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			To my angels here and above…
and most in my heart, my two innocents. 
From my heart, this is for you.
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			The Move

			The garage door opened. So did my eyes. Three in the morning. The alarm started blaring at a piercing decibel. Michael took too long to turn it off, finally ceasing before the police call. Expecting screams of terror from Gerry on the monitor, not a rustle in the crib. Beside me, Mike still asleep by some miracle, nestled close to me. Thumps quaked the stairs.

			He must be hammered. Late business dinner.

			Still as a corpse in bed, my slit-open eyes appeared closed. The door flung open as he stumbled into the room, swaying like a pendulum toward my side of the bed. He loomed over me, slouched, peering down at me, then sluggishly raised his hand. I held my breath, praying he wouldn’t strike. Suddenly, he dropped his heavy hand, dragging it through my hair as I braved the pain. A drunken caress? A sign of affection? I took anything. He crawled into bed on his side. Closing my eyes, I let it go.

			With his new business ventures, he had more and more late evening meetings with associates. He always had, but this was different. He was different. Something was off, not right. Loving and trusting him for so long, offering the benefit of the doubt was second nature. When I needed reassurance, he gave it to me. The one exception was telling me I was crazy, all in my imagination, and I should talk to someone. Since we first met in 1989 eleven years before, I remembered the love, how he gazed at me as if only we existed. Where did it go? When did it go? Or was that in my imagination as well?

			* * *

			Fresh outta college back down to my hometown, Brooklyn was in my heart, no place else like it! Hair half foot high, slammin’ accent with snappin’ gum, big earrings, acid wash everything, glitter, frosted makeup, and what else but a Caribbean tan.

			Speaking of, Caribbean Tanning Salon was the pulse of Brooklyn, my second job. Always funny crazy shit happened there. That’s why I moved back down to Brooklyn! To experience life! Grab it! Live it! Be close to the city, land of opportunity! And I’d never seen so many beautiful people in one place, but when they opened their mouths, Madonna mi, that accent! With a language all their own! My accent was only eight years deep, but it was there. You name it, they walked in, tough guys, wannabes, pro athletes, models, porn stars, celebrities, celebrities in their own minds, “wise guys” in their own minds, muscle heads, “family” heads.

			One night, a reputed “family” boss walked in, always sharply-dressed, a reserved gentleman. Newer generation was a bit louder, their daily wardrobe, velour sweat suits, donning thick gold chains around their necks, and the strut with the shoulder shrug and foot stomp. Just couldn’t take them seriously.   

			As I greeted Mr. G, my eyes drew right to the guy holding the door for him, reserved like him. My heart raced. They knew each other. Did they come together? Oh no, what did I tell myself? Never get involved with a mobster, let alone melt over one. A romanticized, yet very difficult life. They were cheaters, beaters, and criminals from what I’d heard. Stereotype or not, I wasn’t taking any chances.

			He had his eyes drawn right back on me, his silent smile searing right through me. The heat rushed through my body, filling my head, burning up inside, instant electricity between us, all a shock to my system. Tall, dark, and gorgeous, dimples with that grin, and a cleft to die for. And big! So big, but not a meathead. His neck lined up with his chiseled jaw, shoulders just fit through the door. This guy had to be Mr. G’s bodyguard. Hoped not. He had this strong, quiet presence.

			Just the way he looked at me. Damnit, I melted instantly inside, but played it real cool, at least I tried, especially as he walked by and caught me bent over cleaning a tanning bed with my little acid-washed jean skirt, ridiculously tanned legs, and white sneakers and socks. Yeah, that was ’80s Brooklyn. He made no idiot sexual comment that most of them would have, just sweet fun conversation. He won my heart.

			He came over to the side of my desk after his tan. His name was Michael Mastromarino, Mr. G’s neighbor, not his bodyguard. Thank you, Lord!

			An ex-U of Pitt football player, NYU dental student, president of his freshman class, studying to be an oral surgeon, he knew what he wanted and went after it. He was perfect and exuded this cool confidence. Envious, I wanted some. And he wanted me.

			It was undeniable. The attraction, magnetic from the first moment. I fell for him so hard and so deep. He knew I was the one. He told everyone, said I belonged with him. He wanted to take care of me, have a life with me. I wanted to take care of him. He wanted me to have his babies. I believed him.

			* * *

			His craniofacial surgery practice and businesses had expanded, but the money was not coming in, or at least I wasn’t seeing it. Things were not adding up. The money started spreading as thin as he did. We shouldn’t have bought the house. His silence was an admission, to what I wasn’t sure. We were there less than two years and needed to move quickly. So, I’d make a new beautiful home for us elsewhere. Home was where I was, as comfortable and happy as could be. My upcoming tri-fitness obstacle course competitions I had worked so hard for, looking and feeling the best of my life, canceled. What more could I have done? Smart, independent, confident, not over-demanding but no pushover, as sexy as I could’ve been for him seemed never enough, treating me as nothing more than a trophy wife. Spit-shine me up, show me off, and stick me back on the shelf.

			The house sold in less than two weeks with the help of Rue, my savvy real estate agent, who was like an aunt to me. We found a townhouse in Fort Lee, New Jersey, a nice gated community, and half the price. The entire move and closing was on me. Michael wasn’t big on being a team player, unless it was a sport or a profitable business deal.

			Staying at the local Hilton with his parents as we awaited our move into our new home, Michael noisily stumbled into the hotel suite from a business meeting, unreachable throughout the night. Voicemail. Voicemail. Always voicemail. Four in the morning. He left at eight. Gazing at my boys in sound slumber beside me in the king bed, the questions would wait. Fixated on our doorway, enough time had passed. What the hell was he doing? As I approached the door, his mother pushed me back in grabbing my arm, frantic, her face inches from mine.

			“I’m worried about Michael! I walked into the bathroom and he was putting a needle in his arm! He told me it was vitamins. Something’s wrong!”  

			My heart skipped, coolly taking a breath. First, she needed to be defused and removed. “It’s most likely for his back pain from his football injury. He gets epidural shots in his lower back from Dan, his anesthesiologist friend from the hospital. I’ll check on him. It’s okay. Go back to bed.”

			She did. Approaching the closed bathroom door, the light underneath shining in the dark hallway, glass clanked. Reaching for the knob, the door swung open. Almost falling on me, Michael staggered past me as if I wasn’t there. My heart jumped into my throat. His eyes rolled behind as his lids fluttered half-closed like slot machines, his undershirt stained with dried blood, pants half undone. My eyes shot to his arm, blood dripping to the floor, a trail of drops behind him. Wait, he was in his undershirt. Where was his tailored shirt? It’d better have blood on it, otherwise he was unclothed while he shot up—which alluded to an affair. There was no way he unbuttoned his shirt or unbuckled his pants in this condition. Then again, he got here alive, just filled a syringe and shot it in his arm.

			His briefcase was by the front door and the shirt peeked out. Clean, not a drop of blood. My stomach sank. A dinner meeting in his undershirt? Shooting up? I imagined him in bed naked wearing only an undershirt, shooting up with some dirty whore. Sharing needles? God, no! Twisted inside, the vision hurt. All my years with him, he wore an undershirt to bed, sex or no sex. He said his back was sensitive from stubble. My mind ran wild with painful possibilities, but he wouldn’t, would he? Then again, I never thought he would drug himself up. My husband was not as strong as once I thought. The wall holding him up, his eyes closed, body trembling. I shook him, snapping his name. No response. Holding his head with both hands and his eyes open with my thumbs, slapping his face, his lids shuddered closed. He mumbled incomprehensibly. I shook him. Nothing. But I continued.

			My teeth gritted, voice low, the questions could not wait. “Michael! What did you take? What fucking slut bitch were you shooting up with?”

			My hopes of truth serum were impossible. Too far gone. Damnit! None of his jumbled words made any sense, except one, “Frank,” our lawyer friend. Could it have been my imagination, jumping to too many conclusions? I hoisted him with all my might under his shoulder and dragged his six-foot-three, 220-pound sorry ass into bed. Letting him fall over, I swung his legs onto the bed and covered him, nudged him, again. He was out. Time to find some answers. His cell phone was locked. No time to break codes. The search was on. His toiletry bag was tucked under a towel on the basin. Way to hide it.

			The side pocket had two small bottles of Demerol, empty. He used this shit to put his surgery patients to sleep. I kept on. One small bottle of fentanyl, horse tranquilizer, half-full, an uncapped bloody needle, and a tourniquet. I’d seen enough. My stomach knotted. The trek to the bedroom seemed forever. Whether the kids were in bed between us or not, Michael and I couldn’t have been any farther apart. 

			My heart tugged, kneeling over them, my hands clasped so tightly my fingers numbed. Dear God, give me the strength for whatever may come. Keep my babies safe. Help me protect them.

			Curled away from his children on the very edge, my eyes could’ve seared a hole through this man. Where is my husband? Who are you? The devil? As if he was possessed, a shiver ran through me. This was clearly not the last of this nightmare. What would tomorrow bring?

			Slipping in on my side of the Great Divide, my arms cradled them, caressing their heads with a gentle fierceness I’d never known. My sweet innocent babies. What will this life hold for you? No worries, Mommy’s here. Lying awake, not knowing if my eyes would ever close, feeling in my bones this was only the beginning.

			My eyes sprung open to clanking noises from the hallway. Not a stir from my good sleepers. Six o’clock. Bracing myself, I followed the noise to the front door. The mirror reflected his steady, smug mug. Not turning around, he fixed his tie as if it were any other morning, this time completely lucid. My husband was back.

			He glanced through the reflection coolly. “What’s wrong?”

			“You’re kidding, right?”

			“Honey, if you’re talking about last night—”

			“Last night? You mean two hours ago! Michael, you were out of your mind! We need to talk.”

			“Later. I’ve got to get to the hospital.” Out the door, he couldn’t escape me fast enough. A sure no-show for dinner.

			Later came, no Michael. His parents, the boys and I sat at the hotel restaurant table, ordering. As the door opened, the breeze could have blown me over. Michael strutted in. Tension was tight as steel, table talk short and strained, silence uncomfortable. The kids brought levity just being kids. When dinner was done, we hid away in my truck.

			“After the meeting, Frank, Keith, Kevin and I hung at Lou’s place watching the game,” he said. “Everybody dozed. My back was acting up, so I went into the bathroom and took some, maybe a drop too much. Strong shit, worked like a wonder drug! My back felt no pain!”

			His excitement about the drugs and indifference about his condition scared the hell out of me. “So, you just happened to have a bottle and needle handy? What about your undershirt with blood on it and your shirt had none? You shot up in your undershirt, and your pants undone? Who were you with, Michael?”

			He took my hand tenderly, in earnest. “Honey, do you really think I could do something like that with anyone? I’d be so ashamed. Call Frank, he’ll tell you.” 

			A wise woman once told me, beware when one answers an accusation with a question. I tucked my fears away, hoping they’d never again rear their nasty head.

			“The next time you think about taking that poison for pain again, you imagine the faces of your two beautiful boys before you do! And don’t! Please!” All I could do was hope and pray.

			Days after settling into our new Fort Lee townhouse, as I unpacked boxes in my new kitchen, the caller ID flashed Michael’s MRI office. My stomach jumped with a bad feeling.  

			“It’s Keith, how are you? The kids? How’s the move in going?” Pleasantries transparent.

			“Good, thank you. Is everything okay?” 

			“Have you noticed anything ‘off’ in Mike’s behavior, any changes at all?” And there it was. The time of truth.

			“Well, for his back, he took a little too much—”

			“Demerol?”

			“Oh, God.”

			“He was found passed out on the floor in the bathroom with a syringe in his arm and a bottle of Demerol while his patient was asleep in the chair prepped for surgery.”

			The floor fell out. How badly I wanted to be wrong.

			“Please, tell me the patient is okay! Is he okay? Did anyone call an ambulance? Is he still there? Was he alone?”

			“The patient is fine. We woke her and canceled the surgery, explaining the doctor had an emergency. When Mike came to, he was completely incoherent and belligerent. He flew into a rage and plowed through everyone that tried to stop him. Barbra, this is serious. We can’t have him here like that.”

			“How long ago?”

			“About four hours ago.”

			“Right now, I’m a bit more concerned for his well-being and anyone else in his path! It took you four hours to call me? You let him leave and get behind a wheel?”

			My mind flew into a frenzy. Is he dead? Did he kill someone else? Is he alone?

			“I’m sorry, Barbra. Of course, I’m concerned for him. I didn’t mean to sound that way. We didn’t know what to do. We continuously tried to reach him. And the last thing we wanted to do was worry you. Bad call on our part.”

			“I understand. Bad call on Michael’s part!”

			“Listen, I love Mike. We love you guys. We’re not abandoning him. Anything we can do to help, tell me, and we’ll be there. But please understand we can’t let him come back here until he agrees to get some help. I’ll help you find a place for him.”

			“Thank you. Right now, I need to regroup and find him. He’s not home yet. Will keep in touch. Thank you!”

			Michael’s cell. Voicemail. “Hi, honey. Wondering if you’re making it home for dinner. Let me know.”

			I couldn’t do it alone. Michael listened to his dad who was already on his way from Brooklyn. The boys needed to be removed from this. Ingrid would take the boys for a sleepover with her kids, who were friends with mine. I trusted her. Excited, they packed their Pokémon roll-a-way suitcases then watched TV until she came. Minutes passed like tree sap in the winter petrified to the bark. I reached out to every hospital and police station—nothing. Just as I carried the boys’ overnight luggage to the kitchen, the front door opened. Michael. As I approached, he appeared torn apart and sloppily pasted back together. So disheveled, his hair was messy, twelve o’clock shadow, face gaunt, shirttail out, dried blood on his hands, shirt, and pants. The bulge in his pocket unmistakable…a Demerol bottle and needle.

			Hand on my hip, I mimicked Mae West. “Hey, big boy, is that a bottle in your pocket, or are you happy to see me?”

			Unresponsive, head down, he dropped his keys, phone and a couple of index cards on the hallway table.

			“Honey, I tried to call you.”

			He plodded by, not a glance my way, as if it made him invisible. He staggered up the stairs, then disappeared around the corner. “I was probably in surgery.”

			Quietly behind him, I stopped at the top. He was on the phone. I couldn’t make it all out. His office was conveniently an open space off the living room. I made out enough.

			“I forgot my index cards there.”

			Where the hell was there? Couldn’t be the office. Rounding the corner, the sight of him slumped at his desk, blindly shuffling papers, sickened me. My eyes pierced him, keeping my cool. “Keith told me what happened at the office.”

			His face in his papers. “He did? What did he tell you?”

			“You were found passed out in the bathroom with an empty Demerol bottle and a syringe in your arm. You left the office in a rage almost five hours ago.”

			His eyes shot up at me. “That’s it?”

			“Isn’t that enough? What else is there? Michael, you promised you’d never take it again!”

			“You look at me with such disgust! Look at you!” He snatched some papers from his desk and stormed past me.

			Following him. “Where are you going?”

			“The office!”

			Fearless, my razor tongue had a mind of its own. His volatile temper, on drugs, who the hell knew what he was capable of? At that point, who the hell cared? “How can that be if you’re not allowed back in the office until you get help?”

			Michael stopped, spun around in my face, his bellow shook the house. Eye to eye, finally. “Keep your fucking nose out of my business! Who the fuck do you think you’re questioning, you nosy bitch! I’ll take care of it!” He charged to the stairs.

			He was not leaving if I could help it, my safety not a thought. “I called your father! He’s on his way.”

			He swung around and lunged. Grabbing my shoulders, shaking me, he shoved me into the wall. Still standing my ground, I stared into his dead eyes as he roared in my face.

			“You called my father? You fucking cunt! You called my father? Who the fuck do you think you are? What gives you the right? How could you do this to him? If he gets a heart attack, I’ll fuckin’ kill you!”

			He shoved me harder. This time I fell into the folding closet doors, which broke my fall as they collapsed. I immediately jumped back on my feet. He wasn’t going to keep me down! He paced back and forth savagely, clenching his fists, ranting, motioning to strike, but didn’t.

			Unshaken, I didn’t care. I felt eerily calm. “You have that a little confused. Take a good look in the mirror. Your actions will be what kills him, you asshole!”

			A whimper from the kitchen doorway. Mike guarded Gerry, both frozen, petrified. My heart wrenching, I ran to them as Michael obliviously continued his pacing rant. Dropping to my knees, I hugged them tight.

			“I’m okay. Everything is okay.”

			But was it? Or would it ever be again? I would make damn sure of it. The doorbell rang. Michael halted like a deer in headlights. Saved by the bell!

			Smiling at my precious innocents, I said, “Grandpa from Brooklyn came to see you!”

			The boys beamed at each other. Mike squealed. “Grandpa from Brooklyn is here? Yes!”

			Gerry joined in, prolonging the “S” sound with his brother. “Yes!”

			The kids darted down the stairs to the door with giggles, ready for their white-haired Grandpa in the doorway. Referred to as GM by most, he had the thickest Brooklyn accent ya ever did hear, “th” replaced with “d,” “ir” with “oi,” “ar” with “aw” and on and on. I had only the faintest Brooklyn twang but it always felt like home to hear. You can take the girl outta Brooklyn, but you can’t never take Brooklyn outta the girl!

			“My boys! How are you?” He scooped them up with hugs and kisses.

			Mike pulled him close. “Is Daddy going to kill you?”

			Grandpa raised his brows to me, belly-laughing. “Never happen! Don’t you worry! Hello, daughter-in-law. How are you?”

			“Thank you, Dad.” I hugged him, not wanting to let go.

			“You go take care of my little boys. I’ll take care of my big boy right now!”

			The boys ran up to the living room ahead of me. I stayed back, remaining out of sight, peeking. They faced each other, nose to nose, Michael’s head bowed, shoulders slouched. His father hollered up in his face, reaching up, slapping his head. “Mikey! What da hell is goin’ on here? What da hell are you doin’”?

			Michael cowered, his head still bowed, unmoved as this little man slapped him around. Amazing. Thank God for Grandpa. “Nothin’, Dad. They’re blowing it all out of proportion.”

			“Dey blowin’ shit! You better get your head straight or I’ll take dose kids and your wife da hell outta here and you won’t see us no more! You hear me, you cocksucker!” His father smacked his head again. “I love you, you son of a bitch! You wanna kill yourself? Go right ahead! I can’t stop you. Ya ain’t takin’ your family wit’ ya! And another ding! I hear you talkin’ to your wife like dat again, I’ll knock your fuckin’ teeth in for ya! You dink I didn’t hear trough da door? Remember who you’re talkin’ to! Dat’s your wife! She’s da best thing dat ever happened to you! You treat her wit’ respect, ya hear me?”

			The doorbell rang again. Mike and Gerry flew past me down the stairs. My second angel of the night, Ingrid. I came down with their bags, seeing both kids already wrapped in Grandpa’s arms. Michael reached to give the boys kisses and hugs as if they were his last. Gerry hugged and kissed him back. Mike shrunk into me, his fearful eyes searching.

			Caressing his head. “It’s okay, love.”

			As Mike walked toward his father he wouldn’t let go of my hand, as if the bad man was going to take him away. Stiff, he let his father hug him. I followed my two big boys, rolling their Pokémon luggage out the front door behind Ingrid. Before letting them go, they needed to be filled with my love and security. I squatted down, each taking a lap, my arms secure and holding them close.

			“Don’t worry. Everything is okay. Mommy will never let anything happen to you, or me. Promise.”

			Gerry reached his soft, tiny hands out holding my face, heaven on my cheeks. “Everything is okay. I love you, Mama.”

			At three, he still called me Mama. My heart smiled a mile wide, bursting and breaking for my children all at once. Gerry wrapped his cherubic little arms around my neck and squeezed so tight, then slid off my lap and climbed into the car. He stopped himself, turned back around, and kissed my cheek with his sweet little lips. Priceless. Mike was still on my lap, his eyes questioning.

			I held him tight. “Mike, has Mommy always protected you?”

			His troubled hands on my shoulders, protectively. “Yes, but what about you, Mommy? Daddy hurt you. I saw him push you and yell curses at you.”

			“I don’t remember him pushing me.” Still feeling the sting where his fingers gripped me, the ache on my back from his force. “Are you sure you heard curses?” Reaching.

			Mike shot me an are you kidding? look. “Mom. I know curses, and I know what I saw.”

			Trying to brush it off lightly killed me almost as much as lying so ridiculously. “Mommy called Grandpa from Brooklyn to help Daddy feel better, and Daddy didn’t want me to call him, that’s all.”

			“That’s not a good reason to push you or call you curses.”

			My pride bounded—such a good heart, precocious as hell, and sharp as a tack for five. “Mike, you’re absolutely right and so smart. He said he was sorry and will never do it again.”

			“Mommy, can I talk to him to make him feel better?”

			“You are the sweetest boy. It’s okay, love. Grandpa will be with him.” I stroked his hair. “Baby, nothing will ever happen to me. I’m magic. I’ll always be here for you two, no matter what! Always remember that. Now, let me see a smile.”

			What a beautiful sight. As long as he felt better, I was good, sealing my promises with hugs and kisses. Mike climbed in. I squeezed Ingrid’s hand, no words needed. We waved as the car drove away and pulled into the driveway five houses down. Close, but far enough away. Many more questions to be answered, many more white lies, many more promises I hoped I could keep. My tears creeped back up as I turned to the house.

			“Breathe. Just breathe.”

			Faltering up the stairs and turning the corner, I held my breath. Michael and his dad were hugging. His father had calmed him down. He had calmed his father.

			Michael trudged toward me. “Honey, I’m sorry. I was upset but understand why you did it. It won’t happen again.”

			I took two steps back. He was upset? He understood? He was out of his fucking mind! And lying through his sorry face! Seeing through his act, I intended to play my part until this all played out. The momentary hug was disingenuous on both parts and a moment too long. I pulled away. Michael immediately retreated to his office. A pit of panic ripped through my core, knowing I would be left alone with him. I needed to keep my promise.

			“Dad, can you stay over? Please?”

			“Believe me, I wish I could! Dat dope of a son I got! I gotta go home and take care of your mother-in-law. I can’t leave her alone too long. She’s worried sick!”

			I don’t care how worried sick I was, nothing would ever keep me from my kids in any time of need. “I understand. Give her our love. Thank you for coming, Dad. I’m sorry.”

			“For what? You didn’t do nuttin’. I’m glad you called.  You call me whenever you need me, y’hear? Let me know what’s goin’ on, anytime. Take care now!”

			My stomach rattled, steeling myself as I closed the door, his car pulling away. As I approached Michael’s office, he barged past almost running me over, phone and keys in hand and a folder under his arm, determined, as was I.

			Holding my bladed tongue. “See you later.”

			The door closed. His car turned the corner. I waited a minute, then double-locked the door, alarm on, just in case.  It was Michael, after all. First, his office phone. Redial. The bypass number to MRI, no one picked up. *69. Last call in, unknown number. I combed through his desk, cabinet, closet, drawers, papers, in every unassuming crevice. Jackpot! Under his hanging files in the very back of his drawer: an empty Demerol bottle, another half-filled and two unopened, two bloody syringes, and bloody tissues. Poof! A sleuth was born! I embarked on a game of cat and rat, me the prowling cat pursuing my lying sneaky rat of a husband and his dirty secrets. How much he was hiding I was going to find out. Would he even notice these things were missing? How out of his mind was he? Where would I hide it all? My fine china cabinet in the dining room, buried and covered. He’d never find it. The bar one cabinet over, one level up, no need to move. A large snifter glass and a tall bottle of Frangelico, the monk. No children, no husband, so alone, so many unanswered questions. Truth or lies?

			My brain blurred, I glazed at the monk. “You and I are gonna become good friends.”  

			Cuddled with a blanket and my companion for the night, cradling my glass, I lolled, swaying on my living room balcony loveseat. The cool spring night, so quiet. What a beautiful starry sky, so clear. Though nothing was clear to me.

			To God, to my angels. “I can’t do this alone. Please, guide me. I’m scared. So scared. Protect my innocent babies. Protect me. They need me. I beg of you. Help Michael find his way. He’s lost.”

			The sky a seesaw, the bottle was empty. So was I. Under the stars with my new-found buddy, the monk, I fell asleep.

		


		
			2

			The Shock

			“Thursday, twelve, in the Edgewater McDonald’s parking lot next to the drive-through, got it.”

			“Stay in your vehicle. I will come to you wearing a blue baseball cap, jacket and sunglasses. Bring the information we discussed.”

			“Will do. See you then.” Sneaking, playing his game. I hated every minute of it. What was I to do?

			My cell still in hand, Petra’s name flashed,  Michael’s New York City office manager. She never called from her cell midday. “Barb, you gotta come now! Michael collapsed in the hallway!”

			Loins girded, I veered to the city in a blink, unusually cool. “Is he unconscious?”

			“He was out for a few minutes, then came to, but he’s really out of it. He didn’t want me to call you. I had to. The ambulance is on its way. I don’t know what hospital yet.”

			“On my way. Thank you.”

			I needed to get there, fast. He promised he wouldn’t use the Demerol anymore for his back and would make time to see Dan. His words had become selfish lies, out of control. I was losing him to his secret love affair with this Demerol, this poison. I felt it, but I loved him.

			Katia, my house cleaner, my sitter, my trusted friend, answered, thank God. “I can’t explain now, but please pick up Mike and Gerry from school today. Can you stay until I return? It’s an emergency.”

			“Yes. Don’t worry.” Unspoken, Katia knew, probably more than I. We were good to each other.

			“You’re an angel, I love you!”

			The ride up felt as though the elevator had gorilla glue for cables laboring up each floor. As the door opened, I flew into his office. Petra greeted me with a hug and led me to Michael on the floor in the hallway, hunched against the wall with four paramedics surrounding him. Two police officers, onlookers everywhere, it resembled a crime scene. I waited for these guys to break out their yellow tape. Was he in trouble?

			Arms crossed, Petra’s eyes shifted from him to me. “Hellina fled the scene.”

			His surgical assistant? How much of a dirty rat was he? Couldn’t be. She wasn’t even close to his type. I was beginning to believe I didn’t know my husband at all. My “cat hair” stood up along the back of my neck. Stopping myself from jumping to conclusions, I played it cool. “Why did she take off?”

			She shrugged her shoulders, lowering her chin. “Maybe she was afraid of getting caught.”

			“Caught for what, Petra?”

			“I don’t know.” Her eyes told me differently.

			Putting it aside, wondering how anyone else could not know, I turned to the matters at hand and the towering officers. “I’m his wife.” They let me through.

			“Honey, how are you doing?” Scanning his arms, nothing. No matter, I knew.

			“Why are you here? I told Petra you shouldn’t come.”

			“I’m your wife. Why wouldn’t I be here? Let them finish taking care of you. I’ll meet you at the hospital.”

			“The fucking hospital? Get the fuck outta here! I’m fine! There’s nothing wrong with me! You’re all fucking crazy!”

			Hoping the hospital was Pandora’s box to break open his dangerous hidden drug problem, I pulled aside one of the paramedics. “He should go to the hospital and be tested for what’s going on and why this happened, shouldn’t he? Please?”

			“Yes, he should. We’ll do our best, ma’am.”

			“Please make sure they run a thorough blood panel on him. And keep this conversation between us.”

			“What conversation?”

			“Thank you.” I watched, conflicted, wanting him exposed to get him help yet not get him in trouble.

			The paramedic reasoned with Michael. “Sir, given your stats, under these circumstances, we’re obligated to take you to the emergency room.”

			“I’m fucking fine!” He tried to get up with a vengeance but fell to the floor like a rag doll.

			“Please stay seated, sir. You may be having an attack, heart or anxiety. You need to be monitored.” 

			Michael relented and they lifted him onto the gurney. “Which hospital, sir?”

			“Lenox Hill. I’m an attending doctor there.” Michael’s sunken eyes shifted to me. “Barbra, go home. I’m fine.”

			“I’ll meet you at the hospital.”

			I kissed his forehead, whether he liked or not. Chasing the ambulance on the streets of New York? Impossible.

			I made it. “Oh yes, Mrs. Mastromarino, he’s been expecting you. Come right this way.”

			Still on the gurney. “What took you so long?” He immediately sensed me. “What’s wrong?” His lofty eyes told me he could fool the whole damn world!   

			“What did the doctor say?”

			He gave himself the cavalier once over. “See? I’m fine.”

			Unbelievable. “They didn’t find anything on the blood tests? Nothing? What about urine?”

			He grinned, clasped hands resting on his chest, tapping his thumbs in victory, so smug. “Nope, I told you.” He felt me searing right through him. “Don’t believe me? Ask the doctor.”

			On the hunt, I found him. “Excuse me. I’m Michael’s wife. What were the results of his blood tests and urinalysis?”

			“When he came in, his blood pressure was high, his heart beat somewhat erratic for a short time. Otherwise, he’s fine. We’re ruling it as an anxiety attack.”

			“But, the blood tests. They were normal? All of them?”

			“Yes, he’s strong as an ox according to our tests. He does need to take it easy for a few days. Knowing Michael, that’s asking the impossible.”

			How the hell did he do that? He’s becoming a master of deception. I need proof exposed!

			“He’s free to go. I’ve already signed off on his chart.”

			“Thank you, Doctor.” Stupefied, I careened back to Michael.

			He lounged back like the rat that ate the cat. “So?”

			“They couldn’t have tested for everything.”

			“Honey, they take a battery of tests. Really, I’m fine.”

			I studied this man I thought I knew so well, completely thrown, but knowing.

			Thursday, 9:30 a.m., at the Englewood Cliffs MRI location, Lou, Michael’s associate, reached out and swallowed me with a bear hug. “Barbie baby! How you doin’? Meetin’ with the boys?”

			I had known him since their NYU Dental School days together before Michael went on to his oral surgical residency. Word was he found Michael passed out on the bathroom floor. I was surprised he didn’t call me. I surely didn’t know the whole story, yet, instantly a crusader against the old adage, “The wife is the last to know.”

			“They’re waiting in Keith’s office. Good to see you.”

			Keith’s door was open. At his desk, he greeted me with a hug. It all felt surreal. Who could I trust?

			“Kevin is finishing the morning meeting with the staff. He’ll be in shortly, but let’s get started.”

			“You mean he wants you to pave the path, the diplomatic one, right? I’m sure he’s quite heated about all this.”

			“You know us better than I thought.”

			We laughed. The ice was broken.

			“It’s not the first time I’ve been underestimated. Back to business. What is the next step as far as you’re concerned?”

			“We heard what happened at the Manhattan office. Doctor Miles concurs with the agreement we have drawn up for Mike to concede. He needs to seek help to show good faith for business’s sake. We’ll leave it at that.”

			He needed to show more than good faith. Exactly what were they thinking? Business. They believed Michael was brilliant and far more of an asset than ever a liability, given his little problem. I wasn’t so sure.

			“I understand. I will handle the personal matters.”

			“And Barbra, trust me, we understand. We’re here to help.”

			That’s what they all say. I couldn’t believe anyone, with their own damn agendas.

			Keith sat forward with conviction, his expression sad. “Our mom, now passed, was an alcoholic. We’d been through it most of our lives until she finally gave out, more difficult than I could ever describe.”

			What they must have gone through. I thought of my boys.  

			“Whichever the loved one, or the substance, it’s all the same. It’s hard all around.”

			Now, I was the one who underestimated them, so grateful for the unexpected understanding, support and guidance, though my terror remained. “I am so sorry, Keith. There are no words that could be enough.”

			“Barbra, I’ll only tell you two things you need to remember at all times. Beyond anything, make sure you take care of you and your children first. You need to protect yourself. Get yourself a lawyer. And don’t take anything personally. This is his problem, his choice, not yours.”

			“A lawyer? That’s an extreme measure for me right now. I’m out to be there for him and help him through this. And don’t take anything personally? That’s a little tough since he’s my husband. Is there something you know that you’re not telling me?” 

			“Please, take your precautions. You’ll understand when the time comes.”

			I took it all in, not quite sure how to process and proceed. “Thank you, really. I’m assuming I should set this rehab up, like yesterday?”

			Keith chuckled. “Pretty much. He won’t be allowed to practice here or his other sites until he gets treatment. Look into a rehab, Hazelden, in Minnesota, specializing in treatment of doctors—highest success rate. Let me know how you make out. We’ll help as much as we can.”

			“You’ve helped more than I could have ever asked for. I can’t thank you enough. I just want him to be okay.”

			“Our sentiments exactly. But remember, you first.”

			“Without question. I should go. With no office hours in Manhattan, he’ll be heading up here from there sooner than later to meet with you.”

			“Keep this between us. Let Mike tell you.”

			I hoped he would. “Tell the staff I was never here.”

			I hugged him, my voice trembling. “Thank you.”

			Gliding through the office, I withstood the stares, whispers, and phony smiles. I had put all the bits and pieces of rumors together like a puzzle I didn’t want to believe as true of Michael meeting Hellina, a dancer, one night at a restaurant years ago, of them together for a long time, or maybe not for long. So many conflicting stories floated around, too many to ignore. All I had gotten for my trouble were cagey answers from our friends, colleagues and even his family, I held my tongue until it was real. No matter how he denied it all, showering me with love, I could never look at him the same, feeling as if a serrated knife twisted in my heart. Still I smiled and said goodbye to everyone as if it were any other day. But Michael had changed everything. I left with my dignity. No one could ever take that from me. Hazelden would be my pitch. Minnesota or West Palm Beach? No contest. West Palm Beach in the spring? Perfect lure.

			On to my meeting. Parked in my truck by the Golden Arches, aroma of fries and grilled burgers. Couldn’t remember the last time I had either but didn’t miss them. A nice piece of carrot cake from Whole Foods in the next plaza was worth it, something sweet to take away the sour taste of it all. Lies to my family. Lies to my dearest friends. Lies from my husband. Lies from who knew else. No fitness competitions. No anniversary trip to Italy. No stability. No direction. No certainty. Just chaos. In the dark.

			A man with a baseball cap and sunglasses came to my window. “Barbra?”

			“Yes. Jim?”

			“Yes.” He slid into the passenger seat, folder in hand.

			“I can’t believe I’m doing this. I never thought—”

			“Don’t worry. Most people who come to me feel the same. Modestly, ninety percent of the people who call me for a reason they don’t think they have, come to find out they did. If you’re feeling something is there, it probably is.”

			“I don’t want to believe he would do that to me.”

			“Nobody does, and, believe it or not, a good percentage end up going back to their spouses after discovering they’ve cheated. It takes seven times for a woman to leave her abuser and cheater.” 

			“Really? I came to you to validate or negate the suspicion. If it’s true, I’m done.”

			“From what you told me on the phone, drugs are involved.”

			“Yes. Rumors are he does the drugs with his surgical assistant, Hellina.”

			“Drugs and cheating usually go hand in hand. I’ll prove or disprove the hearsay for you. Do you have the information?”

			My folder had all the intel he had asked for, and all I found. He asked me questions and warned me some I may find offensive or invasive. They were. But I was all good with it. Who had any shame after childbirth anyway? Like an unspoken “Bold Bitch” club. But these questions needed to be answered to get the full picture. He took notes. What was he scribbling? How funny, feeling deceitful to Michael. He left me no choice. I trusted no one. Alone, I had to get the truth. Odds were, it was not going to be what I wanted to hear. My new trusted confidant, sadly my private investigator, told me to get a pre-paid phone for contact. Radio Shack set me up, my PI phone under my sister, Raven. Everything was ready to roll.

			In my car hiding away, along the Hudson shore enjoying every bite of my cake, I traced the strong waves flowing south. The water tumbled over the pretty stones beyond the walk path. Gazing across at the most exciting city in the world, my city, where Michael and I started our lives together and his career, it was simply beautiful.

			Lost in the blue sky, calling to my angels, I said, “Help me.”

			Later, back at the house, without a second thought I sleuthed through phone bills and credit card statements, hoping to God nothing would jive. The door chimed. He was home. I hid the evidence. Straight or high? Did he smell like another woman? Hellina, his haughty assistant perhaps? Seeming coherent, he came toward me, but stopped…as if he knew I needed space between us.  

			“I spoke to Keith and Kevin. I need to appease them by going away for a little while to get help. I don’t need it, but I need to show good faith.”

			I kept catching myself. Trusting his word had always been second nature. 

			“We need to find a good place, specific to doctors. I’m not going to a dump! It’s gonna be as close to a vacation as possible.” Vacation? Delusional, a rude awakening was coming.

			“Already on it. Hazelden, West Palm Beach caters to doctors and professionals. They’ll have a bed for you Friday.”

			“I could get into that. Come with me.”

			“To rehab?”

			“No, stay at a neighboring hotel so you’re near me. I’d feel better if you’re with me. Don’t leave me. Could you stay with me until we leave? I want you with me every minute. I trust you. I don’t trust myself.”

			Pinch me. Didn’t trust him either. Didn’t care. He let me in. I was his wife. No one could take care of him like me.

			“There’s a Days Inn around the corner from the center,” I said.

			“Fuck the Days Inn! It’s bad enough we need to cancel the Italy trip. Besides not speaking at the conference, that was our anniversary trip. Book yourself in the best hotel around in a suite. Stay there as long as I need to stay. Then I might just join you.”

			“The Ritz-Carlton is five minutes from there, but—”

			“Book it.” He grabbed and held me, fighting for me. I never wanted this feeling to end, it felt so damn good. My suspicions still tugged, hoping I would never need Jim. My gut told me that was not likely.

			Pulling back. “Michael, look me in the eye and tell me nothing is going on between you and Hellina.”

			“Honey, nothing is going on. Why would I want you with me, and only you? You’re my bashert.” He held me closer.

			It felt too good to be true. Second to my boys, nothing mattered more than him getting better. I stayed as close as he’d let me. There was no easy fix. How could I tell Tiana, Maria, and Rayne the truth? Lies to my trusted besties killed me inside. Worried, there for me in a heartbeat, they would know my business trip with Michael was a ruse. I was reduced to hiding because of him. I hated it. 

			Palm Beach was gorgeous, the weather beautiful, Hazelden Rehabilitation Center fundamental. I escorted him in to make sure they received and kept him. He signed a release for his dad, Keith, Kevin, and me to call for updates. Really, he could have trotted out of there as soon as he walked in. Only the law could’ve coerced him or anyone into rehab, with the threat of losing an important license/certification, or jail time.

			Simply magnificent. Breathtaking views, the beach, the ocean—my therapy. The hot sun kissing my skin, sand cascading between my toes, running my hands through the water as the waves washed up on shore. Beautiful rhythmic waves resounded through me. The horizon beyond the ocean seemed endless, leading to where? I could only see heartbreak. My husband was falling apart. My marriage too? The doctors assessed that he should stay for three weeks, at least. No visitors before seven days. A knock on my hotel door broke my trance, but I hadn’t ordered anything. A dozen roses and dark chocolate. My heart leaped, hoping Michael did this from rehab for our anniversary? Could he be that thoughtful?  The card read, “Happy Anniversary,” compliments of the Ritz-Carlton. Nope. Such a nice gesture couldn’t take away the pain, though the roses were beautiful, and the chocolate the sweetest thing on my lips since kissing my boys’ cheeks goodbye. As decadent as the Ritz was, my broken heart wasn’t in it.

			The next day there was another unexpected knock. Peephole, nothing. Another knock. I opened the door to Michael with two champagne glasses in one hand, a bucket of ice with a nice chilled bottle of Diet Pepsi (in lieu of alcohol), and one red rose in his teeth. “Happy Anniversary, honey!”

			A happy anniversary it was. He came to me. I forgot the world, the doubt, the drugs, enraptured in our getaway. He enraptured in me. Newlyweds again! Everywhere we went, the beach, the gym, dinner, people actually asked if we were recently married. Together, we rediscovered each other.

			Fear struck me. I was afraid to leave the hotel, this dream, to go home, to face reality. “Michael, look me in the eye. Promise me nothing was going on with Hellina.” The thought was like fingernails on a chalkboard, clawing at my mind.

			“Maybe you should get some help and talk to a shrink,” he suggested playfully, with a borderline mocking tone.

			“You’re telling me to get help? You just ducked out of a rehab facility after three days for Demerol abuse. You haven’t stopped lying to me. The only help I need is the truth!”

			Kissing my neck, he slipped his hand under my robe. “I’ll show you the truth.”

			Affection? I’ll take it. Nice diversion. Into the night we cozied together on the balcony, mesmerized by the ocean shimmering in the moonlight.

			“So, tell me, Houdini. Release or escape?”

			“I checked out.” As if it were a hotel. “I’m fine! They should take care of people who really need it. I don’t belong with those people. I’m smarter than everyone there! Including the doctors! They came to me for advice!” Ego unbounded.

			“Three days? You really think that’s enough? And what about Keith and Kevin?”

			“Don’t worry your pretty little head, they’ll be fine.”

			No fight? Again, I caught myself. I didn’t recognize my husband, but I liked him. Nothing made sense. Use instinct, reason. Don’t trust his word. Doubt what is dubious.
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