
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Romance Sweet and Dark 

The Patchwork of Love

by

Susan Brown

Romantic love has many faces – sometimes sweet and sometimes bitter. 

Sometimes somewhere in between...
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I Like a Choice, Loretta
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“You Loretta, of all people, have got to understand,” Rich said, reaching for the bread basket. He paused for a moment, washed his tongue over his lips like a cat deciding between a bird and mouse, then chose a focaccia roll over black Russian rye. 

“I’ve spent my life doing what ‘the man’ says, being a good employee. I was an amazing dad and a reliable husband.” He stabbed a butter knife in my direction. “You weren’t always easy, y’know, but I was loyal to you too.” He chuckled, his newly acquired belly fat turning the laugh into a wheeze. “Now, I want a choice.” He spread his arms wide. “I want it all.”

I smiled – at least my mouth did. Rich had been my significant other for seventeen years. I don’t know if his wife, Laurie, was his significant, but I was definitely the other in his life. Me, who had dreamed of being someone spectacular. But in a small town like Gainesborough there weren’t many role models except in the library’s tatty books. With so little choice, Laurie and I had stopped feuding over Rich fourteen years ago. 

“I don’t mind a break from him now and t hen,” she had confided at the Pumphouse Bar and Grill during our first Monday liquid lunch. “He’s not exactly the Romeo my mama promised. And he isn’t the go-getter Daddy said he’d be.”

I had nodded, taken another breathy sip of my single malt, and right then offered the pact that had kept us going year after year. The good men had mostly high-tailed it out of Gainesborough, leaving women like Laurie and me to fight over the leftovers. Hell, even the good women had mostly gotten out, which is why Laurie and I had to be friends. I had my batshit crazy mother to look after in our falling-apart mansion, and Laurie got Rich to toady up to in their cookie-cutter bungalow. Except on Wednesday nights when Aunt Lil took a night with mom, I took a night with Rich, and Laurie got a night off.

But now Rich was having a midlife crisis. There isn’t a lot of scope for a midlife crisis in Gainesborough, so I guess Rich’s decision to have it all, such as there was, was the best he could do. Unfortunately, that included stuffing everything he could into his big mouth, and getting it on with Tammy the librarian in the research section after hours on Fridays. Rich’s mediocre attraction was definitely wearing thin. Tammy had had to have splinters taken out of her butt as well, so a month ago, she had morosely joined our lunch date.

Then last week she showed up with a book under her arm. “Read,” she said, pushing it towards us. 

“A biography?” Laurie demanded incredulously.

“Lucretia Borgia,” I read aloud. Memory stirred from somewhere. “Ah...the woman who ground up glass and concocted delectable poisons to dispose of her enemies...” My voice trailed off. Our eyes connected, widened, and at last we smiled – really smiled.

“Rich renewed his life insurance last month. Even tripled the payout benefit...” Laurie murmured. “I always wanted to travel...”

There was a moment of reverent silence as we stared at the book. 

A flurry of preparation for Rich and my Wednesday night tryst. As always now, it started and would probably end at the kitchen table. I pushed a plate of tarts towards Rich.

“Ah,” he sighed, “apple, custard, black forest, cherry...I do like a choice.”
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Pajama Pants Romance
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I admit I have a thing about pajama pants. They’re warm and comfy and soft...and you never have to worry what kind of fashion statement they make. There is no fashion statement. Not even a fashion whisper. They’re the clothing equivalent of a pint of chocolate fudge cookie dough ice cream. And when you work at a fashion magazine in New York, both are as secret as guilty secrets can get.

Friday afternoon...make that evening (there was a deadline – there’s always a deadline) and I’m trying not to collapse against the brass fittings of the elevator as it slowly grinds its way to the first floor. Everyone else is also being propped up by walls or the press of the glum crowd heading home for the weekend. I have a sheaf of fabric swatches under my arm, but all I’m dreaming of is kicking off my high heels, unzipping my chic skirt, and sliding into my pajama pants with a pint of guilty pleasure ice cream in hand. 

Then it happens – a super gorgeous, broad-shouldered, extra-tall, designer-suited guy squeezes into the elevator. I know I’ve never seen him before. He murmurs apologies and his clearly muscular arm is pressed against me. My heart starts to hammer as I get a whiff of his scent – a tiny trace of leather from his briefcase overlaying fresh-ironed cotton and the indefinable aroma of clean male. How, I wonder, can a man smell so good after a day in New York City? I didn’t think it was possible.

The elevator dings its way to the first floor and the miserable hordes are disgorged. My nose is following big, dark and handsome’s scent and so I wander a few steps out of my way across the lobby. Bryan, the security guy waves, and I wave back as always. Then he stands and practically salutes the guy from the elevator. “Evening, Mr. Hernando,” he says. 

Hernando owns the magazine I work for. And the building. And a lot more besides. Not being suicidal, I stop following my nose and duck out the side exit. The ride home in the subway is boring, smelly and crowded. My mind is equally divided between s’mores ice cream and Mr. Hernando’s multiple charms.

My building is very upscale – a lot more than I should be able to afford. But my parents gave me the rent-controlled apartment when they decided to live in Miami and seeing as I don’t have a couple of million available to switch it out, I’m happy where I am. I grew up there and as people grow old and bring in their families, it’s the closest thing to a village a person can find in the big bad city.

I’m mulling this over as I pull on my pajama pants (brilliantly clashing pink and red stripes) when I fixate on Mrs. Aiden who went off to hospital last night after a fall. She has a cute little rescue mutt, and I wonder if anyone has remembered to take care of Molly. 

Damn. 

Poor thing would have been alone, unfed and unwalked for close to 24 hours.

Ignoring my pajama ensemble (no one here needs to think I’m a sophisticated professional – they’ve known me too long to believe it!) I go shooting out of my apartment and take the elevator to the manager’s suite. A little card is displayed by his door saying he will be unavailable until Monday and listing numbers for emergency services. None of them include dog rescue.

Double damn.

Well, maybe someone is in the apartment or has already been there to see to Molly. Back up the elevator to hammer on Mrs. Aiden’s door. I hear Molly crying piteously on the other side.

“Oh, baby,” I say through the door. “I’ll figure this out.”

From my apartment, I first call the hospital. They can’t give me any information and visiting hours for non-relatives won’t open again until tomorrow afternoon. Molly had been a frightened, half-starved little girl when Mrs. Aiden adopted her. My heart froze up thinking about how scared she must be by now. All the work and love Mrs. Aiden had showered on her would be undone. 

And Molly was crying alone in the apartment.

I went out onto my balcony to assess the situation. Mrs. Aiden has the second floor apartment right below mine. Her balcony is longer, jutting out another four feet beyond the extent of mine. Looking down, I judged the distance from the edge of my balcony floor to the flower pots on hers. I took a deep breath which didn’t calm me at all. Extreme measures. Maybe doable. Probably won’t join Mrs. Aiden with a broken leg.

Taking another deep breath, I climbed over the side rail, and straddling like a drunken gymnast, somehow flopped my legs down so that my feet dangled only about four feet above her balcony with my straining fingers slowly slipping loose from my railings.

“Oh damn!” I screeched and hung there, helpless. Too scared to drop. Too feeble to climb back up. When I couldn’t hold on any longer, I fell.

But I didn’t. Strong male arms grabbed me and pulled me against a damp naked chest. OMG. I stared up into Mr. Hernando’s frowning face. Double OMG.

He set me down none too gently. “What the hell are you doing?”

He appeared fresh from the shower, the dark hair on his chest just loosening into curls as they dried. He was naked...except for a pair of fluorescent green and blue plaid pajama pants.

I’m pretty sure I turned every shade of pink and red to match my ensemble, while I explained about my Molly rescue mission. His hard face eased into a smile and then he laughed. Believe me, that was a delight to behold.

Molly pranced around me ecstatically, providing further proof that I was not a cat burglar. Mr. Hernando...Mike...explained that Mrs. Aiden was his aunt and he’d be here until she was home and able to manage again.

He invited me to stay for take-out, and we finished the evening at my place with some Sinfully Delicious Extra Fudge Ice Cream. The rest would be telling.

It was almost two months before Mrs. Aiden’s broken leg allowed her to get around, so Mike and I shared a lot of take-out in addition to dog walking duties. And then there were those long, lazy evenings watching old movies in our off-work casuals.

I do so love pajama pants.
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Dark Star Safari
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Jax had vanished over a year before in the Dark Star region. Melissa believed to the marrow of her bones that his disappearance had been hidden by Outer Reaches, the multi-jillion dollar company that controlled, exploited and marketed Dark Star Expeditions. 

After his transport reached the sector, her lover had sent Melissa two short but cheerful wavecoms. Then...space silence. Her Increasingly frantic coms first to Jax and then the company, had elicited the information that Jax had launched a short exploratory flight to the sector of his mineral mining rights, returned, checked out of his cheap lodgings, and fallen off the radar.

“I’m sorry.” The company rep on Earth didn’t sound sorry at all. “According to our records, Jax Donovan left primary Outer Reaches facilities for purposes of his own on star date 2291.7.8” 

Melissa uncurled her fingers from the fist in her lap and tried to modulate her voice. “Why,” she asked, “would he use all our money and rack up all our credit to buy a mining exploration pod, get mineral rights for the adjacent systems, and then just go AWOL? We worked on this dream for two years!”

“I’m sorry.” She still didn’t look sorry. “Outer Reaches has no knowledge of Mr. Donovan’s actions, and as an contracted independent miner, we have no responsibility for his whereabouts.”

“I know something has happened to him!” Melissa cried out. “Why are you keeping this secret? Please!”

That seemed to wedge a small crack in the rep’s indifference. She hesitated, and then said, “The outer systems aren’t always what people expect or can deal with. It’s not uncommon for contractors to abandon their plans. Asteroid mining is hard, lonely and dangerous.”

“I know,” Melissa snapped. “I’m an astro-geologist. Thanks for nothing.”

The rep folded her arms across her chest, signaling that Melissa would get nothing else from her or the company.

There had to have been an accident, Melissa decided as she stormed out of the luxurious glass and wood tower. Or some incredible new discovery. Money had to be at the core. Economic expansion was the primary goal of all the government’s interplanetary policies, but even the government enforced at least some of the laws. Jax must have done or found something that threatened this megacorp’s grip on the lucrative Dark Star region.

Somehow Melissa begged, borrowed and worked for enough cash to buy a seat on a tour. After the fuss she’d made, the company wasn’t about to let her on their transports or freighters, but as a nuisance not a felon, they couldn’t legally refuse her passage as a tourist. 

Everything she had saved had gone to mount Jax’s expedition. Maybe she should have insisted on going along. But she was an academic, not an adventurer. Only the lethal combo of love and terror could have pried her from her labs.

Jax was a less accomplished geologist than she (third grade journeyman as opposed to her master papers) but he had been enthralled when she showed him her research and calculations. She was certain that deposits of margentum, a key ingredient in the new alloys, could be found in the outer asteroids of Dark Star. As a kid she had dreamed of getting out there to mine and discover, but as an adult it seemed too...too alien...and dangerous. Jax was a fine navigator and despite the very best in equipment (which they didn’t have) maybe his raw muscle power would be an advantage. She could work out more, but what if someone else figured out that there were riches to be gained in the region. Melissa decided it was better for him to go solo and she would come later when he had established a solid base.

But then he had disappeared.

Staring out now from the cruiser’s observation window, Melissa watched the outer planets draw steadily closer. She had risen early, hoping to acclimatize herself to the time zone shifts they would experience – and giving herself a chance to drink her coffee and make plans without the repellent babble of the excited tourists and their too exuberant offspring. 

Tony Barducca slid onto a chair beside her, nursing his own coffee. The first mate had rings under his eyes. “Mind?” he asked.

Melissa shook her head. 

“Thanks, I need some rational silence.”

She cracked a grin, but maintained uninterrupted air between them. They’d had a few technical conversations over the past few weeks and she’d pumped him for practical information about the sector. And she liked his sense of humor. With the first stop approaching, too many of the passengers, despite the cruisers many activities, had partied way too hearty the night before. She guessed Tony had drawn the unenviable duty of being the officer in charge.

He took another long drink. “At least in space no one can fall overboard.” He muttered. “Not to say they didn’t try. Thank heavens for coded air locks.”

Melissa snorted her laughter, and despite his exhaustion, Tony grinned.

“So what’s your first stop?” he asked casually. 

Tracking Jax, Melissa thought. Instead she offered, “Thought I’d go with the crowd on the tram trip through the woodlands. See a few of the indigenous animals.”

Tony studied her. “I would have thought the museum of exploration would be more your speed.”
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