful but was a complete waste on me. I took my coffee plain, black, no sugar, preferably Peets or Dunkin Donuts.

			I tried not to stare at Claire when she talked, but she was mesmerizing. Her eyes danced when she spoke about something exciting, sparkled with intelligence, and twinkled with laughter at a funny story. She was expressive, using her hands to make a point, and she drew me in to the point that I could barely breathe. What in the hell had happened to me?

			She was like a sorceress, casting her spell over me. Corny but true. If I believed in love at first sight, I’d have chirping birds and butterflies floating above my head. Jesus, I had it bad. Now if I could only get rid of what “it” was, I’d be in good shape.

			I must have been able to carry on a somewhat coherent conversation because Claire gave me her complete attention. As I said earlier, my gaydar needed a tune-up, so I wasn’t sure if she was flirting with me or just being friendly. She didn’t hesitate to lean close when she looked at my class notes, and our arms brushed when she pointed to something specific on the page. Goose bumps jumped to attention, as did my libido. That too had been on hiatus for a while but roared back when Claire had entered the classroom. It felt like I’d known her forever, and I definitely wanted forever to be, well, forever.

			“Wow. I kept you out way too long on a school night.”

			She winked at me, and schoolgirl thoughts did not pass through my mind.

			Out on the sidewalk, the temperature was hovering in the upper nineties, a typical late-summer Phoenix evening.

			“That was fun,” Claire said, almost shyly. It surprised me because she had done most of the talking and hadn’t seemed the least bit nervous.

			“Yes, it was.” I agreed. “Let’s consider it a reward for sitting through that class.”

			“Great idea. You can pick the place next time,” Claire said, and my heart leapt at the thought of a next time.

			“You’re on,” I said, trying to keep my schoolgirl giddiness to myself.

			 “See you next week, Hayes,” she said before turning to walk down the sidewalk.

			It might have been the heat, might have been the way she said my name, but I melted nonetheless.
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