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Tanya Stroh skipped across the room, weaving
through the crowds of people in a manner that belied her five foot,
four inch, 230 pound frame. Overweight all her life, she had
learned to live with her weight. It was not a problem for her.
Stroking her longish brunette hair behind her left ear as she
swiveled between people, she kept moving across the room. If old
people were only as old as they felt, then Tanya chose to be only
as heavy as she felt, which was somewhere between goddess and
supermodel. Eat your hearts out, boys!

She could not hide the big smile on her face
as she focused on her destination, weaving through the crowd like
she was in some Olympic event and winning. Inwardly, she was
secretly glad he had decided to come. It made her happy when she
could get him to accept social invitations. He needed to get out
more often. She'd have still been happy about life if he hadn't
come. She was always happy and always looking to make others smile,
especially him. But the fact he had come made her even more happy
inside. Another good deed done. Good Karma. She could use all she
could get. Finals were coming up.

Sometimes she felt like a cartoon, a parody
of what the fat girl is supposed to be. But she couldn't help it.
She was who she was and refused to be anything else. Damn the
torpedoes and full speed ahead! That was the way she wanted to live
her life. She didn't feel like she was overcompensating for
anything. She just preferred to be happy rather than the
alternative. Who wouldn't?

The target of her movement was just coming
through the front door. Dale Carter. Sophomore Photography student
and the ace of the class. When it came to artists behind the lens,
he was already making a name for himself. A minor contributor to a
department show the Media Department had put on at the end of last
year, Dale's work had taken prizes in almost every category and
even gotten special notice in a couple national photography
magazines. Her friend was famous.

Dale was her best friend. They'd met their
first day of classes and she was immediately drawn to the boy who
looked like he had just stepped off a bus into Never Never Land.
The shock and wonder in his eyes was so complete that she imagined
he had just arrived from an East Podunk cornfield and was
mesmerized by the scope and bluster of the North Carolina college
campus.

Making his acquaintance had been an act of
mercy on her part. She'd seen a lost puppy running back and forth
in traffic once and rescued it because she feared it was going to
get run over. The look in Dale's eyes that morning as he exited
those bus steps was very similar and provoked a similar response in
her. Even somewhat acclimated after almost two yeas, he still held
onto that scared puppy dog look.

She'd bought him a cup of coffee that first
morning, offering her help as he acclimated to his changed
surroundings, spouting her credentials as a child of the campus.
Her mother was one of the professors in the Math Department. Her
father was head of the Business Department. She knew all the
secrets about life on campus. She'd lived there her entire
life.

She discovered that Dale Carter had not
arrived fresh from the cornfields as she had surmised. He'd grown
up in the big city, a foster child, schooled in the streets and
wary of anything family oriented or emotionally invested with any
hint of connection. He accepted her friendship as offered and gave
her his in return. A naturally shy and quiet person, he welcomed
her outgoing and bubbly character in his life. She became the yin
to his yang.

She learned that Dale had purposefully chosen
Gates College specifically for its Media Department curriculum. The
school boasted a prize winning journalist and photographer that
Dale admired eminently. Attending school where his hero had gone
was a dream of his and making it his reality was the goal he had
set for himself. He'd come to school at the foot of the Smoky
Mountains intending to do his best, succeed at his chosen major,
photographic journalism, and walk away with a degree and a career
behind the lens just like his hero had done, maybe surpass him in
some ways.

Tanya thought Dale was the first person she
had ever met on campus that actually knew what they wanted to do
with their life. Sure, lots of them came with an idea of what they
wanted to do. A picture in their mind of how they would turn out
and where they would end up. But Dale walked in that first day
already sure of exactly how he was going to accomplish every step
of it. He'd mapped out his classes and even accepted that he'd
sacrifice some mediocre grades in classes that didn't mean as much
to him as learning his chosen career in every aspect. But he was
planning on succeeding in everything related to media and the
camera in specific.

The intensity he directed towards his plan on
the first day they met energized her and pulled her inside his
world. Her lost puppy had a certain magnetism that drew people to
himself, whether he wanted them to or not. Her energy and knowledge
of the campus he was going to have to learn to navigate pulled him
inside her world. Over a simple cup of coffee, they had cemented a
friendship that had lasted. He chose her because she had that
quality about her he had rarely seen in people he met, sincerity of
action. She chose him because she sensed he was the kind of guy
whose personal integrity was more important than air. Something she
valued more than most things in her life. She'd had too few real
friends.

They had both been correct about each other
and their friendship had grown every day since. Now, no one dared
come between them. Not even her parents, who did not understand
them at all. They were an odd couple who were odd separately. She
the driven, focused business student going to champion women's
causes in business and set the world on fire with her own
innovations. He was the obsessive, focused, photography student who
cared more about backgrounds and natural framing than any kind of
social skill, all of which he was woefully inadequate with. The
only thing they seemingly shared to an outsider's view, was a
desire and focus that was unmatched anywhere on campus. Even by
their second years there, they stood out to students and faculty
alike.

Yet, they were not romantically involved.
Though she had modeled for him a couple times, she was more
interested in his social development than any kind of romantic
involvement with him. He was so focused on his career development
even before he had one that he seldom dated or went to any parties
on campus. She had taken it upon herself to expose him to the full
gambit of campus life somehow. Dragging him kicking and screaming,
if necessary.

Herself, she dated occasionally, whenever the
opportunity arose, which she admitted was less than she would have
liked. But Dale hardly did anything that was not related to his
studies or his camera. She joked he was a recluse at heart and
worried that he was destined to be forever alone if she did not
force him into public view once in a while.

She realized that she loved him very early on
in their relationship. She knew he loved her, too. They didn't talk
about it. They just reveled in it whenever they were together.
Neither of them was seeking a love affair. It wasn't like that
between them. Sure, they had dated once. Just to try it out between
them. Seemed like the thing to do at the time. They had even kissed
one another. It was fun. But they were each others friends. Best
friends. Neither of them had ever had that before they met. She
because of her weight and the natural cruelty of kids in school. He
because of his hopping from foster home to foster home. They clung
to each other out of sheer love of not being alone any more.
Together, they were enough.

Tanya had long ago admitted to herself that
her best friend was a recluse of the highest order. Not out of any
fear of the public but out of an inner drive that focused him so
specifically on his goals that he could rarely see anything else.
He could be found in his room or in the photography lab developing
his latest project most of the time. His conversations were always
about cameras and exposures and development. Getting him to attend
a party or even a sports event was like pulling teeth from an
ornery horse. She knew the only reason he had come was because she
had begged him to. Best friends were like that. She played on that
response as often as she dared chance it.

He stood there at the entrance, looking
around the room. He was looking for her. She knew he would. He
didn't have many friends. Not that he wasn't likable and friendly.
Peers flocked around him usually. He just didn't talk much and kept
mostly to himself. Crowds made him nervous. He joked that people
always wanted to talk about stuff he didn't care anything about.
But it was partly true. He was a bit obsessed with all things
photography. Parties like this were especially anxious times for
him. She felt a surge of pride that he had come just to placate
her.

Even with that anxious look on his face, he
was still gorgeous. Knowing he was there looking for her gave her a
thrill, too. Every woman wanted to be searched for by a dream boat
like Dale Carter. Six foot, two inches tall and built like one of
the coveted athletes every woman on campus desired to date, few
would have guessed that Dale had little to no interest in sports.
Not playing them, anyway. He ran every morning to stay in shape,
but it was more a focusing thing with him. Something to get the
head straight for another day. A time to be alone with his thoughts
and make the blood flow. Competition to him was pitting his current
photographic skill against his past endeavors. Dale Carter never
considered others unless they did something he admired behind the
lens of a camera.

His thick, brown hair waved in a bushy swish
of finger combed swiftness about his handsome face. More than once
she had heard other girls say that he had a scruffy Matthew
McConaughey kind of thing going. She could see it if she focused on
it. Mostly, she just saw her friend and wanted to be there for him.
But she knew no woman would throw him out of bed. Hell, a lot had
tried to get him in one, even knowing he was obsessed with his
studies and future career. All had failed as far as she knew.

He needed a haircut but she knew that he
didn't care what he looked like. He was relaxed that way, not
caring about what people thought. He cared more about what he
thought. Or at least what he thought his photographic work said to
others. If he was awake, Dale Carter was thinking about taking a
picture or developing one. He had told her once that whenever he
saw a room full of people, he saw multiple shots of life from every
angle people dared to show each other.

She reached his side seconds after she had
seen him and lovingly took his arm, knowing that many of the girls
in the room envied her for her relationship with the school's minor
celebrity. She also knew that some thought they were closer than
just friends and she didn't mind that either. She had asked him if
she was a horrible person for letting them think that and he had
laughed and told her that if he was going to sleep with anyone on
campus she'd be his choice. They both kind of liked that people
talked about them like that. All the acceptance and popularity and
none of the entanglements.

Leading him deeper into the room, she quickly
found him a bottle of beer at one of the ice filled wash tubs. He
never drank the stuff that came out of kegs. He wasn't a beer snob.
He didn't even drink very often. One beer was the same as another
to him. He just didn't like drinking out of a tap that everyone was
using. She found it totally humorous, but she knew he was serious
about such things. Part of his growing up, which they seldom talked
about.

He never let his food touch on his plate when
he ate at the commissary. Their friends, the few she could get him
to hang around with on occasion, liked making fun of his
peculiarities. He refused to drink out of a bottle if anyone else
touched it. He liked his foods plain, no sauces or condiments.
Maybe a little salt and pepper, nothing too much. She counted it a
success if she could get him to try something new. It was always
fun to watch him with new things. Like a kid dreading Christmas
coal.

He took the proffered bottle of beer and
twisted off the top. Then, he absently wiped at the top with his
shirt tale. Not making a scene, almost doing it without looking.
She smiled inwardly, not making anything of his cleanliness fetish.
He'd never said he was worried about germs but she could not see
what else it could be. Contact with others? Unwanted connections?
Did such a thing exist?

Once, when they had finished exams at the end
of last year, she had asked him if he wiped off a girl's kisses
after kissing her. She was totally joking and poking fun at him but
he had thought about it and then admitted he had. Whenever he felt
wetness from an outside source, he felt the need to wipe it off.
He'd been totally serious and she had not laughed at him. But it
had made her set her resolve more firmly to draw him into the real
world.

“Glad you came,” she smiled up at him.

“You made it sound like I'd be ostracized
from all social events if I didn't come.” Dale took a sip from his
bottle and frowned down at her. He was only being slightly
sarcastic for Dale Carter.

Tanya gave him her best, perky smile. She
never let his changing moods affect her mood. She felt it was her
duty to be there for her friend and set the example. She gave his
arm a gentle squeeze of acknowledgment.

“You know you want to be here. Stop acting
like I dragged you out of that stuffy old lab.” Tanya grinned at
him.

“I had some work still to do on this week's
project.” Dale informed her.

“You're already a week ahead,” she laughed.
“What you're working on is next week's project. Don't make it sound
like you're busy. You know how I feel about busy people.”

He did indeed. Everyone knew Tanya's
particular feelings about people that claimed to be too busy for
something. People make time for whatever they want to do. If they
are too busy for something, it's because they have not prioritized
it high enough yet. She had no problem with people having different
priorities than her or others. Her issue was people claiming to be
too busy, meaning they would not prioritize the thing they can't
do. She called people on it all the time. Don't be fake, she'd say.
Say what you mean. Don't make excuses. She hated when people hid
behind their excuses.

That was Tanya's way. Truth even if it hurt.
Behind every hurt is the truth, she would say. Like her weight and
her battles with it over the years, she admitted that some things
looked better when accepted. But one had to make sure they were
accepting the truth and not some counterfeit version of it. An
under active thyroid condition kept her metabolism so low that
calories worked harder on her body than others. That was a truth.
She could have taken medicine but it made her feel woozy and
confused sometimes and she preferred being sharp to being thin.
Truth was her backstop.

It was her decision and she didn't blame
anyone for it. Not even God. She figured that if he could create
universes out of nothing, who was she to question a little thing
like a lazy thyroid condition. She didn't avoid things. She went
right at them. She was the opposite of Dale in that.

He avoided everything except his photography.
He did the minimum required in his other classes, being smart
enough to get by without too much effort. But he avoided anything
that made him uncomfortable, which was almost everything social.
Tanya had made it her mission in life to expose him to life on her
terms whether he wanted to or not. What else were friends for?

“I like staying ahead,” Dale excused his
excuse.

“Well, you need to relax a little, too.
Besides, this party is the biggest thing on campus this weekend.
Who knows, you might meet Mrs. Right.” Tanya joked.

She was always teasing him about dating and
finding the girl of his dreams. One would have to dream about such
things before they could find the girl of their dreams, wouldn't
they? he had asked her one time. She had declared him hopeless and
he thanked her for her truthfulness and asked if he could go. She'd
refused his request and made him stick with her anyway.

“I've got other priorities, right now,” Dale
reminded her. It was his go-to argument.

“Right now,” she repeated his timing. “The
right girl will pull your head out of your ass and show you what
real life is all about.”

Dale gave her his best frown. He'd heard it
all from her before. He loved her all the more for it. He was used
to people ignoring his eccentricities and leaving him alone in them
all his life. It had become his safety blanket. Create a buffer
zone of things that made others uncomfortable and they will leave
you alone. It had worked all his life until he had met Tanya. She
was the exception. No one else had dared breach that wall he had
built around himself. She refused to leave him alone.

“College is about more than dating and having
a social life,” he headed off her argument before she got
started.

“True,” she took a different tack. “But it
should at least introduce you to social situations and give you a
chance to learn about how to mix with other people. Otherwise you
could have stayed at home and taken all on-line courses.”

His frown deepened. She was making him think
this out, not giving her usual rote argument.

“You can't do photography from home.”

“You can't date from home, either,” she
giggled, having dragged him to her point.

“We went out once,” Dale reminded her taking
another sip from his bottle.

Now it was her turn to frown.

“We agreed that we'd stay friends but that
there was no spark between us like that. You need a spark for the
kind of love I'm talking about, Dale.”

“I get my spark from my work,” he argued.

“Man cannot live by bread alone,” she quoted
some distant bible verse. She didn't know if she was remembering it
correctly. Didn't matter. It suited her needs the way she
remembered it.

“Bread?” Dale questioned her statement.

“Work,” she translated. “When God created man
he knew he needed a woman, so he created Eve for Adam. You need to
find your Eve so that you'll be complete.”

“I'm complete in my work,” Dale justified his
lifestyle or lack of one.

“Think how much more complete you'd be if you
had a better half,” Tanya gave him one of her smiles designed to
force him to see things her way. “You're only half a man right now.
Think how good you'd be if you found your other half.”

“In this crowd?” He sounded incredulous.
Tanya could not help but smile at his evaluation of the prospects.
They did seem somewhat thin.

Dale thought about her words. There was
something to them. He had often wondered what he'd be like of he
didn't feel so disconnected all the time. Problem was that he had
no idea what it was like to feel connected. His life had not
generated too many connections. Not real ones, anyway. Every time
he had made a friend, one of them had moved. Girls had never been a
priority. He'd seen how the marriage thing worked out for his
parents. Hadn't done them any good. He didn't need love. He needed
purpose.

His mother had died when he was only five. By
the time he was seven, the state had stepped in and taken him away
from a negligent father who had a drug problem he could not kick.
He remembered a grandmother who kept him a lot of the time and even
visited him a few times after he was placed in his first foster
home. She had smelled of peppermint and smiled a lot. But she had
disappeared like everyone else. Connections were for people who had
normal childhoods. And he didn't know many of those people.

Besides, he liked Tanya. She knew him better
than anyone. She was the best friend he ever had. If there was
nothing between them, he didn't see how he could find anything with
someone else. Mostly, he was afraid of more rejection and he knew
it. Avoidance was easier. If one didn't hope for too much, one
could not be too disappointed.

Sipping his beer and looking around the room,
mostly for Tanya's sake, he saw the usual cast of characters.
Cheerleader types and debutantes and country girls playing at high
society. Pretty enough. Some were knockouts, even. He did like
their energy and mannerisms, like being among real people for a
while. He would admit he felt energized to some extent in a crowd.
As long as they did not expect him to interact too much.
Interaction was a big drain on his energy.

But they were all playing their roles as
defined by the college caste system. Worse than profiling, college
castes determined who and what a person was whether they wanted it
or not. More disastrous still, if one refused to fulfill their role
in their caste, they were exiled and held outside the social
grouping. It was a mini-scape of society at its worse, class
systems on steroids, forcing people to assume the role and play out
its results for the benefit of the system, not the individual.

No young girl ever wanted to be the school
pump. They were forced into it by a desire to fit in where the
campus society allowed them to exist. The class geek didn't choose
that role. He was forced to assume it so the others could play
their roles with him to backstop their popularity. Everyone in
their places so everyone could play their part. Anyone who stepped
out of their role jeopardized the symmetry of the system.

Posers everywhere, Dale sighed. Like Tanya,
he hated fake people. Cheerleaders pretending their status was
based on anything except what God had given them, like they had
something to do with how they were created. The rich girls showing
off what Daddy gave them like they had somehow been responsible for
their good fortune. The simple girls acting out some magazine story
they believed would make their fairy tale lives come true. How was
he supposed to find his true love among this rabble? These girls
would not recognize truth if it sat beside them in class. Most of
them lived lives based on some story they told themselves every
day, hoping somehow it would come true for them.

Tanya saw him scoping out the room and
frowned as her eyes followed him. She knew what he was seeing. The
same crowd of fake people that always assembled at these things.
They had talked about it before. Him, trying to convince her his
excuses were valid. She having to accept that in most cases he was
right. But hope was her ace up her sleeve, so to speak. There were
always different people here. She lived in hope that he might latch
on to the one perfect woman eventually. Though, she had to admit
that the odds were slim to none. But it was not in Tanya Stroh's
makeup to quit.

Tanya was persistent if nothing else.

“You never know who might show up,” Tanya
wished for him.

“Hmmpphhh!” Dale sighed inwardly, tipping his
bottle and sipping.

He hated bursting her bubble but, in his
experiences, he did indeed know. Girls came in tightly wrapped
packages that were pretty simple to read. He was not talking about
those tight little dresses they all wore, either. Yeah, he had them
cataloged. Cynical, maybe. Didn't mean he wasn't right, though. He
had yet to be proved wrong.

The girls that interested him, ones that
could carry on a conversation outside of the latest fashions or
Hollywood gossip, were always more interested in their own studies
or futures. They might be thinking about partying for a night, but
it was back to the books the next day and thank you for your
interest, but no, they were not interested in taking this thing any
further. They could not continue conversations that led to
commitment. They considered commitment a betrayal of their plans
for personal success, much as Dale did himself. He understood them
and even agreed with them. He saw it as a futile gesture to hope
against such certainty.

Then there were the pretty girls. Not that
most girls were not pretty. They were. But then there were those
that stood out as extra pretty. They were at college for the simple
and expedient purpose of catching a man. They had subjugated their
intelligence to their primary focus on looking the part of the next
Mrs. This or Mrs. That. Not that they weren't smart or intelligent.
But they had vacated a huge part of who they were in order to
accomplish what they thought they were supposed to want.

Most of them didn't even know what they
wanted out of life. All their time was spent trying to understand
what everyone else wants out of life and adapting it to their own
purposes. Consequently, their deepest thoughts were about what
color of nail polish to choose with which tight fitting dress and
which neighborhoods would be the best places for raising children.
Not that those things did not have their places in the priorities
of life. But, until they knew who they were, those girls could not
possibly be happy with anything in life and attaching one's self to
them before they 'found' themselves, was a recipe for disaster in
Dale's opinion.

Of course, because of his looks and the fact
he usually carried a camera everywhere he went, there was a small
contingency of girls interested in him, either because they desired
getting with him sexually or they wanted him to make them famous on
film for all the world to see. In high school the girls had been
much less aggressive, especially when it came to the sex thing. But
the college scene was a complete reversal of this dynamic. It was
as though these same girls now believed that entering through those
hallowed portals of higher education had released in them some kind
of ticking time bomb of evolution. Not that they seemed desperate
but more like they were measuring their own beauty based on how
much they could get a man to commit to with them.

Everywhere he looked, he saw young women
wanting the same thing on the surface and taking several paths to
arrive at it. They all wanted security for their futures. What they
had to sacrifice for that security was small potatoes compared to
what they planned on gaining. And each of them had a different idea
of what had to be sacrificed. Relationships were messy
business.

“Who's this tasty morsel?” Tanya was
surprised by a touch at her arm as she watched Dale scour the room
for some new blood or a new puzzle he had not already solved
before.

Turning, Tanya came face to face with Emma
Roberts. Emma was the college's version of the queen. Beautiful,
sexy and everything the boys desired, Emma wore her crown like the
royalty she was. Though only a sophomore herself, she was
undisputedly the prettiest girl on campus in any class. That fact
alone opened doors for her that some girls would never get to walk
through. That she was at this party came as a surprise to
Tanya.

Glowing. That was the term Tanya would apply
to Emma. Emma glowed. Light seemed to follow her wherever she went.
No darkness was allowed to exist around her, like she walked in her
own spotlight. One almost felt bad for the darkness because it
never got to get close to her.

A natural blond, she wore her long, thick
mane of hair draped over her shoulders front and back, usually
caressing her partly bared and ample breasts in some manner as she
moved. That she captured every man's attention and opened up areas
of his imagination he had never explored was a given when she
entered a room. Some girls were beautiful, having features that
excited a man's desires and keeping him focused. Emma was the total
package. Beauty, charm and attitude as well as intelligence and
character. No man survived her presence for long. They all bowed
down and worshiped her.

She had the facial features of the country
girl next door combined with the latest Paris fashion model's
attention to presence and position, forcing the world to look at
her even though she hardly had to try at all. All that on a curvy
five foot, eight frame that was the envy of every girl in the room.
To say she was gorgeous was not saying too much. The men all knew
the particular ache she aroused in them and the girls all knew what
envy was.

No one begrudged Emma the attention she
received. Everyone loved Emma. She never used her beauty to
manipulate anyone. It was just a part of who she was. She never let
it go to her head. She just was. All her humbleness somehow made
her even more desirable in everyone's opinion.

Even Tanya had to acknowledge a sense of
desire within herself when Emma was around. Not that she wanted to
be like other women, but if she did, one might as well wish for the
top of the heap. The electric sense of connection went up several
notches with Emma in the room. One could feel everyone else
desiring her and wishing for a closer connection.

“Hello, Emma,” Tanya greeted her
acquaintance.

Emma nodded in greeting to Tanya, keeping her
eyes on Dale, provoking Tanya to introduce them.

“This is Dale Carter,” Tanya did the polite
thing. “Dale, this is Emma Roberts. She's in a bunch of my business
classes.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Emma reached out
slightly for Dale's hand, expecting him to come the furthest
distance between them to make contact. “I've seen your work around
campus,” she revealed with the kind of smile that melted other
guy's hearts.

Dale saw only her eyes. Deep, deep blue. Like
the lowest part of the curve on a huge ocean wave. The kind
surfer's coveted. One had to dig down to places inhospitable to man
in order to see the richness of this universe. Yet, here, right
before him, was a marvel of color, allowing him to drink in her
hidden essence out in the open. Of course, he knew that essence
came with its own dangers.

His mind went immediately to what he could do
with those eyes in a studio under the right light. That color! The
vibrancy! It was incredible. All that beauty and great color, too.
Some people had all the right looks. Was there any part of this
girl that did not shout about how lucky she had been? Somehow, she
had won the beauty lottery and even won the bonuses and extra
prizes at the same time.

Dale was not ignorant of who Emma Roberts
was. Every guy on campus whispered her name in coital reverence at
some point. But he had never before been confronted with her
presence. She was way outside his normal travels or social
grouping. If he was awed by her beauty from a distance, being so
close to her had the effect of shutting down his brain. It was not
her beauty, which he would easily acknowledge. It was her presence.
She was all there. When he met with or had dated other girls, they
were not always there. Matter of fact, they were never all there.
It was one of the things that turned him off to most girls he met.
They were so busy playing their female roles, they forgot to be
real people.

Women, at least the girls he had experience
with, always held back a part of themselves during any encounter
with the opposite sex. They lifted their well built walls into
place and showed off only that which they had determined they were
going to let out during this particular encounter. Society had long
lauded the man's ability to compartmentalize his thoughts. In
Dale's humble opinion, the woman's ability to move from shadow of
herself to shadow of herself was far more fantastic. They only let
a man see what they wanted him to see. Many a man had succumbed to
a false front only to be confronted one day by the fullness of his
prize.

But there was no shadow in Emma Roberts.
Dale's surprise was not in reaching for that most valued contact
with the campus beauty as much as in this close up discovery that
she did not talk to him from her shadows. She was the epitome of
what a man said when he quoted that too well used quip about how
she lit up a room when she entered it. The light of Emma Roberts
was real and unfettered. And basking in its glow as he was now
doing, Dale could only feel a gratefulness for her attention.

For her part, Tanya was surprised that Emma
knew anything about what went on around campus, let alone Dale
Carter's name or his association with photos. Emma dated a lot of
guys on and off campus and spent a lot of time traveling with some
band she was a back up singer for. She was an enigma among her
peers and the upperclassmen chased her like she was the Holy Grail
itself. Every girl on campus assumed Emma Roberts' life was the one
worth having.

Emma was a business major like herself, but
Tanya's opinion of Emma's scholastic ability was not favorable. She
thought Emma took the classes less seriously than she might. Though
not a fake in any way that Tanya could judge her, she did not think
Emma was the girl for Dale. Not the one she'd choose for him,
anyway. Too flashy and too observable. Dale was more of a private
person. He also did not have the social acuity to deal with an Emma
Roberts.

“Nice to meet you,” Dale took her hand and
held it a little too long for Tanya's liking.
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Emma and Dale went out on a date that next
weekend. Tanya heartily disapproved and made sure Dale knew her
thoughts intimately and in great detail before the illustrious
event. Her fear was that Emma would tear him apart and crush what
little socialization she had been able to draw out of him so far.
Secretly, she feared whatever Emma's agenda was. Women were
connivers and schemers. The prettier one was, the greater her plans
and manipulations. Emma had to be the queen of manipulators in
Tanya's humble opinion, though she could cite not a single bit of
evidence for holding this view.

“I'm not kidding, Dale. You need to be
careful with this woman.”

“You make her sound like she's plotting my
demise,” Dale laughed at Tanya's concerns.

“Not in so many words,” Tanya admitted but
could not shake the feeling that Dale was in over his head.

“Look, it's just a couple drinks at the Rum
Cellar,” Dale referred to the college hang out in town. “I thought
you wanted me to date more?”

“Date more. Sure. But start out slowly. Not
at the top.” Tanya warned. “She's not like anyone else you've ever
dated. Hell! She's not like anyone either of us has ever
known.”

“Look, you've been after me to date and now
that I am, you're after me to stay home. I think you're
conflicted,” Dale joked. “She's just a woman.”

“She's not just a woman,” Tanya was
frustrated that he was not listening to her in this matter. “She's
Emma Roberts. There's nothing Just-A-Woman about her. Have you
looked at her? Beside the word gorgeous in the dictionary, there is
a picture of her.”

“Come on!” Dale despaired of convincing his
best friend things were okay with him. “I'm sure she puts her
panties on the same as every other girl I've ever met, one leg at a
time. She's not a true goddess despite the rumors.”

“I don't think she even bothers with
panties,” Tanya joked, though not really feeling the humor of this
situation. From some of the rumors she had heard, it was too close
to the truth. She knew that Dale would not get the disdain with
which normal girls held those other girls that went commando in
their attire, especially the short dresses Emma favored. But her
feelings were getting the better of her.

“All the better for me,” Dale laughed as he
grabbed his jacket and headed for the door. “One less
obstacle.”

“Be careful,” Tanya begged him as he closed
the door behind himself.

“God watches over fools and drunkards.” She
whispered a phrase she had heard her mother utter many times as her
father had gone out to the local pub for a few drinks.

He had left her sitting in his dorm room and
it suddenly felt very empty to her. She hoped it was only his loss
of proximity she felt and not some harbinger of the future. She
gathered up her things and headed for home. She lived on campus,
too, only she lived with her parents who had campus housing. Right
now, she wanted the proximity of her parents. She needed to know
she was not alone. That's what she felt as Dale had exited his
room. Alone. She didn't like it. She didn't like Emma Roberts.

 


One week grew into two weeks and then a month
and then several months. Dale was still his usual obsessive self
concerning his work and photography mastery. But there was an added
dimension Tanya had not seen in him before. He was happy. Dale had
a happy side. Who knew?

It showed in his face with every smile. It
grew from his conversations, carrying a lighter tone and not so
much of a focus on his chosen path as much as sharing that path. He
talked about Emma as often as his work. Rumors grew up that Dale
was so sexually charged and well endowed that Emma Roberts was
captured and entranced by his prowess. Even the guys were talking
about Dale in hushed whispers of sexual reverence. Though Tanya did
not know for sure, she expected that the crowds were attributing
Dale's success to something they had no control of in order to
counter their own feelings of inadequacy in some area of
relationships or possible competition.

Face it, if the girls lived lives of role
playing and posing, the guys were no different. Though a smaller
sect of classification, guys still had their own pecking order and
very much lived within it. One of those famous departmentalizations
men used was the ability to dismiss whatever they could not
control. If Dale was humanly endowed in ways they could not control
and if that was what won Emma's affections, they were off the hook
for being deficient in other areas.

Dale's work became lighter, too. There was
much more beauty in it, now. A lot more color. Emma had done that
for him. Tanya could not deny it. Emma had drawn Dale out from his
black and white, too critical look at the world around him and
opened his eyes to the beauty he was missing most of the time.
Consequently, his reputation grew as well. Now, his keen eye for
framing a picture and seeing what others missed was becoming
legendary across campus.

Through his lens, Dale Carter saw a world
others walked by every day and missed. What he showed the world
that was their campus was a view of life cross sectioned and
exposed on terms that drove home a truth many never considered.
Life was more than the black and white decisions we made every day.
It was full of the colors and shades that surrounded
everything.

Though a lot of Dale's work still
concentrated on inanimate objects, more and more, he showcased
people and their surroundings. Naturally, Emma became a huge part
of those pictures. Her face and eyes looked out at the campus world
they inhabited from almost everywhere. The Media Department did a
lot of on campus advertising, showcasing the talents of the
students, offering them platforms to exhibit their work and display
their latest projects. Because of Dale's presence, they also
increased their yearly art shows to three times a year. It was not
unusual for outside magazines and even some television crews to be
seen on campus. Dale's work was getting noticed.

Tanya came around slowly. She accepted Emma
as good for Dale after about six months. Part of her rejoiced with
him that he had found someone. Part of her lamented that he spent
less time with her. She wanted to be there for him and she wanted
his happiness above all things. Her love for him evolved into an
arm's length relationship. But Dale did not let her fade away. He
claimed he needed her balance in his life. He insisted that they do
something together at least once a week. She came to covet those
times as theirs. Dale never let her feel outside his circle. Hell,
she was his circle, he told her.

In their Junior year, the company that
usually did their class pictures and yearbook shots was sorely
diminished by the fact that everyone wanted Dale to shoot their
sessions. He charged a lot less than the campus' official company
and his shots were nothing less than spectacular in every way. He
had a way of drawing out the person or group for that perfect shot
that glowed with their internal energy and gave the world the best
view of them they had ever seen.

To say that Dale was becoming as popular on
campus as Emma was not an understatement. Emma herself was partly
responsible. She promoted Dale like he was the world's gift to
photography. Yet, she did not dominate Dale's life. She felt no
need to promote herself in any way. She was who she always was. She
saw Dale as an addition to her life, making her more than she was,
not the other way around. She was one of the few on campus that saw
it that way.

Self assured and confident in herself, Emma
took her studies more seriously during her Junior year, partly due
to urging by Dale. They were good for each other and Tanya had to
admit it. The more contact she had with Emma, the more she came to
admire her for who she was than her rather too fantastic legendary
beauty status.

It was not an unfamiliar sight on campus or
off to see Dale in the company of both, Emma and Tanya. He had both
the campus beauty and the campus brains at his fingertips was the
usual pronouncement whenever people talked of Dale Carter. Beauty,
Brains and Talent. Emma, Tanya and Dale. They became synonymous
with success on campus.

Emma and Tanya became good friends like Dale
wanted them to be. At first, it was only mutual interest in Dale
that drove their friendship. But as time went on, they discovered
that they held similar views on life, loyalty, friendship and the
future. Being in so many classes together and seeking the same
degree together, brought them closer and in contact more often than
even Dale and Emma.

Dale was glad to see Tanya come around. He
had felt something special with Emma from the night he met her and
she admitted to sensing something totally different in him, too.
Exploring that something had become their focus when together and
neither ever tired of the exploration of the other. Soon it was an
avocation neither of them wanted to end. Their relationship was the
only thing Tanya had ever seen that made Dale put his photography
aside, even for a little while.

Emma shared her love of life with Dale and he
shared his love of purpose with her. In the course of things, Tanya
became the glue that held them all together, suggesting courses of
action and planning things for all of them in ways that neither
intruded on the couple's privacy or excluded Tanya from their
lives. Their conversations when together were the kind of
stimulation that Dale had always hoped college would be.

Though Tanya had been a great friend, she had
been so intent on helping him develop his social skills that she
had not grown into the intellectual stimulation he craved. Now,
with his social future in safe hands, Tanya reverted to her truer
self and became that friend and intellectual stimulus she had been
when her and Dale first met.

Adding Emma's contribution to their
conversations, the three became a complete unit unto themselves.
The prettiest girl on campus or anywhere else for that matter. The
greatest artist the school had ever produced. The class
Valedictorian. When anyone spoke of them, they had to use
superlatives. That they were together seemed like the perfect storm
of success to everyone.

The realization of how others were talking
about them and describing them bothered Emma. She did not want to
go down in history as the prettiest girl on campus. She wanted her
legacy to be something more important than an attribute she had no
control over. She did not need to go to college to be beautiful.
She desired a different legacy.

Dale suggested she focus more on her studies,
availing herself of the college's vast resources and finding her
legacy in something deeper and more desirable by her standards.
Both he and Tanya assessed her intelligence far above what she
considered herself. She had rested on her beauty for so long that
she had allowed her dependence on her intelligence to atrophy. With
a little encouragement from Dale and some tutoring from Tanya, she
rectified years of that dormancy.

In her Junior year Emma held the second
highest grades in their class, only behind Tanya herself. Dale and
Tanya were ecstatic at her turn around. Emma felt justified in her
college career as well as feeling like she was headed toward
something with greater purpose, now. Dale called her his genius,
beauty queen and that was good enough for her. She did not need the
praise of the world, only Dale and Tanya.

It was also in their Junior year that word
came to them that the local photography studio, the very one that
held the account for the campus, was going out of business. The man
who ran it was retiring and moving to Florida with his wife after
more than thirty years of catering to the community and the
college's photographic needs. He had become something of a mentor
to Dale in their time together, the man often speaking to classes
Dale was enrolled in.

The campus was all abuzz at the information,
everyone wondering who would be there to take the college's
pictures after this icon retired. Very few of the professors could
even remember a time when their campus pictures did not come from
that studio. He showcased their sporting activities and teams,
making time in his schedule to cover almost every event on campus
in some way. He had employed numerous students in various
capacities, always being a friend to the school in every way. That
studio was a part of the campus life and it would be sorely
missed.

Tanya suggested it first. But Emma was quick
to jump on board. It was the perfect opportunity for Dale to step
out and fully take over the niche being vacated by the retiring
owner. They urged him to do it. Take the chance. Jump in with both
feet. None of which appealed to Dale in the least.

As sure as they sounded about this venture,
Dale was not. Though taking over the current studio would be easy
enough to do, the expense and work related to running a business
like that was a lot for Dale to consider. Too much, in fact.
Considering time and money and all the other factors of running a
small business, he felt it was too overwhelming a task for him at
the time.

Besides, he had always seen himself as a
freelance photographer, contributing to various magazines all over
the world. Traveling and visiting exotic places was in his future.
Having a studio in a college town had never been in the cards. He
just didn't see the allure of a permanent studio placed in a small
town.

Then he had done a job for Mrs. Bainbridge.
Her husband owned one of the factories in town. She was a friend of
Tanya's mother. She had a problem and when she consulted Tanya's
mother the answer to her problem was obvious.

Due to their exalted status in the community
as lifelong, respected professors at the local college, Tanya's
family was about as connected a family as any that ever existed.
That their daughter was the class Valedictorian did not hurt their
status as respected advisers either. After all, they had raised up
such a girl. When either of them spoke up about something, it was
generally regarded as the oracles of intelligence.

When Mrs. Bainbridge heard that the man she
had planned on shooting her daughter's April wedding was retiring,
she despaired and started asking around for a replacement. Tanya's
mom, having heard countless rants about how good Dale was from her
daughter, immediately suggested she contact Tanya and set up
something with the young man to see if he might be able to fulfill
her needs. That was all the connection the two women in Dale's life
needed. They urged him to step up and show the world, or at least
Mrs. Bainbridge, what he could do.

Mrs. Bainbridge was immediately impressed
with the portfolio of his work Dale showed her. She particularly
liked how all the women in his photos seemed to glow, as though he
could see something different in each one and found a way to
capture it. The way he framed inanimate areas and brought out the
focus of each shot created an astounding way to memorialize even
things she saw as trivial. What could be better for a wedding?

As a test run, she set up a paid photo shoot
for her daughter, showcasing her plans for the wedding and all the
preparations going into it. Dale followed the young woman around
for two days one weekend, starting at nine in the morning and
following her throughout the day and into the evening hours. He
captured her every gesture and facial expression in minute detail
for his customer's assessment and ultimate evaluation of his
suitability for her plans.

He found he not only enjoyed the challenge of
capturing the essence of each moment as the young woman went about
her day, but he was excited to see how grand he could make every
shot as though it was a posed representation of the best moments of
her life. The time flew by and he was surprised to discover the
late hour when the young woman finally declared her day at an end.
So absorbed was he in his work that he barely saw anything except
his next shot all day long, even skipping lunch to record her own
repast.

The results of his efforts surprised even
himself as he saw that young woman come to life on his computer
screen that night. More than just simple photographs, he viewed the
shots as historical records of her life. He was determined that she
would be remembered for her grace and beauty if he had anything to
say about it. Every woman deserved that.

Mrs. Bainbridge was ecstatic over the results
and immediately contracted Dale for a huge sum of money to do the
same for the wedding and all the guests there. She didn't give him
a chance to refuse her offer, assuming that she was awarding him
the greatest amount of money any college student ever got to see
from their efforts. She was not wrong on Dale's behalf.

She wanted to create a memory book for all
the family members and she had a huge family. The nuptials were to
take place in the large back yard of the family home. The day of
the wedding, she stood with Dale as family members arrived and
shared with him all about their family and what she believed about
each of them from her standpoint. She felt his knowledge of her
family would translate into better pictures for her memory book.
She wanted him to capture the truth of the day's meaning as well as
the fairy tale exhibit they had planned for the ceremony
itself.

The house staff was told to give Dale
anything he wanted for his work. He was given the run of the house
the day of the wedding and encouraged to capture everything about
the day, giving Mrs. Bainbridge and her daughter a better and more
varied account of the event when they met with him later to create
the book. Dale had never felt more empowered or encouraged to give
someone his all as he was for Mrs. Bainbridge. Indeed, he wanted to
go beyond his own abilities and give her what he felt she expected
more so than what he believed he was capable of.

That job and his enjoyment of its challenges
sealed the deal for Dale. He so enjoyed working that wedding and
capturing the guests through all their experiences of that day that
he could visualize himself as a studio photographer and event
recorder. And he was so taken with the creative process of getting
that perfect picture for each situation that he found himself
looking for more and more all afternoon long. He turned his
obsession for the perfect shot onto every opportunity he faced. He
was actually upset when the event ended and there were no more
people to photograph. He realized then that he had been so totally
absorbed in the work that he didn't even eat or drink a thing all
afternoon.

Tanya and Emma teased him for weeks about the
experience. Mostly because he could not stop talking about how
energized he had been and how he hoped more such experiences came
his way. He was in the crowd but not of the crowd. Though he tried
he could not verbalize how it made him feel, being there but not
actually being there. Like he was watching from a distance. The
perfect voyeur.

He spent days in the lab developing the
pictures on the computer screen, enhancing colors, changing
lighting and creating what would become the elements of Mrs.
Bainbridge's memory book. He met with the woman and her daughter
several times throughout the process, asking their opinion of ideas
he had. Their meetings totally stimulated his creative side and he
found himself staying late into the early morning hours,
concentrating on the perfect balance to the book.

Unbeknownst to Dale, while he worked on the
perfect memory book for the wedding, Tanya and Emma put together
the perfect investor's pitch for the bank. Dale finally delivered
his memory book on CD disk to Mrs. Bainbridge. Her praise was so
amorous and voiced so often that she made sure all her friends knew
of his skill and her pleasure at his work. His previous campus fame
extended into the town itself with the gathering of each woman's
group Mrs. Bainbridge belonged to. She was not going to be happy
until everyone knew what she had discovered in that young
photographer from the college.

One of the people she espoused her views to
frequently was the local bank President's wife. Anxious to invest
in an obvious talent like Dale's, the bank President, at his wife's
insistence, accepted Tanya and Emma's proposal for taking over the
town's lone photography studio, even investing some of his own
money in the venture for good measure, hitching his wagon to what
he saw as a great opportunity.

Because of who he was, the bank president's
investment made the bank's interest in the venture a lock. Dale
found himself the owner of the newest business in town and he was
only just ending his Junior year in college, still a year away from
graduation. The fact that the bank's president was his partner only
made things more surreal for him. From orphan to businessman, he
joked.

The dreamlike effect was unmistakable. He
mentioned it several times to Tanya and Emma and they both laughed
every time. For all his business sense, Dale was still a dreamer at
heart. That was what made his work so great. He could dream through
the lens of his camera and capture that dream for others. How Dale
saw the world was how others wanted to see it.

Tanya and Emma helped Dale set the studio up
to his specifications. They also helped him develop session
packages for local promotion. Tanya took the reins of the
advertising budget, keeping it low cost and high impact, utilizing
his popularity on campus and among Mrs. Bainbridge's friends as a
springboard for her ideas. Emma added her two cents by allowing
Dale to use her as his very first model and accentuating how
beautiful Dale could make his subjects. His use of lighting and
Emma's gorgeous face made his advertising an instant hit
everywhere. Even those not looking for photographs enjoyed looking
at Emma through Dale's lens.

The Chief of Police, who was friend of
Tanya's father, expressed his delight that they did not put Emma's
photo on a billboard to advertise. He admitted he would expect the
accident rate to increase substantially if they ever did that. Emma
made Dale promise he would never use her like that. She did not
want to be some pinup representation of womanhood. Dale agreed he
would never do that to her. Then he jokingly added, unless she
wanted him to. He had to duck her swing as she retaliated against
his impudence.

That summer, Emma and Dale moved in together
into an apartment in town. Tanya, who lived at home still, was a
frequent visitor to their place and even had her own key, in case
they needed a third person to do something for them. It was also a
designation of the fact they considered her family. Emma and Dale
were Tanya's family, too. Not a single holiday passed that Tanya's
mother did not invite both Emma and Dale over for dinner with the
family. Except for the Christmas break, Emma did not go home at all
during her Senior year. Her life was with Tanya and Dale, now.

 


One night, in the summer between their Junior
and Senior years, Emma and Dale were alone in the studio. Having
cleaned the place up only minutes before, they were debating going
home to a couple bowls of cereal or going out to eat something more
substantial. It had been a full day at the studio. Dale had begun
the morning with family portraits and ended the day with a series
of glamour shot sessions with some young women from the local high
school.

“That was fun,” Dale laughed about the last
sessions with the young girls.

“Just keep it in your pants Mr. Pervert.
Those girls were all underage.” Emma tried to sound stern and
serious. But the smile on her face belied her real feelings on the
subject.

She was always tickled whenever Dale showed
even the slightest interest in other women for anything but their
subject matter in his lens. Usually, he was so dispassionate and
focused on his shots that she wondered if he ever really saw the
beauty he so elegantly captured. He had the ability to make a woman
more beautiful than ever without even noticing how beautiful she
really was. She wasn't sure that was a good thing but it was a Dale
thing, for sure.

“I was speaking purely from an artistic
vantage,” Dale defended himself.

“Artistic, huh?” Emma teased. “Was that an
artistic bulge in your pants when that one girl came out in her
sexy lingerie?”

Dale laughed out loud.

“Hey! I'm still human. Even illegal things
can look good. Can't they?” Dale gave her his best leering grin.
“And what are you jealous of? Not a one of them could hold a candle
to you.”

“It wasn't a candle I was afraid of them
holding,” Emma admitted with a chuckle.

“Besides,” Dale chuckled himself. “I checked
that girl's ID when she paid for the session with her daddy's
credit card. She was eighteen two months ago.”

“You're horrible,” Emma swatted him even as
he ducked her blow and backed away judiciously.

“Where you want to eat?” Dale asked her in an
attempt to change the subject. But she saw his tactic and refused
to be led down that road easily.

“Who can eat after that sickening display of
male perversion?” Emma pushed on with her pseudo attack.

“What perversion?” Dale got offended at her
description of his demeanor during the shoots.

“Oh, Miss, would you mind tilting your chin
up? How about straightening your back? Could you look into the
camera as though you're making love? Come on! They're high school
girls. You were coming on to them to get them to give you the look
you wanted.” She summed it up.

“It's how I work,” Dale shrugged. “I suggest
what I want to see in the lens and they provide it. In the end,
they get what they want because they give me what I want.”

“Oh, do they?” Emma moved to him and took him
in her arms, kissing him passionately on the lips. “How do you know
what they want?”

“They want what every woman wants when she's
posing, to be the only woman in the world that a man is looking
at.” Dale answered when he came up for air.

“And you give them that?” Emma asked, kissing
him again.

A longer kiss this time.

“Yeah, I do.” Dale smiled at her and gave her
a big squeeze. “When I focus so totally on them while they're
posing, they believe it because I make them believe I cannot take
my eyes off them. They feel it and it translates into them
believing it. The lens can see their confidence.”

“You had me convinced.” Emma laughed.

“And when they believe it, their demeanor
changes. They become who I believe them to be, the most beautiful
girl in the world. That shows in the lens and consequently
transfers to the photograph I show them later. For the few minutes
I make them believe that I believe they are beautiful, they believe
it, too. They can't help but glow with that knowledge just as you
glow with the same knowledge every day.”

“Me?” Emma stepped back, releasing him from
her arms. “How'd this get to be about me?”

“You inspire me,” Dale smiled.

“Sure,” Emma laughed. “Do I look that easy?
Make it about the pretty girl and she'll forget the other women you
were making eyes at all afternoon long?” Emma asked sarcastically,
not buying his explanation for one minute.

“It's true,” Dale laughed. “I saw it in you
and it inspired me to seek it out in those women I photograph,
calling them up to their best image by filling them with confidence
like I see in you.”

“In me?” Emma was intrigued despite her
desire to not be drawn into his justifications.

“Sure. You're the most beautiful woman I
know.” He watched Emma blush.

She was still not comfortable with his verbal
assessment of her beauty. Other men said it and she shook it off as
just them wanting to get into her pants. Their words and praise
meant little to her. But when he said it, she knew he was only
striving to explain what he saw in her. She could never fully come
to grips with what he was saying about her. His reality made her
blush about her reality.

“But your beauty is more than just looking
good on the outside. You shine from the inside. It's that inner
light I try to pull out of my subjects. It's what I search for in
the perfect picture. Not every woman has your beauty. But every
woman has an inner beauty. That's what I'm looking for during my
sessions with them. That inner beauty.”

“What?” Emma was still stuck on his
assessment of her beauty.

“The perfect picture is something they cannot
get at home.” Dale explained. “Hence, they need me. I give them
something they never see in their home photos. Something those high
school girls never saw in themselves when they flashed those
selfies or took pictures of one another.

“My flirting with them draws out a level of
confidence most women do not have about themselves. Then I capture
it with my cameras. That doesn't happen when they are at home. It's
what gives my photos their punch. It's that intangible thing they
all notice but cannot identify in themselves. My flirting gives
them the confidence they are beautiful and that transfers to the
photo.”

“It's a gimmick,” Emma summed up his
explanation.

“Kind of,” Dale smiled again. “Besides, I
like making people feel better about themselves. My photos are a
memory of a time when they truly felt like they were beautiful. I
may not be some great conversationalist but I can speak with my
camera when I show them how extraordinary they truly are. That's
what people are paying for. They can get ordinary photos anywhere.
They want extraordinary when they come here.”

“So, making those girls feel like you were
interested in them was part of the photo session, getting them to
feel comfortable in front of the camera and letting you photograph
them at their optimum best?” Emma asked.

“Besides,” Dale grinned wide. “If you ever
leave me, I'll need someone to fill in for you,” Dale referred to
the young girls and dodged another swift swing of her long arms,
expecting it even as he spoke.

“I'm not going anywhere, Mr. Carter,” Emma
affirmed as she straightened back up after her missed swing at
him.

“Really?” Dale smiled as he took a safer
breath out of her reach. It always amazed him that this beauty had
chosen him to love.

“What, and leave you alone with those frisky
high school girls?” Emma laughed. “They'd kill you in a week.” She
declared.

“What a way to go,” Dale mused. This time he
didn't dodge her blow. Emma thumped him solidly in the chest,
drawing a shocked look from his face. So quick had she moved that
Dale was caught flat footed with all defenses down. He had
underestimated her again.

He adopted a hurt and abused look but Emma
was having none of it. She smiled at him and then cocked her head
to one side. He knew what was coming. Early on she had wheedled out
of him some information he wished he had never shared.

“Does the little boy need some Mommy time?”
she giggled. Then, with a sly wink, “Can I be your Mommy, little
boy?” Her laughter was meant to attack his sense of being in charge
of his own life.

His mother had died when he was only five. By
the time he was seven, his always drunk or high father had lost
custody of him and he had grown up moving from one foster home to
another. Those substitute women who wanted to pose as his mother
didn't know how to reach him and always took his reticence and
standoffish demeanor as proof that he was damaged and it was not
their fault.

None of them took the time to get to know
him. Instead, they tried to push him into the mold of the child
they wanted and refused to let him breathe. The longest he ever
stayed anywhere was one year. By the time he was eighteen and could
walk away from the system on his own, he had endured twelve
versions of motherhood that only served to sour him on womanhood in
general. They might have been good women, but none of them was the
mother he had needed.

That was what he had shared with Emma. His
dislike in general of fake and prepossessing women. He refused to
generalize all women but he did have some anxiety to deal with over
his experiences over the years. His negative view of most women was
derived from real world experience and ingrained in his general
psyche. Not that he had anything against women. He didn't. But he
felt all were trying to be people they were not and that caused him
to take each one he met with a grain of salt. A man had a huge task
before him if he was looking for a real woman in this world.
Society had trained them all to be shells of a reality they only
wished for. Fake was the new reality.

That conversation had generated Emma's belief
that he needed a Mommy to help him adjust to the real world. It was
kind of a personal joke between them. It also meant that whenever
Emma wanted to hit him below the belt and remind him that she was a
woman he could see as real, she would invoke the Mommy rhetoric. It
was a blow designed to bring him down a notch and remind him that
he was not in charge all the time. That it worked ensured she used
it as often as necessary.

His lack of a Mom in his life was due to
factors out of his control. Choosing to take Emma into his life was
within his control. They both knew she was good for him. Her
teasing was a call for him to settle down and return to that which
stabilized his life. She also used it whenever she caught him
checking out a pretty girl they passed. It had become their private
joke, though Tanya was in on it, too. Emma often told him that
Tanya was the only other girl she authorized him to be checking
out. Though she really had no such desire to control him. It was
just girlfriend talk.

“Cereal at home or burgers at Frankie's?” he
smiled at her, ignoring her jibe at motherhood.

“Do I get desert?” the gleam in her eyes was
unmistakable. He knew to what she was referring.

“You had desert this morning,” Dale reminded
her.

“But now it's night time,” Emma argued. Like
one thing had anything to do with the other.

“Well, I'm going to need some protein for
longer energy stores,” Dale assessed his options.

“Burgers it is,” Emma glowed with the
decision. “Then desert.”
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Senior year was a blur of classes, work at
the studio, building their relationship and settling into some kind
of comfortable alliance with themselves and their community. None
of them could have managed it without the other. Dale depended on
his two women friends to keep him on schedule and balanced in his
activities, not straying too far for too long into any one avenue.
With small exceptions, they did their job admirably, keeping him
focused on what was important.

Dale became the creative force behind the
studio's existence but Tanya became its manager and director of all
things business for its success. Emma confined her involvement in
the business to being a sounding board for Tanya's ideas. She
wanted to be free to tend to Dale's private needs more so than his
business needs. She worked around the studio at times, especially
when they were very busy, helping out wherever a hand was needed.
Mostly, she just wanted to be there for Dale and not actually part
of his business. She enjoyed being in his life but resented how
much a part of his life the studio actually was to some extent. She
had no intentions of being labeled a part of the business.

To that end, as graduation neared, Emma
sought her career path away from the studio. She explored
opportunities with different types of businesses until she found
what she felt was a good fit. A manufacturing company with
international distribution. The boss was a local who desired giving
opportunities to graduates from the local college. That Emma was
graduating with honors was a plus.

As much as she did not want to be indebted to
the studio her and Tanya had helped birth, Emma wanted to make it
on her own to some extent. She had used her beauty as a crutch for
far too long and wanted to see if she could cut it on her own. The
gamble caused her some fear and anxiety. She admitted that to both
Tanya and Dale when they talked about it. But in the end, she had
to know what she was made of.

As much as she cherished Dale's view of her,
she knew his opinion was based on love as much as anything. She
needed a more objective opinion of her abilities as well as to see
what other options existed out there for her. She tried to make
sure Dale did not feel like she was abandoning him but she could
not fully alleviate the fear that they were moving away from each
other a little bit because they were. She was creating space to
discover more fully who she was. She needed him to respect
that.

Dale did not want her to go her separate way
but he understood how obsessed he could be at times and exactly
what percentage of his thoughts went into studio business. He knew
she wanted to be with him based on their relationship and not on
their proximity. She needed them to be together for more than just
mutual interests. That they could be together outside of the
business was very important to her. It still felt like he was
losing a part of her to him.

It was the first time Dale ever told her
about the empty places. She had trouble understanding what he was
talking about initially. He kept it simple, not going into too much
depths. He also explained that most people just gave him a blank
stare when he told them about it. Knowing how private a man he was,
she felt something of a rush just knowing he was sharing something
he felt so privately about.

He described what she needed to know about
herself as an empty place she needed to fill up in her life. He
told her that everyone has them. Everyone is different. But we all
have empty places, he told her. Right now, her empty place was a
desire to see what she could handle on her own. To see if she could
make it away from The Studio and Dale. He understood that, even
though she was having trouble following him. The empty place was
kind of a need she had to fill.

He explained that too many people ignored
their empty places and submitted to what others said or thought or
wanted without ever actually filling up that hole they felt. He
never wanted to do that to her. He always wanted her to feel like
she had complete freedom to explore all the empty places she felt
she had. She resented somewhat that he felt he could stop her from
doing anything she wanted but she held her peace wondering where he
was going with this explanation.

Then he explained that she filled up an empty
place in him that he had despaired of ever filling. He called it
his true love hole. He had come to believe that there was no real
woman for him to fill that hole but she had proved him wrong. She
was exactly the woman to fill that hole for him and he felt more
complete because she had come into his life. Most holes require
some adjustment to relationships or additions to relationships in
our lives, he told her. She had been the perfect addition for
him.

She could not doubt that Dale had filled a
very big place in her life. Was that the hole he was talking about?
She didn't know exactly. What she did know was she loved him
implicitly and deeply. It was the kind of love that felt like a
need being fulfilled whenever he was around. If that was what he
meant, she heartily believed in his theory. He did indeed fill a
very big hole for her.

Tanya took a wait and see attitude about
Emma's need to find herself outside of their trio. The studio could
not support all three of them anyway. Emma's involvement had always
been more like seasonal help than an actual full timer by her own
request. But it was a great vehicle for both Dale and Tanya to ride
to success. Him for his art and her for her business sense. Emma
felt like a third wheel sometimes. As much as Tanya sometimes felt
out of place when Emma and Dale were being private, Emma felt out
of place when Tanya and Dale were talking business.

 


Graduation changed some things between them
all, but they fought to maintain their relationships just the same.
Emma was traveling a half hour to work every morning, fulfilling
her desire to make it on her own. Everyone realized how important
this was to her and supported her totally. Tanya and Dale spent
more and more time together at the studio, building both their
friendship and the business that they had created. When time
permitted, mostly on the weekends, Emma and Tanya worked on their
relationship as well as the three of them getting together
occasionally and building a greater them.

They worked through the changes and made them
work for them as a group as much as possible. Emma's experiences
outside of the studio added a flavor of the big world out there to
the stories they shared with each other. Tanya continued going to
school, taking classes, working toward her Master's Degree in
business, which gave them more to talk about, debating the opinions
offered up in her courses.

Dale did his art thing and grew as a
photographer, reaching out further with different equipment,
seeking new and more salable ways to promote his studio among the
townspeople and on campus. The campus contract was still a big part
of the studio's income and it kept them all in contact with their
Alma Mater and up to date on any changes occurring.

Life was full and varied for all of them.
Emma was succeeding on her own and achieving some fame of her own
as an international business woman. She was traveling out of the
country, handling the company's business interests in exotic
locations. Her monthly absences made her homecomings even more
exciting between Dale and herself. Tanya usually gave them a couple
days alone before seeking their company after one of Emma's visits
out of the country.

Absence truly made the heart grow fonder. Or
maybe it just gave their sexual urges time to ferment and expand.
Whatever it was, Dale and Emma made the most of their reunions
every time. They actually looked forward to her going away so they
could come back together again. Emma working away from the studio
became more of a novelty than a separation. Even her being away
during a normal day gave them the excuse for a reunion when she
arrived back home that evening. Emma and Dale made the most of
being young and in love.

Tanya was growing as a local business woman,
making a name for herself and their studio. But it was her personal
life that was experiencing the most growth. She started dating a
man who saw her for the beauty she was both inside and out. He was
a few years older than her and worked at the bank. He was the loan
officer who had suggested the bank make their loan when they wanted
to start the studio up. He was not a townie and had not gone to the
same schools or had the same experiences of life living in town as
Tanya had. Together they were exploring all that life offered two
young people with a zest for adventure and purpose. Dale could not
have been happier for her than he was with his own relationship.
Life was truly good for all of them.

Dale was becoming famous as the man who made
women beautiful. A large part of the growth they were experiencing
in the business came from his glamour shot sessions. Using lighting
techniques and suggestive poses to enhance a woman's natural sexy
demeanor, he had a way of drawing more out of a woman than she ever
dared hope was in there. Not only were women coming in and asking
him to immortalize them in sexy portraits but their husbands and
boyfriends were paying Dale to turn their women folk into pin up
versions of themselves.

For Dale the challenge became more about
immortalizing a client in photo form without cheapening the shot by
reverting to cliché poses or inferences about a woman's sexuality.
He believed every women had a beauty they did not always show and
he sought to expose that, not take the easy, cheap, sexual shot.
His work became about seeking a woman's true beauty, the part of
herself she always wanted to share but was afraid to let out.

Day after day, Dale dealt with soccer moms
and older mothers and grandmothers that wanted to be remembered for
their beauty. Not out of vanity, but to preserve their images for
generations to come. He discovered that the rich and the blue
collar classes all wanted the same thing. To be seen in their best
light for who they believed themselves to be. Some even came
because Dale made them believe, if only for a short time, that they
really were those other women in his portraits.

Having your picture taken at The Studio
became an adventure in itself for many women. That translated into
more family portraits and the odd male portrait, requested by a
woman who wanted something of her man to hold or display. The
Studio was becoming more than just an inane name they had given
their enterprise. It was becoming a brand name, recognized for a
quality that surpassed mere pictures and entered the realm of
fantasy or legend. Dale was incredulous at the praise his work was
receiving both locally and in magazines that were somehow getting
wind of what they were doing.

They were also noticing that more and more of
their clientele were coming from further and further away for their
sessions. Dale's reputation was growing county wide and regionally.
They were reaping the benefits of that growing reputation and
taking the profits to the bank daily. Schedules were filling up on
some days, barely allowing Dale time to take a lunch. It was a good
problem to be having and they were enjoying it.

Tanya expanded their advertising to other
towns and even created a couple television commercials with the
help of the college's Media Department students. Because of the
college's programs and deals with local television studios for
their student's work, their commercial spots ran free of charge at
times. The Studio was becoming a household name among those that
considered such things and every community event they attended gave
time to lauding their participation and recognizing their
contribution to the community.

Tanya Stroh was something of a celebrity at
every event. Both her family name and her association with The
Studio propelled her into the spotlight. She became something of an
expert at promoting the community's awareness of key issues. The
Studio became associated with her civic duties as well as her
business sense, making them even more a part of the community. They
might have been young college graduates with a fledgling company
but they were treated as valued and important members of the town.
Even the Mayor referred to Tanya Stroh as a valued asset of their
town. And when he talked about The Studio, he used terms that made
it plain he believed that the town was better off for their
presence.

 


In the first year, The Studio grew by more
than three hundred percent. Part of that was due to their being
open more often than they had been when all of them were still
trying to graduate. Part of it was due to Dale's reputation growing
and a lot of it was due to the fact that every woman wanted to be
photographed by Dale Carter and immortalized as one of his
beauties.

That's what they called it unofficially.
Dale's Beauties. Women talked in terms of becoming one of his
beauties whenever they had scheduled a session. Tanya thought it
was funny and used the term whenever she and he were alone in The
Studio. She thought it fit.

Dale didn't like the term. He felt it made
him seem like a pimp or something. Tanya thought it made him seem
like the king. The king who had the power to invest his women with
beauty. That was how she put it to him. He still didn't like
it.

But it didn't matter to others what Dale
thought. The masses seldom ask anyone's opinion of anything. They
just decide what they want and go forward. Soon the whole town
talked in terms of the women Dale took pictures of as becoming his
women of beauty. It was a point of pride for the women to be
thought of as beauties and a status symbol for their men to have
them immortalized as such.

One afternoon, while shooting a quasi-glamour
session that doubled as her school pictures with a nineteen year
old freshman at the college, Tanya overheard her asking Dale why he
did not create a web site with his work on it. The question was a
wake up call. Of course! This was the internet age. Everyone who
did business did it on the internet. Except them.

Truthfully, they had never thought about it.
Not being computer people themselves, neither Dale or Tanya
considered that end of the business. Dale used computers in his
processing and development but that was it. Tanya used computers to
track their business model and project results. For them, a
computer was a tool they used to accomplish their work. A recording
device. The internet was a tool, not a real place to them.

Neither of them was internet savvy in the way
that they would need to be to start up an internet web site. Dale
used the internet to surf and gather information, even to purchase
equipment occasionally. Tanya used internet advertising with local
companies as part of her monthly advertising campaign. They had
just never considered a web site for the company or its probable
impact. It was a whole new avenue to explore in Tanya's mind.
Something they needed which would make them relevant to a larger
proportion of the consumer base that was out there.

That weekend, over a steak dinner they had
discussed it with Emma.

“I think it's the natural way to progress,”
Emma shared her opinion between bites of her steak.

“Sure. Natural,” Dale agreed around his own
big mouthful. Why did people always say something that required a
response right after he had put a big fork full in his mouth. Never
failed.

Tanya was nodding and chewing her meal.

“So what's the big mystery?” Emma was not
seeing their reticence. It seemed like a slam-dunk kind of idea to
her. Even necessary given the world's fascination with all things
internet.

“No mystery,” Tanya swallowed and answered
her. “We believe it's the next phase of our business. The issue is
that neither of us feels particularly capable of setting up a web
site and running it.

Emma saw their dilemma. Dale would do nothing
unless he thought it was top notch. Tanya was not far behind him in
that way of thinking either. Neither of them would attach their
name, or their business' name, to anything less than total
professionalism.

“Then, I'd start small. Easy. Hire someone to
help set it up and keep it simple so that you can administrate it
without too much fuss. They set up all kinds of templates now to
help the small business owner with things like this. You buy your
domain name, something that reminds people of who you are. The
company name if it's not taken. That kind of thing.

“Originally, you hire someone to set it all
up and launch it onto the internet for you, work out all the bugs
and that sort of thing. Then, you retain them for consultation
purposes but administrate the content yourself. Uploading pictures
and moving them around on your site would be the biggest task once
it's set up.”

Emma seemed pretty sure of her idea.

“I'm not sure I can handle any more work at
this point.” Dale was not one who liked change all that much. He
was much more comfortable with old routines. Managing a web site
would add a whole new dimension to his work environment. Not to
mention his exposure level.

As things stood, Dale controlled who saw his
work and in what context. Those things are important to an artist.
Not things to be trifled with. Putting his work out there into the
Ethernet of an uncontrollable internet would take away any control
he currently believed he had over who viewed his work. Real or
imagined, it was all real in Dale's mind.

There was also the issue of context. In the
studio, under the right light and in the ambiance of the
photographer's domain, those who viewed his work, a select group of
potential customers, saw both what he wanted them to see and how he
wanted them to see it. It was part of the charm of a small studio
like theirs.

“I don't think it would be too much more work
once initiated,” Emma posited. “Sure, you have to decided the
content and the arrangement you want. But then the work falls to
the original website builder. When they have it up and running,
your job then will be only to take down certain shots and put up
others occasionally. I can't see that being too hard for now.”

“Part of it is looking down the road,” Tanya
added. “We see the site becoming more than an advertising tool.
More than just an introduction to new customers. Kind of a
celebration of our work. Maybe a site to allow our customers to
share with their families great distances away. That opens up
business in other regions, other states, even, maybe.”

“So, you hire some more photographers,” Emma
dismissed the argument. “If things grow that much and that quickly,
maybe you hire a full time web site guy and another photographer to
help with the load. I'm pretty sure the school will give you a list
of possible interns in whatever capacity you might require. You're
the poster boy for their success,” Emma smiled at Dale.

Dale mulled over her suggestion while he
chewed. Help was a good thing. Though he did not particularly like
giving up any of his control in the studio. Those pictures were his
work. His name was on them. Developing a training program for
interns would be another task he'd have to assume. He could think
of any number of things to argue for not doing this.

“At our company,” Emma invoked a phrase that
she had been using a lot lately. Tanya winced inwardly, fearing
Dale's response when he heard her. “We look at all improvements,
like this, in several ways. One, is it a good idea. Seems to me
both of you have answered that affirmatively. Two, is it something
within the realm of what we do. For you, it seems like its not
something you currently do but something that's within the realm of
what you can do.”

Tanya was watching Dale's reaction. He was
listening but resenting Emma's company a little. She had been
spending more and more time there lately. Traveling more often,
sometimes three times a month. And she was talking about the
company and its business interests more, too. Dale had confided in
her that he felt like she was pulling away to some degree. Building
her life apart from him and The Studio on purpose, was how he
pictured it. For all his talk about empty places, he resented her
filling this hole in her life a little.

“Three, do you have all the resources to
accomplish it within the scope of everything else you do? That's
important. You cannot sacrifice quality just to move forward. Seems
like that's going to require you to sit down and map out the
scenarios you envision and determine what contingencies you'll need
to employ to keep up both your ability to supply a web site and the
professionalism with which it's done.”

“Four, would be a cost analysis.” Emma went
on, seemingly unaware of Dale's distress. For Tanya, that was a
tell tale part of Dale's concerns. If she was not pulling away,
she'd be more attuned to Dale's concerns. She'd noticed the change
in Emma's attitude toward things of late, too. She'd struck it up
to the fact that Emma was becoming her own person. She also
attributed Dale's concerns to his own issues of abandonment. That
there were answers for their situation did not change the fact that
they had a situation.

“Seems to me this would be a minimal cost to
operate and a great advantage in both advertising and public
awareness. A good footprint in the web translates to good press and
a greater viewing audience eventually. That would create point
five,” Emma smiled at them as she shared her hard won way of
looking at business in her new company position. Tanya could not
help but be impressed with how much Emma had grown recently. She
knew that translated into distress for Dale but she was still happy
for Emma.

“The future. How will you handle the presumed
increase this move will cause? Personnel. Facilities. Access. Can
you envision a chain of studios?” Emma smiled as she talked. It
made Tanya wonder how far she had already pulled away. Did she hear
herself? If she was arguing to give Dale more reasons for not
moving forward, she was doing a good job.

Dale was a simple man. Big corporations
scared him. He equated big with the government and mismanagement.
Growing big was something akin to mismanaging their Studio and its
business. Was she purposely trying to tell Dale he was all wrong?
Her words had to be hurting Dale. She had to know that. For the
first time Tanya was wondering if Emma was looking for a way
out.

“We don't want to be a big chain,” Dale
answered with a deep voice that signaled trouble to Tanya. She
wondered if Emma was too far away to hear it.

“Precisely,” Emma smiled warmly at both her
companions. “A move like this is going to create an opportunity to
grow. How that growth occurs is entirely up to you. But you have to
be ahead of it in order to control it. Control of one thing might
be to grow bigger in another. A larger studio complex, for
instance, would give customers greater access. It would require
more personnel, obviously. All things to consider as you debate
this move.”

Emma was being pragmatic. Dale hated
pragmatic. He didn't do pragmatic. That's what he had Tanya for.
Emma knew this. What was she driving at. Tanya could only
guess.

“We need to maintain the artistic side of
things at all costs,” Dale argued his only real point of view in
this. He was okay with progress but he refused to give up any
artistic control in any way.

“Artist don't run companies,” Emma pounded
away at Dale's psyche and Tanya debated stepping in. What was
Emma's goal in all this? Did she want to hurt Dale? Was that what
this was all about? Drive him away? Cause him to push her away?
What was happening to her two friends?

“Artists are contributors to companies.
Companies make money off what artists do.” Emma pushed onward. “If
you approach this purely from an artist's viewpoint, you'll crash
and burn.” Emma pulled no punches in her assessment.

Ignoring Dale's down cast eyes, she
concentrated on Tanya.

“Do you think this is a good idea?” she asked
Tanya directly.

Tanya nodded, not having ever seen this side
of Emma before. Where had it come from? Was that company she worked
for making her some kind of power hungry business witch? Dale could
not abide that. Tanya was hurting for Dale right now.

“Do you think it would be good for The
Studio?” Emma pressed on.

Again Tanya nodded, afraid to look Dale's
way.

“Is it something you can see the company
doing and prospering from?” Emma refused to back down. She had her
teeth in this thing.

Tanya stared but eventually nodded. Who was
this woman? What had she done with their Emma?

“Then, from a business standpoint, it's
something that should be explored, at least on a temporary basis
for its affect on the company.” Emma summarized her beliefs.

“Make's sense,” Tanya nodded again, still
trying to get her equilibrium back. Dale had been right. She had
not seen it but Dale had. Emma was treating this thing as though
Dale's sensitivities didn't matter and she had no investment in it
herself. She was totally detached from the decision. Cold.
Calculating. Dale had been so right. How had she missed this change
in her friend?

“Going to be a lot of long nights putting
together the material for the web site,” Emma suggested. “Would you
put it up as sessions or individual shots? You know, like folders
of one subject for people to view at their leisure? Or do you
visualize collections of your favorites, showcasing your best work
of favorite subjects. Would there be a male section and a female
sections? You know the general public, whether they want to get
photos taken for themselves or not, will want to play the happy
voyeurs and browse through your subjects. Of course the guys will
be looking for pretty girls and the women will be looking for
handsome men.”

“Excuse me a minute,” Dale got up hurriedly
and left the table headed toward the restrooms at the back of the
place.

“You okay?” Emma asked as he exited quickly.
Dale did not answer her if he even heard her.

Tanya stared at Emma like she was seeing her
for the first time.

“Is he okay?” Emma looked to Tanya for an
answer. Tanya found that troubling. Could Emma not see what her
words had done to Dale? She totally dismissed the artistic side of
what they were doing. She might as well as told him he was
insignificant and useless.

“Do you not know?” Tanya ventured a
question.

“Know what?” Emma was oblivious.

Tanya stared deeper into her friend's eyes.
Was the old Emma inside there? Had she totally vacated the
premises? What was going on here?

“You just told the man that loves you, the
guy who worships the very ground you walk on, that you believe he's
worthless,” Tanya could not keep the cold she felt out of her
voice. She wanted to scream and pound on something. Such was the
hurt she knew Dale was feeling right now.

“I did no such thing,” Emma defended herself.
“I – I only tried to lay out your options. If you didn't want my
opinion, you should not have brought it up.”

“Opinion of our idea, Yes.” Tanya heard the
word coming out of her mouth but was still struggling with the idea
of who she was talking to. “But not your opinion of Dale. When did
you start to hate him, so?” Tanya breathed out the words and could
not even believe she was saying them.

“I don't hate him,” Emma was mad now.
“Because I hold a pragmatic view, I'm the bad guy?”

“Artist don't run companies? Artists are only
contributors to companies? Companies make money off what artists
do? Is that how you show love to the man you are supposed to be in
love with? Tell him his entire perspective on the world is
ridiculous and wrong?” Tanya repeated Emma's tirade. Maybe she had
not meant it as such. Tanya could believe that. But the very fact
she had gone there meant she had no idea who Dale was.

“The Studio is nothing without Dale and his
artistic sense. That's who he is. An artist. He can't be anything
else. There was a time when that was good enough for you. I don't
known when that all changed. But it obviously has.” Tanya was
getting worked up. This woman had attacked her friend. Friend or
not, she had attacked Dale. She felt a compunction to launch an
attack of her own. Only her own sense of professionalism and self
awareness kept her calm and in her chair.

“I was only trying to help,” Emma defended
her words. “You know as well as I do that business is business and
art is art.”

“I know no such thing.” Tanya spoke slowly
and evenly, forcing her words to convey meaning instead of emotion.
“We started this thing as an artistic venture. It has prospered as
one. It can be nothing else. Dale is the artist. I keep it moving
on a business basis, fulfilling all business obligations, allowing
Dale to maintain his artistic stance. That's who we are. When did
you forget that?”

Emma lowered her eyes at Tanya's rebuke. She
was boiling inside with several come backs and a few choice
comments of her own to put Tanya back in her place. She was Dale's
live-in girlfriend after all. Tanya was just a partner in their
business. A business that wanted to grow without using business
principles. When had all this slipped into the twilight zone? Did
reality not count for anything any more?
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Emma knew she had hurt Dale somehow. She had
seen it in his eyes as he got up. That brief flash of pain as he
exited, avoiding her eyes but needing one last look in case he was
mistaken. When had he become so sensitive? Who was she kidding? He
had always been sensitive to comments about his art. When had she
become so insensitive?

Tears welled up in Emma's eyes and Tanya saw
them, hearing Emma's sniffles. Rightly so, was all she could think.
And more. Tanya was incensed and hurting herself. Emma had
purposely said the words she knew would hurt Dale. Why? What was
the rage that drove her to this? It occurred to her that Emma was
hurting, too.

“What's going on?” Tanya asked warmly and
softly. “You seem out of sorts. Is there something I can help you
with?” Against everything she felt at the moment, Tanya reached out
to help.

Emma shook her head and kept her eyes down in
her lap. The tears continued to flow and her sniffles got louder.
Tanya was unsure how to proceed.

“You have to start somewhere,” Tanya
acknowledged. “Let me help with whatever it is. Better to get it
out in the open than bottled up, waiting to explode like this.”

Emma wiped at her eyes and used her napkin to
wipe her nose dry. She looked up at Tanya. Her lip was quivering.
Whatever it was, it was coming from deep down inside Emma.

“Tell me,” Tanya didn't know what to
expect.

“Guys are such pigs!” Emma's words carried
extreme vehemence and a shot of poison. Not at all what Tanya was
expecting.

“Something Dale did?” Tanya was very confused
at the turn in their evening.

Emma shook her head, no.

“Then what?” Tanya asked. Nothing was making
sense. Her two best friends were upset and she could not figure out
why.

It's work,” Emma almost whispered her words,
lowering her head again.

“What about work?” Tanya asked, fearing the
worst. Emma was leaving Dale. Was she being given a better job
somewhere else? That would kill Dale. He had always hoped she'd
work for The Studio eventually. Then they'd all be together
again.

“I can't get the promotion I deserve because
I won't sleep with my boss,” Emma laid it out on the table.

Tanya truly did not know what to say.

“Ho–How does that work?” Tanya tried to
understand her friend. “Who's he giving it to? A guy? Did the guy
sleep with your boss?”

“He says I'm qualified but the other guy has
been there longer.” Emma explained.

Tanya nodded. Made sense. Even with equal
rights and all the different legislation out there to ensure that
women had equal opportunities, the good ol' boy networks inside the
bigger companies flourished, just going underground, using the
rules to accomplish the same things as before. She'd never
experienced it herself but she'd read enough accounts during her
studies that she felt the tug of regret that accompanied such
admissions.

“So? All guys are pigs, now?” Tanya
smiled.

Emma looked up at her friend and grimaced.
She nodded her assessment. All guys were pigs. She'd felt attacked
by her boss' stance and request for sexual favor. In response she
had attacked the only guy she had influence over. Seemed like a
good idea at the time.

“I guess I was pretty awful to him,” Emma
admitted.

“He'll get over it,” Tanya tried to see
things from Emma's perspective. Knowing it was not Emma's intention
to destroy Dale was a relief. Dale was a big boy. He'd weather
this.

Guys WERE pigs. But that was not the real
point, now. Her boss was acting like a pig and trading sex for
advancement. It was not happening to Tanya but she felt the impact
every bit as much for womanhood in general. She wanted to cut off
the bastard's balls and feed them to him and she was not generally
a violent person.

Part of it was that men never treated her
like a sex object, something Tanya very much wanted to happen to
her at times. Something to tell her she was desirable and beautiful
in her own right. The fact it had never happened to her only made
her more sure that all men were pigs. The fact that some men
stifled their piggy traits and kept them hidden was only mildly
soothing to her way of thinking. Now, with it laid out openly on
the table and being experienced by her friend, Tanya could see
herself taking action and helping Emma correct things, getting even
or even one up on the competition. Men were such pigs.

Emma's assessment of Dale's impact on the
business was correct, too. Just not delivered very well. Dale was
one of the good guys. Just because he was a man meant he took a lot
for those guys that didn't hide their piggish side. Now, Tanya saw
what Dale was talking about. But, Emma was not pulling away as he
thought. She had been protecting Dale from her real feelings. Her
boss was making life miserable for her and she did not want to take
it out on Dale at home.

Being thrust into this discussion at the
table right now had opened up the discussion. A woman only has one
way of hiding her feelings. She avoids the object of her attention.
Having good business ideas and being respected for them was the
issue. A man was in the way of her advancement. Dale was a man. He
needed to be avoided. Asking her opinion on business had opened up
the dam.

“I hate that I took it out on Dale like
that,” Emma frowned at her behavior.

“He's a big boy,” Tanya laughed. “He's
weathered bigger attacks from people who really did dislike him,”
she reminded her friend. “The important thing is to figure out what
you're going to do now.”

“I need to tell Dale. He deserves to
know.”

Tanya nodded her head. She agreed. But Dale's
artistic side was also a romantic at heart. He would want to
revenge the wrong he felt being perpetrated against the woman he
loved. He'd want to mount up on his white charger and come running
to her rescue. Unfortunately, Dale was a lover, not a fighter.
Right now, Emma could wish for a fighter to take up her battle for
her.

Dale wandered back to the table. His demeanor
spoke tons. He was wondering if he should come back or quietly
leave and go home. He was not so sure that Emma wanted him around.
He felt like one of too many cooks in the kitchen. The odd man
out.

Emma looked up at him when she felt his
shadow on her side. She smiled warmly and meant it. Dale did not
deserve her ire over her situation at work. Neither did he deserve
her to dump this situation in his lap. There was nothing he could
do about it.

That was what drove her earlier comments.
That Dale's business was growing while her position was stagnating,
made her angry. If she was a guy, she'd have a better chance of
succeeding. That was totally unfair. That she'd have to give up her
body to get on the same playing level as her male peers was another
thing that made her grind her teeth. Part of her wanted to succeed
so she could turn the tables. Part of her wanted to succeed so she
could change things. That she was not getting a chance to succeed
only made her anger worse.

“You okay?” Tanya waded right in as he sat
back down.

A waiter came by and asked if they wanted
desert. They all declined but they did ask for some coffee. The
waiter thanked them and hurried off to retrieve their request.

Dale nodded affirmatively to her question.
His demeanor said otherwise.

“I'm sorry,” Emma said it as meaningfully as
she could. He was not the one she was mad at.

Dale nodded, though he did not look up,
playing with the remaining food in his plate with his fork. Tanya
smiled at Emma's look of concern.

“She's right,” Tanya told him.

They both saw Dale's shoulders slump more.
Just what he wanted to hear. Not only did his girlfriend totally
despise his contribution to the world but now his best friend was
agreeing with her that he was a useless part of their business.

“We have to approach this thing from a purely
business perspective. As usual, your part is to make the business
decision more productive and artistic. We can't change the formula
in mid stream.” Tanya explained her stance on the subject.

Dale looked up into Tanya's eyes. He was
searching for some hope. Some hope that he was still her friend.
Some hope that she was not going to leave him out in the cold like
everyone else did. He did not dare look toward Emma. He was afraid
what he'd see.

“I've something to tell you,” Emma's hand
covered his over his plate.

Here it comes, Dale sighed. She's leaving.
He'd lost her. He knew that her working for that company was not a
good idea. Too far away from what they needed together. Too much
travel. She was away too much. She had discovered the big world out
there and he had come up short one more time in the comparison. He
swallowed hard, bracing himself, determined he would not cry in
this public place. He was more of a man than that. Finally he
looked up into her eyes.

“I've been having some problems at work,”
Emma began. “Well, one problem, actually. I'm up for a promotion
but my boss is holding out making a decision because he wants me to
sleep with him before he gives it to me.”

Dale was confused. Emma was sleeping with her
boss? Was that what she said? What was going on? Was he hearing her
correctly?

“Huh?” Dale asked for clarification.

“It's not you I'm mad at,” Emma tried to
focus him. He seemed dazed by her confession.

“Mad?” Dale was trying to bring himself back
to the table. “You're not leaving me?” he asked her directly. That
was his concern.

“No,” she shook her head and smiled at Tanya.
Dale's reaction was so confused it was almost funny. “Why would you
think that?”

“The way you've been acting lately,” Dale
explained. “Like you're mad at me and tired of me at the same time.
Avoiding me and being gone more often. Are you having an affair
with your boss? I know we're not married or anything, but I thought
we were being exclusive to each other.” Dale rambled on, trying to
make sense of this situation.

“No. I'm not sleeping with my boss,” Emma
laughed. “Like I said, he won't give me the promotion unless I do.
Says some other guy has more time in and deserves it before me. I'm
not leaving you.”

That was what Dale needed to hear. Everything
else hinged on that fact. She was not leaving. Now, he could
breathe again. He could reason again. Life was not worth living
without Emma. Her leaving would create too big an empty place to
ever hope to fill. Everything he did was for their future. Now, it
was her future that was being attacked. Some boss. Pig!

“He's a pig!” Dale declared.

“That's what I said,” Tanya revealed she knew
what this was all about.

“What are you going to do?” Dale asked matter
of factly.

“Well, I really wanted that promotion,” Emma
smiled, glad that Dale was thinking clearly again. “I guess I'm
just going to have to sleep with him to get it. He's really a good
looking guy. It's not like it would be awful or anything. If I was
not already attached, he'd be worth considering. At least for a
good one night stand, anyway.”

Emma said it all with a straight face. Tanya
stared at her friend. Had she really just said all that out loud?
Dale did not know how to respond. She was only his girlfriend,
after all. Wasn't like they were married or anything like that. His
hold over her had always been tenuous at best. She was the beauty.
He was just the artist who had captured her fancy for a while. She
stayed because she wanted to.

Tanya saw the glint of a smile in Emma's eyes
and read her comments for what they were, a joke. The Emma she knew
was not into one night stands. Never had been. She'd dated a lot of
guys but she had not slept with them. A few maybe. But not all. She
wanted more out of life for herself. That was why she had latched
on to Dale. He represented what she wanted. Permanency. A future.
One night stands did not have a future.

“Well, if he's good looking, I don't see what
the problem is,” Tanya laughed and joined Emma's joke. “I'd be all
over that opportunity. A woman can't get enough good sex these
days.”

Dale stared at both women now. Slowly they
both cracked smiles that told him they were only joking. Relief
flooded his face. Life was returning to normal. For a while there,
he was wondering what Twilight Zone episode he had walked into.
He'd never really watched a full Twilight Zone episode. He just
knew that all the rules changed in each episode. That was what he
was experiencing. All the rules were out of kilter.

“Come on!” Emma patted Dale's hand. “Do you
really think I'd sleep with my boss?”

Slowly, Dale shook his head, no.

“At least not before I asked if it was okay
with you,” Emma laughed, teasing him further. Not content to
totally let him off the hook yet. After all, he was still a man and
all men were pigs.

“Well, if it's for your future and your
career,” Dale tried to turn the tables a little. “Who am I to stand
in the way of progress? I say, give the old man a tumble and take
your place higher up at the corporate trough. Of course, you become
one of the pigs when you do that.”

Emma smiled at Dale's return to normal.
Sarcasm had always been his favorite social tool.

“First off, he's not an old man. He's only
about thirty five. Only ten years older than us. He's also good
looking as hell and he knows it. Dresses right and exercises and is
always impeccably groomed. He's a player from the word go. All the
woman in the office want a piece of him.”

“Really?” Tanya showed some interest. “Would
you really?” She looked at Dale who was frowning now that his
sarcasm had backfired on him. “You know, if you were not already
spoken for?”

Emma nodded slyly.

“In a heartbeat. He's not marrying material
but he's got that certain something that makes a woman want to
sample him. You know, like meeting a movie star or a seeing a
mountain one wants to climb. Just so one could say they had done
it.” Emma mused out loud.

“You'd give in to his harassment?” Dale tried
to rescue his side of things.

“No,” Emma was sure of that. “But, if I was a
free woman, I'd find a way to do him based on my own terms,
promotion or no promotion.”

“Well, that's good to know,” Dale humphed.
“My girlfriend wants other men.”

“Like you want those young girls and those
beautiful women that you photograph every day. Men aren't the only
ones that look around and see what the world has to offer,” Emma
reminded him. “I'm no cheater, but I'm not blind or dead, either.
Just as I don't expect you to be. Like you said before. It's what
makes your photography totally you. We are who we are. We do what
we do. We choose who we want to be and live that life
accordingly.

“Couldn't have said it better myself,” Tanya
smirked.

“You stay out of this,” Dale tried to
minimize the battle fronts he was fighting on.

“Not on your life, Bestie,” Tanya laughed.
“Two against one sounds like good odds to me.”

“Sounds like a menage a trois,” Dale
attempted some crass humor.

“In your dreams, Playboy!” Emma sided with
Tanya. Two against one.

“You wish you could get into my dreams,” Dale
laughed. “It's like a triple X channel in here,” Dale bragged.

“Now, who's wishing?” Tanya giggled.

“Okay. Okay.” Dale gave in. “So we're going
ahead with the web site idea?” he asked.

Tanya nodded. Emma smiled. She recognized
Dale's desire to change the subject. He was losing. He hated to
lose. Men were not equipped to argue. Negotiate? Sure. Argue?
Never.

“What about your boss?” Dale ventured back
into the deep waters.

“What about him?” Emma was curious. What did
he expect her to say?

“Going to sleep with him?” Dale asked what
seemed obvious to him.

“Why would I?” Emma gave Tanya a fleeting
glance that said she was wondering what Dale was thinking.

“You're not going to change the world
overnight,” Dale explained.

“Meaning?” Emma moved back and allowed the
waiter to set their coffees in front of them.

When he was gone, Dale continued. Tanya
stirred creamer into her coffee. Emma stirred sugar and creamer,
both into her's. Dale liked his black. Plain and undoctored was
still his way to go.

“Meaning that you're not going to get ahead
unless that boss moves on.” Dale was spelling out his thoughts for
her.
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