
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


What She Wrote

By Lois Breedlove

Sign up for Love Notes, a newsletter specifically for the series written under the Lois Breedlove name. Get announcements of new books and stay abreast of what is what is happening among the four friends in Moscow, Idaho, who believe anything is possible if you’ve got women friends who have your back.

Published by L. J. Breedlove

Copyright 2023

License Notes

This short story is for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this story with another person, please send them to my website for their own copy. Thank you for respecting the work of this author.

Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. While place descriptions and news events may coincide with the real world, all characters and the plot are fictional.

Contact Information

For more information about this author, please visit http://www.ljbreedlove.com/. Email address is lois@ljbreedlove.com.


What She Wrote

Book 5 in the series, Small Town Secrets 

Angie Gregory teaches Writing 101, five sections, 150 students, every semester. It means 150 essays to grade each week, and a salary that barely pays the rent.

It wasn’t how she thought her life would be. She’d come to this small college town because her fiancé had an offer for a tenure-track position, and she was in love.

When he broke her heart, she rebuilt her life with the help of her women friends.

Now he’s back, and he needs her help. Is a second chance at love too risky to take?

Four women friends have each other’s backs. And really? There’s little you can’t do if you’ve got friends like that. 
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Angie Gregory was grading papers. Because of course, she was. She taught English 101 and 102, and had 30 students in five classes who wrote each week. That equaled 150 writing assignments that needed to be graded weekly. Plus, a midterm research paper, also in class piles, waited for her this weekend.

Sometimes she felt like she spent more time on each essay than the writers did.

It was not how she had envisioned spending her life.

She took another sip of wine and looked at the piece in front of her. Students joked that her comments got blunter by her second glass of wine but her grades tended to be higher. There was debate whether it was better to be at the top of the pile or the bottom. She snorted. Students.

She spent 15 hours in class. Six hours in the office for students. Thank God, as a lecturer she didn’t have to go to department meetings or serve on their damn committees. Her friends did, because they were tenured or about to be. It sounded awful. 

No, she just spent 30 hours a week — she’d logged it once to see — reading and grading freshmen writing. She wondered sometimes how they managed to get to college and not know how to write a complete sentence. Well, she was determined they’d know at least that much when they left her class.

And she could grade at home — put her feet up, pour a glass of wine.

She looked around her one-bedroom loft apartment. It was on the second floor of one of the buildings downtown, an old brick building, with a wall of paned windows. People exploring the shops and restaurants of Moscow, Idaho, sometimes looked up and wondered what was in those rooms above the shops. Well, she was, only partially insulated from the noise and laughter she heard from below. She and a handful of other renters like her.

She loved her apartment — a big open space with light-colored wood floors, white walls and 10-foot ceilings. It was filled with light from those windows. And yes, it got hot. The windows faced west. She didn’t care — the sunsets were magnificent. 

Her furnishings were simple because there had to be space for her books: shelf after shelf of books. Bookshelves under the windows. Shelves on the wall that divided the big room from the bedroom and bath. Shelves even in the bedroom. 

She had some art, usually bought at the student art fair each spring. But mostly, she had books. She had all of her books going back to her childhood. When her parents died, and she came out to Seattle to go to college, the one thing she’d kept were all the books. Having the books made her feel like she still had a family.

Of  course, she had all her books from college, B.A. through PhD. Add in the books she bought from the used bookstores in Moscow, because thank God, a college town had plenty of used bookstores. She got a discount at the university bookstore for those books she just had to have.

She sat in a comfortable overstuffed chair from Ikea with its white slipcover and matching footstool and graded from 2 p.m. until 6 p.m. every day. She could not get behind on grading. It didn’t bear thinking about.

But tonight was Friday night. On Fridays, she ended her grading hours early so she could fix supper and meet her friends at Pete’s.

The wine from her afternoon grading would serve as a pre-function for the drinking she’d do with her friends. Friday night with her girlfriends was her lifeline. She wondered if they knew how much she needed them, and how hard it was sometimes to make it through the week. But she knew she’d have Friday girls’ night out. ‘Just get to Friday’ was her mantra, and she chanted it often.

But this week when she got to Pete’s, her friends were grumpy — midterms for everyone, apparently. Here they were, in a bar on Friday night, and they were talking about work. Angie sighed. She didn’t want to think about work. Just one evening a week? Please God, just one evening without work?

She had that stack of research papers waiting for her to start on this weekend too, but she didn’t want to talk about it. On top of the other grading.... She sighed and took a gulp of her white wine. At Pete’s you could order one of dozens of beer varieties, but wine? There was the house red or the house white. Tonight she was drinking house white.

“Please, we need you to keep trying to pound it into their heads,” her friend Marilee — Dr. Marilee Dupont — begged as they sat in a booth in the back of the bar. It was a typical cowboy bar. A big wooden bar with a mirror surrounded by liquor bottles. Two pool tables in the center front; booths around the perimeter. A small dance floor in back with a stage for live music. Country music, but Angie didn’t care. She came because of her friends. 

Angie was tired, more so than usual, and she’d been thinking about giving it up. Although what a person did with a PhD in English language and literature besides teach, she didn’t know — wait tables? She’d probably make better money.

“I get students who can’t write a paper — and these are seniors. I can’t teach writing and agricultural sustainability!” Marilee was still complaining.

“I know,” Angie has said wearily.

“I get them too,” Gail Tremont agreed. “In the Intro to Theater class. What are high schools teaching these days? Because it’s not how to write — or think clearly.”

“I don’t know,” Angie said, because she ranted about that regularly. She wasn’t going to rant tonight. She wanted to forget those essays she’d just finished and the research papers still waiting for her. She took another sip of her wine.

“I ask my students to write summaries of articles,” Rebecca Jones said. “And they don’t know what I’m talking about. Or so they say. I think they have an auto-erase program in their brains. As soon as they’re done with a course, they hit rewind and erase.”

Rebecca taught political science. She’d gotten tenure last year. It had been rough. And Gail was going through it now. Why did they give women professors such a hard time? Well that was a question that answered itself, wasn’t it? Because they were women. Duh. 

The English department had made it clear Angie would never have that problem. They didn’t want her in a tenure-track position — she’d teach fewer classes. No, they wanted her to stay where she was: teaching a huge load of courses, grading papers, and making shit wages to do it. She wondered if her friends knew how little she made. She never talked about it. But she actually made so little she was eligible for food stamps. She was too proud to do it — not after that first year. Although some day, her summer finances were going to get too bad, and she might have to do it again. 

She was frugal. Her rent was low because it wasn’t easy to find someone who would put up with the noise of the bar downstairs. She didn’t mind it, although the night they had an ‘80s revival last spring, and played Addicted to Love a half-dozen times? That had been bad — an earworm she couldn’t get rid of for days.

“True,” she said belatedly to Rebecca’s comment. “Happens between English 101 and 102 even. I’m like I just taught you this! And they give me that blank look.”

Angie looked around the bar; it was filling up. She needed another glass of wine. She excused herself to go to the bar. She was of medium height — 5-foot-6 — with medium-length hair, blonde in case anyone noticed, although these days it came out of a bottle. She was slim enough — exercise was free, and she took advantage of the rec center —and curvy enough. Tonight, she was wearing a coral top over a short, black skirt with black tights and short boots with a three-inch heel. She had on some earrings that had real coral in them. She looked good, and she noted the appreciative looks. And she was grateful for them. Maybe she could find a dance partner when the music started. Maybe the dance partner would lead to something else.

She got her glass of wine, and turned to go back to their booth, when she saw him walk in. She closed her eyes for a moment. The pain was sharp and took her breath away. She took a deep breath and let it out.

Michael Brewster was not a tall man. Maybe 5-foot-10? She bet Gail was taller than he was. He was a blonde, even more than she was, with blue eyes that she could look at forever. At least once upon a time she thought she could. He also used the gym regularly —she was careful to avoid his usual times — and it showed. Michael didn’t look like the usual English professor, who usually had a myopic, geeky look going — if they weren’t older than dirt. Most of them were older than dirt. No, he had that scruff along his jaw, and a wooden beaded necklace half hidden by his white T-shirt and slouchy tan jacket. She remembered when he got that necklace. She clamped down on her teeth and swallowed. He looked.... She shook her head. She had no words, and for a writer to have no words? 

Well she wasn’t a writer anymore, was she? She graded writing, she didn’t do it.

She frowned, once she could breathe again. He was alone? Where was Jennifer? 

Not her business, not her problem. She gulped the wine from the glass in her hand, and then turned to the bar to get another before walking back to the booth. She needed to make this one last. She’d already had three here, and two before she came here. Slow it down. Besides, happy-hour prices were ending. This one was full price. Make it last, Angie girl.

She slid back into the booth. Marilee squeezed her hand, but didn’t say anything. Angie was grateful for her support. And her silence. Grateful for so many things.

Gail was telling one of her stories. Angie relaxed and listened. They were like mini-portraits of people. 

She wondered what story Gail would tell about her. It surely wasn’t the story she thought she’d create. She glanced at Michael Brewster. He was leaning against the bar surveying the crowd, a bottle of beer in hand. 

She gulped her wine. She’d be frugal another night.
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Michael Brewster leaned against the bar at Pete’s, a beer in hand from the local microbrewery Rants and Raves — a porter called Cowpoke. It was a bit heavy for him, but he was friends with the owners of the Rants and Raves. What else would a couple of English graduates name their brewery? He would have to try a lighter beer for his second. Maybe Anonymous. That’s what he usually drank. Was that wishful thinking? In a small town like Moscow, Idaho, no one was anonymous. Especially not Michael Brewster.

The bar was packed. Well, the students had just finished midterms week for fall semester. He supposed they had something to celebrate. Most faculty just saw a stack of things to grade. 

He was here getting ready for act two in the shitshow he’d made of his life. Jennifer was leaving him. And she’d flung herself into the department faculty meeting to tell him so. Dramatic, he conceded. And embarrassing? Well, yeah, and that’s what Jennifer wanted. She informed him and everyone that she’d gotten an offer for a job in Seattle and she was going home to her parents, and taking the twins with her. Where she was wanted.

Why that needed to be said in a department faculty meeting was still unclear. But his stuffy, mostly older colleagues had been fascinated. Most interesting thing to happen in the department in a long time. The last time was probably the gossip that had surrounded his first venture into a soap-opera life.

He didn’t want to think about that. Didn’t want to think about today’s meeting, and Jennifer’s announcement either. He plain didn’t want to think at all. He wanted a beer, and for all of Pete’s drawbacks, it had the best selection of local microbrews in town. He wondered if he should just start at the top of the list and see how far down the list he could get before he passed out in the alley behind the building.

Jennifer was leaving him and taking the twins. She’d been gone when he got home. She must have packed up the kids and stopped in to make her announcement on the way out of town.

So, he still didn’t know much. 

He knew his wife was gone. And that she’d taken his sons with her. Joshua and James. Two 5-year-old blondes with mischievous grins and warm hugs. Joshua was already reading. James was more outgoing and had been playing soccer this fall.

He adored his sons. If anything good had come out of the last shitshow in his life, it was the boys. He closed his eyes briefly against the pain of that loss. He would fight to stay a part of their lives.

He’d been trying to find Jennifer, but she wasn’t answering her phone. He finally had called her mother, who informed him that he wasn’t welcome in their home or their lives. Jennifer was coming home where she was welcomed and loved. And he should leave her alone. That was what he had wanted wasn’t it? She hung up on him, leaving him more baffled than he was before. What the hell had Jennifer been telling them?

He might be the rising star of the University of Idaho English department. He might have a book out that was getting noticed by the literary world, an ecological dystopian novel called Uprooted. But his personal life was a disaster. And he had no one to blame but himself.

Unfortunately, he had hurt others as well as himself. 

He’d seen her when he walked in. Of course, he had. Angie Gregory was hard to miss. In a cowboy bar like this, she stood out as if she had a spotlight focused on her as she moved through the bar. He’d stopped by the door and just stared at her. He probably would still be standing there, just looking, if someone trying to get inside hadn’t bumped him out of the way. She’d gotten her wine, and headed back to a booth of women — most of whom he recognized, even if he couldn’t recall names right now. Hell, he barely could recall his own name.

He turned to the bartender, got his Anonymous, and tried not to stare at Angie and her friends. Damn it, why had he chosen this bar to come to? There were other bars he could have chosen to get drunk in. Bars where Angie Gregory wasn’t sitting in a booth laughing with her friends.

Well, that was good, wasn’t it? He knew the previous shitshow had been devasting for her. Damn Jennifer and her theatrics. The theatrics had gotten Jennifer what she wanted — a husband on faculty at the university. And set the tone of their marriage. Drama. More drama. Plate-throwing drama. ‘I’m leaving’ drama. ‘I’m sleeping with someone else’ drama. Drama and more drama. 

He’d gone home to that now empty house. It had been so silent. With Jennifer, it was never silent. No silent treatment from her! He’d walked through the rooms. Most of Jennifer’s stuff was gone. There was nothing of her in their bathroom. Very little left in her closet. Her jewelry was all gone. There wasn’t as much missing from the boys’ room. Some clothes. A favorite toy or two. He didn’t see James’ soccer ball. He was pretty sure several of Joshua’s books were missing.

Figured. Even her exit was about her. Not the boys.

The house was so quiet, it had chased him out of there and down to Pete’s. Maybe he’d even try his hand at pool again. It had been a long while. This wasn’t the kind of place Jennifer wanted to frequent. Jennifer liked the martini bar. That’s where her friends went. She liked places where she could dress up, and he was supposed to wear a tie. She liked socializing with other professors and their wives. 

Being a professor’s wife had status, she said. And Jennifer wasn’t hesitant about using it. His fellow faculty members liked her. She knew how to flatter old men. She was pretty, given to wearing high heels and short skirts — tastefully short, of course. She flattered their wives too, who thought she was charming.

She thought they were old biddies and said so repeatedly when they were alone. 

It did him no harm to his image as an up-and-coming faculty member to have her on his arm. Well, apparently, that was over. Good thing he’d gotten tenure before today’s drama. 

A band was setting up. Country-western music, but they sounded pretty good. He and Jennifer had season tickets to the chamber music series and the piano series. They saw every play, went to every opening show of the art gallery. Jennifer wanted to be seen as a sophisticated member of UI society. And he was agreeable enough to go along. He liked all those things. He suspected Jennifer didn’t. Actually, he knew she didn’t. She had said so.

He got another beer. Switching to the Hunga Dunga brewery for a Biting Tango. You had to like a brewery named Hunga Dunga, and Biting Tango seemed like a fitting title for his marriage. He took a sip and frowned. Was there mango in it? He drank up anyway.

So here he was feeling sorry for himself in a cowboy bar in Moscow, Idaho. So yeah, he had tenure, and that wasn’t easy to get these days. English departments had fewer and fewer tenure-track lines, and more lecturer lines because they wanted people to teach the massive amount of required writing courses. That generated the FTE that allowed senior faculty to teach their seminars with only 10 students. So that he could offer a course on dystopian science fiction with 20 students in it, while a lecturer would have 30 students, and multiple sections, all being taught from the same syllabus approved by the department curriculum committee.

Lecturers like Angie.

He glanced her way. Damn it. He would have to pick the bar she was in. There were other bars. He could leave. Hell, there were other bars on this block!

But he didn’t go. Angie was laughing with some guy now, and they were headed to the dance floor. He smiled. Angie loved to dance.

He sipped his beer. The mango was growing on him.

Maybe he should have another one.
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Hank rarely came out from behind his bar. The fact he did now and was approaching the table where the four women sat couldn’t be good, Angie thought with a frown. 

Hank was in his 60s. He’d gone to school here, and he always wanted to own a bar. So about 10 years ago, after he’d been away and made some money and raised a family, he and his wife came back. They’d bought Pete’s. And at closing, he always played Toby Keith’s song, I love this bar.

She smiled at the man as he approached.

“Ladies,” he said.

“You coming over to ask me to dance?” Marilee teased. “I’d be happy to.”

Hank blushed a bit and grinned. “No ma’am,” he said. “Wife says if I’m ever going to dance it ought to be with her. She’s been waiting 40 years for that dance. She’d leave me if I danced it with someone else.”

Angie and her friends laughed. She expected that would show up in one of Gail’s stories one day soon. That was how Angie knew about Pete’s story and the last call song, after all. How Gail knew about it? No one knew.

“No, I need a favor, and I hesitate to ask it, but Angie? Michael Brewster is in back. He’s drunk. I’ve been hoping to sober him up, or that someone else from the English department would come in that I could send him home with. But it’s getting close to closing time, and you’re the only English faculty member who’s come in tonight.” 

Angie looked at him blankly. Her friends were silent. Hank had a lot of nerve, she thought, then realized he must be one of the few people in town who didn’t know the story. He was too nice a man to do this to her deliberately. It was exactly what he said. She was the only other English faculty in tonight.

“Hank,” Marilee began.

Angie shook her head, and Marilee fell silent. 

“Not like him to tie one on,” Hank continued. “And it’s been a long time since he was a regular here. But, well, there are a lot of students here, and they shouldn’t see a professor falling down drunk.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Marilee muttered, but her eyes were on Angie. This was her call. 

Hank smiled at that. “I should have cut him off, but I didn’t realize how drunk he was getting. A quiet drinker.”

It’s not my problem, Angie thought. Let someone else take care of him.

“Call his wife,” Rebecca said quietly to Hank. “Let her come get him.”

“He says she left him,” Hank mumbled, embarrassed. Although it couldn’t have been the first time the bartender was privy to people’s drunken revelations. Maybe he was just embarrassed he was telling other people.

Angie looked up at him at that comment. She looked at Marilee and raised her eyebrow in question. Marilee shook her head. No, she hadn’t heard anything. Gail was shaking her head too. 

“Come on,” Marilee said with a sigh. “I’ll help.”

The women looked at each other and then at Angie. Angie nodded, and got up. They couldn’t just leave him in back.

“How bad is he?” Angie asked, resigned. She was none too sober herself. Usually having to watch her pennies kept her drinking controlled. But she’d shed that restraint hours ago.

“Not crying, yet,” Hank said. “But he’s close. And he’s thrown up once.”

Angie grimaced.

“Angie,” Michael said, squinting at her. “She took my boys.”

Angie was silent. She’d known Michael since their undergraduate days. She’d followed him out here when he got the offer of a tenure-track position, swallowing her anger that she had been just as qualified for the position as he had been. And he had agreed. Maybe more, he said. But they were a team. And one of the team had a tenure-track position!

So, they’d left Seattle, and all the opportunities there — possibilities not opportunities, she guessed — and came out here. She’d started teaching a couple of sections of Writing 101 — just until another position opened up either at University of Idaho or WSU just across the border — and writing. Her writing had been going well. Their combined income let them rent a house together. She didn’t make much, but it was enough to push them into comfortable, rather than frugal.

He’d proposed that first Christmas — what was it with men and proposing at Christmas? Did they figure they got out of a Christmas gift that year? A two-fer ring? Angie didn’t know. They set the date for April 20. It was going to be a simple wedding. She didn’t have much family. Her parents were dead, and everyone else lived on the East Coast. He had family in Seattle, and they would all be coming out for the wedding.

A simple spring wedding in their back yard with family and the few friends she’d made. She’d met Marilee at some college function, and she and Marilee bonded tightly.

Marilee was going to be her bridesmaid.

And then at a shower her friends had hosted, Jennifer Angelo, a graduate student in English, showed up. Michael, who had good-naturedly agreed to be there, turned pale. She didn’t think blondes could go paler, but apparently, they could.

“I got the results back, Michael,” Jennifer said. “You need to tell her now. Because it’s twins. And the paternity test says you’re the father.”

Michael Brewster told her that this wasn’t the right time for this conversation. Jennifer put her hands on her hips. “And when will be the right time? After the two of you are married? After I’ve given birth? Maybe on their third birthday?”

Angie thought she had a point. Marilee cleared out all the women who had come for the bridal shower. Thank God, she had stayed behind, however.

Jennifer looked them over and shook her head. “Are you sleeping with them too?” she asked. “Or just me?”

“Jennifer, I told you it wasn’t going to happen again. I told you if it turned out the children were mine, I would support them. I told you I love Angie, and I am going to marry her,” Michael said. “All of that is still true.”

“No, not all of it,” Angie had said quietly. “I’m not going to marry a man who has already been unfaithful to me. So. you need to leave — both of you. The two of you can figure out what is best for the babies. But marrying me isn’t part of the plan.”

She’d seen the flash of triumph in Jennifer’s eyes, but really, she didn’t care about Jennifer. Michael had cheated on her. Cheated on her since he proposed, no less, because Jennifer wasn’t showing much, if any. And if he’d cheated once? Had there been others? A man with Michael Brewster’s looks had plenty of opportunities. If he wasn’t going to be faithful, it wouldn’t be just one lapse. And to hide a pregnancy from her?

“You heard her,” Marilee said, and she escorted them both out of the house. And then she came back in and held Angie while she cried.

She’d gone home with Marilee that night, and weathered the first days of scandal from the Dupont Ranch, coming into town only to teach her two classes. And a scandal it was, mostly because of Jennifer’s taste for drama.

“Keep the drama on the stage,” Gail said frequently. 

“Or on the page,” Angie agreed. Although nothing was getting written on her pages at all. And two sections of Writing 101 hadn’t been enough income to live on either. Marilee just told her she could pay her way at the ranch by weeding, and helping with the cooking — a bigger task than she’d realized. Really that ranch was not meant to be run by one person — male or female. 

She talked to the chair of the department, who tried to be sympathetic, but could hardly hide his delight when she asked about taking on more sections, starting in the summer. “You’re staying in Moscow then?” he asked.

She just nodded, but truthfully, she had no place to go. If this had happened while they were still in Seattle? She would have been better off. But returning to Seattle would require money she just didn’t have. And she wasn’t going to ask Michael for any either. She stayed. And she taught.

She learned how to meet other men. There had been no one since she met Michael at 18. And only a high school boyfriend before him — she could hardly picture his face.

What she didn’t do was write. But hey, who gets everything they want?

She pulled herself out of the past. So the twins must be 5 years old, she thought. And from that comment, apparently Michael loved them. That was good. A father should love his sons. 

“Come on,” Angie said finally. “You’ve got to walk a bit to sober up so you can go home. Then you can figure out how to solve the problem, whatever it is.”

Michael Brewster nodded, and obediently got up. He saw Marilee. “Hi,” he said. “She took my sons and left me.”

Marilee just looked at him. “And did she interrupt a woman’s bridal shower to make the announcement?” she asked dryly.

“No,” he said, taking her question seriously. “This time, she interrupted the faculty’s department meeting to announce she was leaving.”

All four women looked at him in silence. 

Wow, Angie thought. Just, wow. She looked at Gail, who mouthed ‘drama on the stage’ at her and rolled her eyes. Angie snorted. Gail’s department had so much drama this might not even rank in the top five.

English, however, tended to snipe at each other through carefully crafted emails — sent to the entire faculty, of course — or behind the closed doors of faculty reviews. They were always frigidly polite in the halls and main office. 

Quite frankly having experienced that frigid politeness, she’d almost prefer a department that threw things.

“Well that must have been something,” Angie said. “Come on. You need to go home and sleep it off.”

They herded him toward the back door, exiting through the kitchen rather than through the main bar with its hordes of half-drunk college students. “Where’s your car?” Marilee asked. “You can’t drive, but someone can drive you home, and I can bring them back.”

“Don’t remember,” he mumbled. “At the university? Maybe?”

Angie didn’t even know where he was living. Not in the house they’d shared. She did know that much. She’d heard that Jennifer had expensive tastes, so probably in one of the more modern cul-de-sac neighborhoods. 

He stumbled, and Gail braced him. They really were of a height; Angie had thought so. 

“Hell,” Angie said. “Let’s take him to my place. He can sleep it off on the couch. We’re not going to be able to get him to the university to get his car. And if he’s already thrown up once? Nobody is going to want to risk her car for him.”

“You sure, girlfriend?” Marilee asked with concern. She’d been the one to help Angie patch her life back together after that insane wedding shower. She knew how fragile those patches were some days, even now.

Angie looked at Michael. He had tears beginning to run down his cheeks. “The house was so quiet. I went there, and she’d taken all of her things, and some of the boys’ stuff. She took the boys and left. I don’t know why. She won’t answer her phone. She’s gone. Back to Seattle. And the house is so empty. So, I came to drink. I’m sorry, Angie, I didn’t know you were there. I just couldn’t go home and sit in that empty house. And I used to like Pete’s.”

Angie sighed, yeah, Pete’s had been their favorite bar when they got here. All these beers, and it seemed so Moscow. Not Jennifer’s type of place, she didn’t think. Thank God.

“Yeah, I’m sure,” Angie said to her friends. “Who else is going to put up with a garrulous drunk?”

Marilee chuckled. “He is that,” she agreed. “OK, ladies, we have a plan.”

They continued herding him the two blocks to Angie’s place, and up the stairs. He managed to get inside the apartment and to the bathroom before they heard him throw up again.

“And I’m out of here,” Rebecca said and hugged Angie. “I sympathy vomit. You don’t need that. Besides there’s only one bathroom.”

Angie laughed and hugged her back, and then she hugged the other two as well.

“Call me,” Marilee said firmly. “You hear? You call me in the morning. I need to know you’re OK.”

“I don’t think I have to worry about Michael Brewster tonight,” Angie said wryly. “He’s going to have an intimate relationship with the toilet I’m afraid.”

“It’s not Michael I’m worried about,” Marilee murmured, soft enough so the other two women couldn’t hear. “Call me.”

Angie nodded. “I will,” she promised. 

She closed the door behind them, and went to find bedding for the couch. It was quiet in the bathroom, and Angie went to check on him. He’d kicked his shoes off, and taken off his jacket. And then he’d stretched across her bed and fallen asleep, cuddling a pillow.

She sighed. She found another quilt, and tossed it over him. Probably best anyway, she thought, as she found her things for the night and went out to the couch to sleep there. He was closer to the bathroom this way.

She shut down her brain when it wanted to sort through all the bits and pieces of what Michael had said. Sleep, she told it. Sleep now. But she kept hearing his broken voice say, ‘she took my sons.’ It made her hurt. Hurt because there had been real pain in his voice when he said it. Hurt because that was a shitty thing to do. So yeah, she hurt for him.

But most of all, she hurt for herself because they should have been her sons. And damn it, that was the thought she’d been avoiding. Her eyes burned with tears. Sleep, she told her brain again. And this time it listened.
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