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R

ichard. We’re going to be late,” Sonia called down the hall. Her tone wasn’t whiney, almost playful in fact. Richard knew they were running late, and she knew he was taking his time for a reason. He did not want to go. He had not wanted to go from the very beginning. In truth, Sonia didn’t want to go either. But sometimes you have to do things you don’t want to. Not necessarily on time, though.

“Five more minutes,” Richard called back to her.

“Five minutes?” she said. “You haven’t even started getting ready yet.”

“In five minutes, I’ll start getting ready,” he explained. He was already walking toward their room, his tall frame stooping as he neared the door. He waited in the hall for a moment longer.

“Are you serious?” Sonia stepped through the doorway to where he stood, her hands nestled on her hips as if she were scolding a child. Late was one thing; very late was something else.

Richard reached out and grabbed her around her slender waist, pulling her to him and off her feet. She screamed in surprise and protest, though she did not fight him. He spun and she laughed as she wrapped her arms around his neck for support. Their faces came together and when their lips met, they kissed firmly. The warmth of their mouths melted one another and all else was forgotten for the moment. When Richard finally pulled away, the smell of her lilac perfume filled his nostrils. He looked into her bright green eyes and said, “Very serious.”

“You’re lucky I love you.” She kicked her feet as they dangled inches above the ground. “Now let me down and get ready.”

“Okay.” He exaggerated defeat as he lowered her to the floor. “That was the best I had, and it didn’t even phase you. You are a cold woman indeed.”

“It phased me,” she smiled, smoothing out her slip. “But I know that isn’t the best you have to offer.”

“Oooh, I think I’m breaking through,” he smiled, his eyebrows bouncing.

“Just get ready,” Sonia laughed. “Before I break something.”

“You wound me so.” He placed a hand over his heart as he stepped into their bedroom. “Blue suit okay?”

“Why don’t you wear the gray pinstripe?” She followed close behind. “I think you look your best in it.”

“Are we trying to impress?” he smirked. “I thought we were trying to avoid.”

“Hilarious. Now get ready.”

Sonia gave him a gentle shove, and he crossed to the closet, disappearing inside. Searching through his clothing, he found the suit in question and pulled it out. He examined the garment for dirt and wrinkles, his mind drawn to the day they bought it a couple of years ago. Sonia had insisted he try it on, then insisted no other suit would do. She was right, of course, as she always was with fashion. Her eye for such things was exceptional. She used that vision to decorate their home, selecting each piece of furniture, every accent piece and, of course, all the wall art. She always asked for his opinion, but her mind was made up by then. If he selected wrong, she would nudge him in the right direction, as she had just nudged him in the closet.

Besides the suit, Richard brought two shirts and three ties out of the closet and lay them on the bed. Then, with a quick glance at her in the mirror where she was carefully applying her makeup, he walked to the bathroom so he could shave and comb his hair. He returned moments later to discover she had selected the proper shirt and tie combination, the remaining items waiting to be returned to their place.

He examined her choice, nodded his approval and dressed. A few minutes later, he took position in front of the full-length mirror to work his tie. Mid-knot, he saw her reflection as she emerged from her closet tightening a belt around the waist of her dress.

He turned slowly, looking her over from head to toe. She noticed his gaze and spun for him, the skirt of her dress flaring as she did. The black material hugged her bodice. Strapless and cut low in the back, Richard could only wonder what kept it from sliding off her body. Sonia tilted her head and winked at him playfully, her dark brown hair brushing her shoulders. “You like?”

“Like?” he grinned. “You are the most beautiful creature I have ever seen. I could look at you forever.”

“You’re just saying that so you won’t have to go.”

“Not true.” Richard put a hand to his chest. “I was also hoping to get lucky.”

“Come willingly,” she crossed the room to him, “and chances are you’ll get lucky when we get home.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

She slipped her arms around him and raised up onto her toes to kiss him. He bent to receive her lips. In the eight years they had been married he never tired of kissing her, longed for it when he wasn’t with her. She pulled away and he had to resist pulling her back to him. He reached instead for his jacket, still on its hanger so he could hang it from the hook in the car's backseat where it would not wrinkle while he drove.

Spreading his arms wide with the jacket dangling from two fingers he said, “All ready.”

She grinned at him. Traffic willing, they would only be about fifteen minutes behind schedule, still early enough to call it ‘fashionably late’. Draping her purse over one shoulder, she took his free hand and curled her dainty fingers into his. “Thank you.”

Tonight was the Halstead’s annual party. Richard did not know why they called it an annual party when it occurred every six months. Very outgoing and normally the life of any party, he hated the Halstead’s annual parties. He referred to the events as ‘the gathering of the bores’ and always insisted he would never return. A hollow threat given that Mr. Halstead owned the firm where Sonia worked. With her being up for a promotion, the Jensen’s attendance was expected, if not mandatory. The evening promised to be a ‘kiss ass and laugh at bad jokes’ kind of night.

“They aren’t that bad,” Sonia insisted. “And they find you absolutely charming.”

“Of course they find me charming,” Richard glanced her direction. “They would find anyone that can tell a story without putting half the room to sleep charming.”

“You’re impossible,” she laughed.

“Impossible is sitting through one more telling of the time Mr. Halstead started his firm from scratch with only five clients and no more than two-hundred grand in the bank,” Richard rolled his eyes. “Are we supposed to feel awed by his ability to succeed from such meager beginnings?”

“And he always leaves out the fact that the five clients he stole from his former employer were all high rollers,” Sonia agreed. “But you know it’s bound to come up again tonight.”

“And I will express my amazement at all the appropriate places, as painful as it may be.”

“You are a sweetheart.”

The night was warm and breezy, reminding them of their last vacation, traveling to the Bahamas. It had been one of their best trips. The weather was perfect, the landscape beautiful, and the water crystal clear. They had spent nearly two weeks in paradise and only left their room a few times. Richard sometimes said they could have gotten a room downtown and saved a fortune, but Sonia knew he was joking. Something about being on the islands that was just sexy. Anywhere else would have just been another vacation.

Richard held Sonia’s hand while he drove, always did. Always would as far as he was concerned. She would sometimes lean into him and rest her head on his shoulder and that was even better. Tonight she did just that and he couldn’t help feeling proud. She was beautiful, smart and successful. And she loved him. He was successful, but men were expected to be the breadwinners. She worked hard, harder than he did he was pretty sure, and he was proud of her for it. She was up for this promotion and he was proud of that. Mostly he was proud that she still loved him the way she did when they first started. With all the passion and romance they could have. He hoped they would never lose that.

He squeezed her hand and released so he could use both hands to make a turn. They were only a couple blocks from the Halstead’s house and the roads in the neighborhood were narrow and curvy, an engineer’s technique to reduce traffic and speed in the wealthy neighborhood. Richard had a strong feeling the engineer did not live in such a neighborhood. The turns were too sharp at times and there were several blind corners. During the day it wasn’t a terrible problem, but at night the streetlamps were more decorative than functional, another failure of the engineers, like children’s nightlights in a warehouse.

“If they are going to continue with these parties,” Richard muttered, “they should move.”

“It’s not that bad,” Sonia said. She smiled up at him and he relaxed.

She had that power over him. Whenever he felt stressed, anxious or angry, just the sound of her voice grounded him, relaxed him.

He hit the brights on his headlights, illuminating the street before them. Richard gave his wife a half smile and refocused on the road ahead. A few moments later, the Halstead’s home came into view, a two-story colonial-style house with large white pillars guarding the porch, like a plantation estate.

An ornate chandelier hung above the front door, similar to what might be expected in a dining hall, looking very out of place. Every light in the house was on and exterior lights lit the yard like daylight. Richard wondered if the house was always lit up like a small city or just on party nights.

Luxury cars lined the circular drive and the street, making the road even narrower. Richard found a spot and rolled to a stop. Exiting the vehicle, he walked around to Sonia’s side and opened the door for her. Offering a hand, he helped her out of the car and the two of them walked hand in hand to the house. The music from inside flowed down the steps to them. Richard pulled her to his side and slipped his arm around her waist.

“Last chance to play hooky,” he whispered.

“Just ring the bell,” she laughed.
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R

ichard shrugged, pushing the button to activate the chime that would announce their arrival. The resulting tune was one he had heard but could not identify. He was still trying to remember where he knew it from when the door swung open, revealing the foyer beyond. The doorman, a gray-haired man attired in a tuxedo, bowed at the waist inviting them in with a wave of his hand. They stepped inside and moved toward the main room of the house, arm in arm. With a quick glance at one another, they walked into the light and noise of the party.

A dozen people stood around the entrance with drinks in hand, talking in small groups that grew louder as they struggled to be heard over the next conversation over as well as the stringed quartet playing in the background. The combined odors of women’s perfumes, men’s colognes and alcohol assaulted Richard’s nose. Like everything else at Halstead parties, it was over the top and he had to work at not coughing.

Some guests greeted the new arrivals briefly before returning their attention to engrossing conversations. Sonia met each of them with a smile and pleasant responses. Richard didn’t recognize many of them.

A man about Sonia’s age appeared in the same doorway the Jensens were walking toward. The man was looking back as he walked straight into the couple, his muscular shoulder colliding with Richard’s chest.

“So, sorry,” the man turned to his victim. “Oh, Sonia. Are you just getting here?”

“You know me.” Sonia gave him a genuine smile. “Fashionably late. I want you to meet my husband, Richard. Richard, this is Jeremy Griffon.”

The men exchanged nods.

“Jeremy works in my department,” Sonia continued. “He’s quite the hot shot.”

“You’re embarrassing me,” Jeremy said. “But it’s true. Although I don’t compare with you.”

“Where are you going?” Sonia asked. “It looks like you’re running away from someone.”

“You know how Halstead feels about me.” Jeremy shrugged. “I made my appearance. I’m getting out of here before things take a turn.”

Sonia gave him a loose hug and watched as the man made his way out of the house.

“Have you introduced him to me before?” Richard said to the man’s back.

“I don’t think so.” Sonia smiled up at her husband. “He’s been with us just over a year but this is the first Halstead party he’s been invited to. He really has been doing well.

“Perhaps he reminds me of someone,” Richard thought aloud. “He seemed familiar, but also not.”

“Maybe he looks like one of your clients?” Sonia offered.

“Could be,” Richard agreed. “What was with the Halstead comment?”

Sonia chuckled. “He decided it would be a good idea to date the boss’s daughter.”

“Enough said,” Richard grinned. He placed a hand on the small of Sonia’s back. “Shall we?”

They continued to the next room, a small library where the quartet played in one corner. Straight-back chairs lined the walls, filled with men and women in groups large and small. High school dances in gymnasiums came to mind, where more talking took place than dancing. Some whispered the latest gossip, while others roared with laughter at jokes old and new. Both the conversations and laughter of these guests came across as fake to Richard, making him wonder how his remarkable and dynamic wife fit in with them.

A short, balding man in his sixties stood in the center of attention, dressed in an expensive Italian suit and alligator-skin shoes. His thin wire-rimmed glasses rested low on his nose, and he looked over them at the men gathered around him as he spoke. Clinging to his every word, the men laughed when appropriate, remaining silent otherwise. The Jensens entered his line of sight and the man excused himself mid-sentence to approach the couple.

“Sonia.” The man clasped onto one of Sonia’s hands with both of his. “So glad you could come.” He paused for only an instant before releasing his capture. “Richard. Nice to see you again. I can’t tell you how happy we are that you allow us to borrow your lovely wife every day.”

“Hello Mr. Halstead.” Richard accepted the hand offered him. “Thank you for the invitation.”

“Please call me Charles.”

“Alright, then. Charles.”

It had become a ritual between the men to have this same conversation at the start of every party. Richard refused to call him Charles before the ritual was completed. He claimed it would take the fun out of the evening. Sonia allowed him this one game as long as he limited himself to it. Richard agreed to the rule with reluctance, although he did not always resist when an easy opportunity presented itself.

“The place looks lovely, Charles,” Sonia said in a flattering tone that made Richard cringe as if hearing car gears grind. “Where is Diana? I really should say hello.”

“I think she’s in the kitchen yelling at the caterers.” Charles leaned forward as if to whisper, though the volume of his voice did not change. “You know how much of a perfectionist she can be. They probably put the rumaki next to the crab cakes again. She really hates that.”

Richard stifled a laugh because the look in the older man’s eyes suggested no joke was intended. The thought of Mrs. Halstead reprimanding a group of tuxedo clad young men and women on the proper presentation of hors d’oeuvres was a tough image to suppress.

Sensing her husband’s tension, Sonia excused them and directed Richard toward the kitchen. Charles returned to his conversation with the men, who remained in a semi-circle awaiting him, picking up his story from the point he had left off. Sonia gave Richard’s arm a sharp pull, steering him into a small hallway. Once they were out of sight, Richard began to chuckle.

“That was close,” he managed to say.

“Richard, you promised,” Sonia scolded.

“I know. I know. But . . .”

“I know,” Sonia sighed. “The world is your playground and you want to play.”

“I’m sorry” Richard regained his composure. “I promise to control all natural instincts until the party is over. But then watch out.”

“Fair enough.” She grinned, raising up on her toes to kiss him softly on the lips. “Behave and be rewarded.”

“I can do that.” Richard took a deep breath to control himself further. “Lead the way, my dear.”

Diana Halstead was not in the kitchen as promised, but rather in the main dining room. She wore a long, blue silk dress with a diamond broach that glistened when she moved. She was not yelling at the help but advising them how she wished to have dinner served. The Jensens waited patiently while the woman spoke, in slow and articulate sentences, to the two men she had captured in her web. The men nodded in response to each of the woman’s directions while trying to divert their eyes from the light reflected by the broach.

Diana took the action of turning their eyes away to be a sign of inattentiveness. Impatiently she began questioning them on the points she had just discussed. Impatient themselves, they repeated, again, that they understood what was wanted without going into the details. In turn, she took this to mean they understood nothing and was on the verge of using some choice phrases she had learned from her husband over the years when she caught sight of the Jensens in the corner of her eye.

“Sonia.” Diana gestured to her to approach even while she was crossing the room, leaving the caterers unsure if they could leave or not. Making their own decision on the question, they scattered like flies trying to escape a shadow. “Richard. So good of you to come.”

“Thank you for the invitation.” Sonia smiled. They met near the edge of the large dining table, sharing a brief hug.

“Always glad to attend one of your parties.” Richard stayed a couple of steps behind his wife, hoping to avoid a hug, but Mrs. Halstead stepped around Sonia and wrapped an arm around his chest with a quick squeeze. It was part of Diana’s nature to touch, never too much but enough to bother Richard who preferred a handshake at most.

“You two are so cute together,” Diana admired, moving back to look them over more thoroughly. Without warning, realizing the caterers had left the room, she spun on her heels and started for the kitchen calling one of their names as she went.

“Always glad?” Sonia looked up at Richard. “Have you no shame?”

“Would you rather I told her how I would sooner have a root canal than come to the next party?”

“Point taken.” Sonia leaned into her husband. “But they really are nice people.”

“I didn’t say they weren’t,” Richard defended. “I just can’t tolerate the large amounts of hot air being blown around these events. One on one I enjoy the Halsteads. At their parties, they bore me.”

“I understand.” Sonia slipped her arm around his waist and squeezed for a much longer time than Mrs. Halstead had. “That’s why I hate to say this.”

“Say what?”

“We need to get back in there and mingle.”

“If we must.” Richard grinned. He put his arm around her and steered them toward the music and crowds.
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T

he Jensens moved about the different rooms making an appearance at each of the segmented groups. Conversations varied, though the central theme was always the workplace. Richard swore he had heard three or four different men tell the same story of saving the day at the office. In each story, the storyteller came to the rescue of all involved. Not once did someone else rush to their aid. Richard wondered if the men knew they were all telling the same story, with the only change being the champion. Since they did not seem concerned the actual hero might challenge them for credit, Richard assumed one of their secretaries had saved the day.

“Richard?”

A female voice brought Richard and Sonia around to face a woman wearing a navy pantsuit in a sea of dresses. She looked at Richard with cautious curiosity. Deep auburn hair framed her face, bright blue eyes holding his gaze. Richard’s own face took on a look similar to the one he would have whenever Sonia requested he repeat something she had just said, knowing full well he had been distracted and not listening. Sonia looked the woman over and slipped an arm through Richard’s, pulling him closer to her.

“You don’t remember.” The woman phrased it as a statement, not a question. Anyone looking at Richard at that moment could tell he did not recognize the woman standing before him, having made the trek across the room.

“I’m afraid not,” Richard admitted, glancing at Sonia as he said it. He hoped his wife might know who the stranger was. Sonia gave him a shrug with her eyebrows; a skill Richard had never mastered.

“Carolyn Winters.” The woman spread her arms just enough to suggest a ‘ta-da’ was in order. Her arms dropped when she realized Richard was still staring with the same look of confusion he had when she first called his name. It did not prevent her from searching his face for some sign of recognition.

“Oh, silly me.” The woman tapped her forehead and grinned a mischievous ‘I know something you don’t’ grin. “How about Carolyn Brechenstanch?”

A light went on behind Richard’s eyes, and a broad smile took over his face. He released Sonia and took Carolyn in a bear hug that made his wife a little nervous. He let the woman go and stepped back next to Sonia, putting an arm around her shoulders. The smile never left his face, never faded for a second. Carolyn made eye contact with Sonia for a second, then returned her attention to Richard.

“Where are my manners?” Richard said, as if he had missed his cue. “This is my wife, Sonia. Sonia. This is Carolyn Brechenst . . .”

“Winters,” the woman corrected.

“Right,” Richard said. “So, you married. Is he here?”

“I did.” Carolyn’s tone changed. “But it was short-lived. He passed less than a year after the wedding.”

“Oh my.” Sonia put a hand to her chest. “How sad. You poor thing.”

“Don’t worry.” The woman turned to Sonia. “That was six years ago.”

“Still,” Sonia said. “So, how do you two know each other?”

“Carolyn and I used to work together,” Richard answered. “Before I ever met you.”

Sonia had met no one from Richard’s past that wasn’t family. He never spoke of that time in his life. Looking at Carolyn, she could see why he may not have mentioned her.

“Oh,” Sonia said. “Are you a programmer, too?”

“A programmer?” Carolyn’s brow scrunched ever so slightly. “No. I ...”

“Carolyn was in operations,” Richard interrupted. “We both were. That was before I switched to programming.”

“You’re in programming now?” Carolyn looked her former colleague over.

“I am.” Richard put his arm around Sonia’s shoulders again. “I have my own internet security company.”

“My goodness,” Carolyn smiled. “How things have changed.”

“They have,” Richard confirmed. “How long has it been, anyway? Ten years?”

“Twelve,” Carolyn corrected. “Mexico City.”

“That’s right.” Richard became somber.

“Mexico City?” Sonia inquired.

“It was a job we did together,” Richard explained. He looked at Carolyn. “Didn’t quite go as planned.”

“Not quite,” Carolyn agreed. She sighed. “Then you left.”

“It was time,” Richard dismissed the topic. “I can’t believe you recognized me after all these years.”

“You haven’t changed a bit.” She looked him up and down.

“I’ve changed some,” Richard disagreed. “But you. You’ve changed.”

“A little,” Carolyn blushed, though Sonia did not think it genuine.

“A little?” Richard was incredulous. “A hair cut is a little. You look nothing like the plain, unassuming girl I knew back then.”

“Richard,” Sonia scolded. Relief flooded her with the sudden assurance that Carolyn was no old flame to be rekindled.

“Don’t worry, Mrs. Jensen,” Carolyn grinned. “He’s not exaggerating. I was very plain, almost boyish. Ugly in fact.”

“Who said ugly?” Richard protested.

“Call me Sonia,” Sonia offered her hand to the woman. Hearing Carolyn call her Mrs. Jensen made her feel old somehow. “And I’m sorry for Richard’s insensitivity. He is usually much better in public than this.”

“I never said she was ugly.”

“I know.” Carolyn’s eyebrow raised slightly. “But you never asked me out either.”

“We were friends,” Richard defended. “And we worked together. Two major no-noes’ in the dating world. Don’t date friends or you’ll lose them. And don’t date colleagues because you just can’t. Besides you were with...”

The sentence ended without the lingering word of someone trying to remember, but a full stop.

Sonia looked at her husband. “Are you okay?”

“Lance,” Carolyn said. “His name was Lance.”

“I know his name,” Richard sighed.

“But before I was with him,” Carolyn said, “you never gave me a second thought.”

“Colleagues.” Richard seemed to drift. “Why does it matter anyway?”

“Typical male.” Sonia smiled up at her husband. “Why did I ever marry you?”

“Because of my irresistible charm, my dear,” he said in his best Bogart.

The simultaneous laughter of the two women increased as they fed off one another and could not stop. When they gained control, Sonia managed between breaths to say, “Lucky for you that wasn’t it.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


4

[image: ]




​

A

s the evening went on, the two women grew more comfortable with one another, especially when talking about Richard. Carolyn told stories about how he had been fifteen years ago, and Sonia reported how he was different or, in many cases, not. The women often laughed at Richard’s expense, and he laughed right along with them. And why not? Everything they said was close to true. Even those things he insisted weren’t. So he laughed. It was the best time they had ever had at a Halstead party.

The music stopped, and the guests were herded toward the dining room while the quartet packed their instruments, being dismissed for the evening. Everyone gathered around the large table and located their name tags for their assigned seating. Richard and Sonia found themselves near the head of the table where their hosts sat. Carolyn was quick to switch her tag from halfway down the table to the seat next to her old friend.

“I’ve been meaning to ask.” Richard leaned toward her and whispered. “How do you know the Halsteads?”

“The Halsteads?” A quizzical expression covered Carolyn’s face. “Oh, you mean the hosts. No, I don’t know them.”

Richard glanced at the woman’s name tag on the table. “But you were invited?”

“Not really,” Carolyn sipped from the glass of water the server had just filled. “I’m a plus one.”

“You’re here with someone?” Richard could not hide the surprise in his voice. “Where are they? You’ve been with us all evening.”

“Don’t worry,” Carolyn patted his arm.

“Who are you here with?” Richard asked.

“Stanley?” She seemed to search her memory. “Stanley Webber.”

“Really?” Sonia leaned across Richard. “How do you know Stan?”

“He and I collaborated on a security matter,” Carolyn explained.

“Security?” Richard looked at her.

“Didn’t I tell you?” the woman said. “I’m in security now.”

“Like Richard,” Sonia said.

“Oh, no.” Carolyn chuckled. “I’m in physical security. Not digital.”

“Unusual for a woman,” Sonia observed.

“Not really,” Carolyn countered. “A lot of women are in my field.”

“I didn’t mean to offend you,” Sonia said.

“No offense taken.”

Sonia looked around the room. “Where is Stan anyway?”

“Funny thing,” Carolyn chuckled again. She focused on Richard when she continued. “Right after we arrived, he took ill and had to leave. I stayed for the free food. Luckily, I brought my own car.”

The high-pitched clinking of silver spoon to crystal goblet brought silence to the room as all eyes turned to their short, balding host.

“I want to thank you all for coming,” Charles began. “I know we have these dinners often. Some may even say too often. But we at Halstead Enterprises are family, and we do enjoy your company each and every time. Tonight, though, we have a special occasion to celebrate. One that has been a long time coming. I would like to announce that Sonia Jensen, whom you all know well, will become V.P. of Customer Accounts effective Monday morning.”

The room came alive with applause and words of congratulations. Charles remained standing and waited for everything to settle down. Richard squeezed his wife’s hand in support. She gave him a smile that showed how happy she was.

“Okay. Okay.” Charles raised a hand and silenced the room. “Sonia. You’ve worked hard and deserve this. Welcome to the executive wing.”

“Thank you,” Sonia acknowledged. “I look forward to the challenge and won’t let you down.”

“I know you won’t,” Charles nodded. “Now, I understand my lovely wife has arranged for us to have some hard to pronounce and often hard to identify dishes from across the globe. Please enjoy.”

The man sat and two rows of servers entered from opposite sides of the dining room, each carrying two dishes. They moved down the table, placing bowls in front of the first two guests they came to, moving on so the next server could attend to the next two guests. With practiced efficiency, the staff completed the entire ordeal in no time at all.

Richard leaned over what he guessed to be some type of salad, as he saw signs of green leaves beneath whatever was nested in the center. With a quick glance at Sonia and then Carolyn, who were both studying their own dishes, Richard picked up what he guessed to be the salad fork and gave the gelatinous outer portion a tentative poke. It collapsed to reveal a mixture of finely chopped vegetables inside. He balanced a small amount on the prongs and brought it to his mouth. Surprisingly, it wasn’t that bad.

Bowls were removed as they were emptied or pushed away. The staff did not give second chances. If someone appeared to be finished, a server moved in to take the dish. When the last bowl was cleared, the next course arrived in the same fashion as the first.

The second, a creamy soup, was so packed with flavor that Sonia commented about requesting the recipe. Richard agreed and promised to remind her.

They cycled through each course of the meal in the same way, a high-class assembly line of tuxedoed men and women who remained stoic throughout the process, as if they had been warned not to smile. Four young women circulated, keeping water and wine filled. No one was ever without a beverage.

As the dessert plates were finally removed to the kitchen, Charles stood and told everyone to enjoy coffee or drinks, depending on their preference. He took his own glass of amber liquid on ice and moved back to the library. It only took a few seconds for others to follow his lead. Moments later only Mrs. Halstead, Sonia, Richard and Carolyn remained.

“That was wonderful, Diana,” Sonia said to their host.

“Thank you,” Diana smiled. “It went well, didn’t it?”

“It did,” Richard confirmed. “Very smooth.”

“I know it was a little more over the top than normal,” Diana said. “I just wanted to try something new.”

“Well, you’ve outdone yourself,” Sonia beamed.

“So kind of you to say,” Diana’s smile faded. “Well, I guess I should get out there and mingle.”

The woman rose to her feet and brushed at her dress to minimize the wrinkles from sitting. Satisfied, she excused herself and moved away.

“That was quite an experience,” Carolyn said once their hostess was out of the room. “Is it always like this?”

“Like she said,” Richard sat back, “this was more over the top than usual. But essentially, yes. It’s like this all the time.”

“I could get used to it,” the woman said. It seemed to the couple she was talking more to herself than them.

“You said you’re here to collaborate,” Richard said. “Are you local?”

“Collaborate is probably the wrong word,” Carolyn shifted. “More like consult. And no, I am not local. I live on the coast.”

Charles Halstead appeared in the doorway. He hesitated for just a moment before approaching. “Sonia, could you join us? You’re an executive now. You need to mingle with the staff. You don’t mind do you, Richard?”

“Not at all.” He and the women stood as if on cue.

“Do I know you?” Charles turned to Carolyn.

“No, sir.” She held out a hand. “Carolyn Winters.”

“Nice to meet you, Ms. Winters,” Charles shook her hand.

“Likewise,” she said. “But I should really be going.”

“Don’t leave on my account,” Charles said.

“That’s not it,” she assured the man. “I have a flight to catch early in the morning.”

“I can show you out,” Charles offered.

“That’s okay.” She released his hand. “I want to say my good-byes here. I can find my own way.”

“Very well,” Charles hesitated. He turned to Sonia. “Don’t be too long.”

Abruptly, he turned and rejoined the party.

“That was odd.” Richard watched him go. “I don’t think he’s ever been at a loss for words.”

“Not too often anyway,” Sonia agreed.

“Well,” Carolyn sighed. “I actually do need to go. I have a couple things to take care of before going back to my hotel.”

“It was so good to meet you.” Sonia stepped forward and gave the woman a brief hug. “Richard doesn’t talk much about his past. I was beginning to think he didn’t have one.”

“Nice to meet you, too.” Carolyn returned the gesture. To Richard, she said, “Good to see you again, after all these years. Let’s not wait another twelve years.”

“Of course.” Richard hugged her as well. “Let’s keep in touch.”

“I know how to get ahold of you.” The woman patted his back. “I’ll reach out. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

She gave them a nod before turning on her heels and headed toward the kitchen. Richard was about to correct her, then decided she was just trying to avoid the rest of the guests. He slipped his arm into Sonia’s and clasped her hand. His wife looked up at him and grinned, tilting her head into his shoulder.

“Let’s go charm the socks off these people,” Richard suggested.

“You lead,” Sonia said. A few minutes later, they were making the rounds.
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t was well past midnight when the party finally began winding down, although Richard believed Halstead parties started off wound down. He had been hinting to Sonia for a couple of hours that he would like to go. She was immersed in her new role, circulating through the party for one-on-one conversations with other executives and those who would report directly to her. Each time her husband whispered in her ear; she would give him a gentle pat on his arm with a promise of soon.

Couples with children at home were the first to break formation, claiming they needed to let their babysitters go home. Soon after, the older men and women who had been with the firm long enough they were beyond winning brownie points excused themselves. The Halsteads walked each guest to the door, thanking them for coming and offering an open invitation for another visit.

Once the party started to thin, others took advantage and began making their way to the door to say their goodnights and thank-yous. The Jensens saw their moment and joined the line to escape. Stationed at the door, the Halsteads spoke to each guest at length before releasing them. When Sonia and Richard reached the couple, they were the end of the line, though others still milled about.

“Sonia, congratulations.” Charles clasped her hand. “So glad to have you on the team.”

“Thank you.” She clasped his hands in return. “Say, did Stan get a chance to tell you about what we talked about?”

“He did,” Charles said. “It’s late. Take the weekend. Write it up and we’ll meet in my office on Monday. Okay?”

“That sounds good,” Sonia nodded.

Another couple stepped up behind them.

“Richard, always a pleasure.” Charles shook the man’s hand. “Drive safe.”

“I will,” Richard assured.

Diana said her goodbyes, and the Jensens were released into the night. They walked down the steps hand in hand, following the drive to the street and ultimately their car. Richard held the door for his wife as she climbed in. He moved to circle the back of the car but found his path blocked by the SUV that had parked just inches from his rear bumper. The large metal frame wrapped around the front made it look like a police car, but the racing stripe across the hood suggested otherwise. He grumbled at the inconvenience and circled back around the front of the car to slip into the driver’s seat.

He sat silent for a moment before allowing a huge smile. “You did it.”

“I did it,” Sonia nodded. With more enthusiasm, she repeated, “I did it!”

“Congratulations.” Richard leaned toward her and gave her an all-consuming hug. “You deserve it.”

“I do, don’t I?” She looked up at him and smiled.

“Well, aren’t you modest?” he laughed. Sitting back, he adjusted his frame. “Let’s get you home.”

He started the car, glanced into the rearview mirror at the SUV, and pulled away from the curb. Using the Halstead’s circle drive to turn around, he headed out of the neighborhood the way they came.

“Carolyn is nice,” Sonia said.

“Always was,” Richard agreed. He knew she was fishing for more information. Not willing to share any details, he said, “She was a good friend.”

“Why did you lose touch?”

“Mexico City,” he said. “I won’t bore you with specifics. The job went bad, so I resigned and moved on.”

“And you didn’t maintain any contact?”

“We were friends because of the job.” Richard knew exactly why they had not maintained the friendship, another detail he wasn’t ready to share. “Once the job was gone, I didn’t see the point.”

“Is that why you never talk about that period of your life?” Sonia asked. “Because of whatever happened in Mexico City?”

“Part of it,” Richard confirmed. “And I don’t see that changing anytime soon.”

“Okay.” Sonia settled back in her seat wondering about the past her husband shared with the woman she had only just met. She wasn’t sure how she felt about them having a secret connection.

Richard steered them down the winding road that would take them out of the neighborhood. The night was overcast now, even darker than before as Richard leaned forward to peer through the windshield at the street just in front of the car. He smiled at Sonia, assuring her everything was fine. She was tense but relaxed a little as he made his way to better lit streets. They would be home soon.
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orning came and Richard felt a déjà vu moment as the two of them rushed to get ready. He passed by his wife, slowing just enough to kiss her forehead before moving on.

“Did you call Gavin?”

“Getting ready to.” Richard held up his cellphone to offer proof.

Years ago, Richard went back to college to finish his degree in programming and met Gavin Barr in one of his classes. Gavin was about five years younger, having not taken time away from his education, but the two became fast friends and often worked together on projects and helped one another with studies. When they finally graduated, it only seemed inevitable they would go into business together. Years of struggling and hard work paid off as they established themselves as a premier firm.

Richard and Gavin, despite being friends and working well together, were nothing alike. Richard was low key yet charming. A natural born speaker, he was the face of the company, the one who convinced clients to put their faith in them.

Gavin was eccentric and loud. He loved a good joke, adventure and risk. He liked to push the limit any chance he got. They complimented each other, which Richard credited for their success.

“What’s up?” his friend answered on the first ring.

“Hey, Gavin,” Richard said. “Listen, last night Sonia received a promotion.”

“That’s great,” Gavin responded. “Tell her congratulations.”

“I will,” Richard promised. “Anyway, we decided to celebrate by running up to the lake house for the weekend. So, I’m going to miss our game today.”

The two of them had a standing tee-time at the club where they were members, every other weekend for the past five years. The friendly competition allowed them to relax while also making time for shop talk outside the office. To keep things cordial, the two men kept their own score cards and did not discuss the final results. 

“Are you already there?”

“No.” Richard laughed. “We don’t move that fast. Should leave in about half an hour, give or take.”

“I understand,” Gavin assured his friend. “You go enjoy yourselves. You can lose next week just as easily.”

“Oh, that’s how it is?” Gavin’s humor about his shortcomings always amazed Richard. They both knew what the outcome of every game would be. Richard was the better player, but his partner was never deterred. He was always eager to play.

“You know it,” Gavin said. “While you’re lounging on your boat, I’ll get some practice rounds in. Prepare to lose big.”

“I’ll be ready.” Richard watched Sonia walk into the room carrying two suitcases, one large and one small. She set them on the floor next to his small duffle bag and computer case. “I’m getting the evil eye. So, I better get going. I’ll see you Monday morning, Gav.”

Richard disconnected the call, dropping the phone into his pocket.

“Evil eye?” Sonia tilted her head. “Exactly how bad do I look?”

Richard wrapped his arms around her shoulders. “You couldn’t look bad if you tried. Are you sure you have enough? We are going to be gone almost two whole days.”

“Sarcasm is not a good look on you,” Sonia returned the hug and squeezed, pressing her cheek into his chest. She always felt safest in his arms, his strength telling her she was protected. “If you’ll pack the car, I’ll make some sandwiches for the road.”

“Mrs. Jensen are you offering me a bribe?” he feigned shock. “I don’t know how I feel about that.”

“That’s no bribe.” She raised up on her toes. Just before kissing him, she said, “This is a bribe.”

A half hour later they backed out of the driveway, their fingers entwined on the console between them. With light conversation and laughter, they drove out of the neighborhood and steered east. It was a two-hour drive on a two-lane highway, and Richard wanted to get there early enough to enjoy their sandwiches on the back deck for lunch.

Purchasing the lake house three years ago had been an opportunity to get away for the weekends, to unwind and relax. What had started as a weekly excursion soon became monthly, then quarterly until eventually they only made the long drive for special occasions. They had even discussed selling the place a few times but decided against it.

Driving over the posted speed limit was not unusual on this route, and most traveled faster than Richard was willing to go over hills on a curvy road. He always gave a wide berth to those trying to pass him and was always happy to see the periodic passing lanes. One vehicle in particular came up behind them at an unusually fast pace. The SUV reminded Richard of the way television and movies depicted federal vehicles, with dark tinted glass all around. The image grew in his rearview mirror, making him feel like they were going to rear end him. A large metal grate mounted on the front resembled a police vehicle, giving it a threatening appearance. It looked familiar to Richard, but he couldn’t remember why.

The SUV continued to approach at a high speed, prompting Richard to tighten his grip on the steering wheel. At the last second, the driver steered into the oncoming lane and sped past them.

“Someone’s in a hurry,” Sonia commented.

“If they get there without killing themselves,” Richard added. “Or someone else.”

The next half hour was uneventful as they alternated between small talk and listening to the radio. They searched the stations for local news while they watched a wall of clouds float in, offering some relief from the intense heat of the sun.

“This looks bad,” Sonia observed.

A flash of lightning was the only warning of the sudden rainfall that came down in sheets. Richard cursed, hit the wipers, and slowed.

“How is that for fast?” Richard squeezed Sonia’s hand. She did not answer. She leaned forward looking through the torrents of rain for any sign of the road ahead.

Another flash of lightning lit the street for a moment and Richard steered for the next point he could see. Sonia tightened her grip on his hand, and he knew the conditions frightened her. He also knew he only needed to find somewhere to pull over and wait out the storm. He glanced at her and smiled his ‘I have it all under control’ smile. It worked every time. Unfortunately, this time it was his undoing.
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radually opening his eyes, Richard saw an overhead light similar to those seen in office buildings, department stores, and schools illuminating the room. Confused as to why he would be sleeping under fluorescent lighting, he became aware of a dull ache in his head that increased to a deep throbbing and hindered his effort to concentrate.

A television was mounted near the ceiling of one wall. On another, a white board hung to one side of a handwashing sink. He saw something written in black, but even squinting would not allow his eyes to focus enough to make out the words. Next to him, a metal stand held various pieces of medical equipment. Richard knotted his brow. A familiar odor lingered in the air: the distinct smell of cleaner and sanitizer. He did not know why or for how long, but he was in a hospital.

He rolled his head in the opposite direction and the throbbing in his head intensified until it became almost unbearable. Next to his bed was an empty recliner, leaving him to wonder where Sonia was. The last time he was in the hospital, she had not left his side, except to eat and for a handful of other self-maintenance reasons. He supposed she could be getting a bite to eat at that very moment. God knew he was hungry. He tried to recall the last time he had eaten.

Letting his head settle back to a natural position, the pain receded to the constant ache he had awakened with.

Richard used his hand to search the space between his body and the bedside, finding nothing. Shifting his gaze, he found what he was looking for built into the railing that kept him from rolling out of the bed. Reaching to press the button with the symbol of a nurse printed on it, he did not immediately recognize his hand. Bandages covered most of the skin and what he could see was swollen and red. An IV tube protruded from another bandage on his forearm. He closed his eyes and began mentally assessing his condition.

The left side of his torso throbbed if he inhaled too deeply. That same arm was sore and had less range than his dominate right. Both legs ached. The left, wrapped in bandages and immobilized in a brace from thigh to calf, told Richard he had experienced some type of trauma that he could not recall. His mind raced, trying to retrieve a memory, but the last he could grasp hold of was the Halstead’s party, and as far as he knew, nothing happened there.

The hinges of the door announced a visitor before Richard saw it swing into view. A young woman wearing dark blue scrubs crossed the room toward him, sporting a reserved smile. Her eyes darted between him and the monitors. She passed a hand sanitizing station and pumped a glob of the clear gel into her palm, finishing her journey while rubbing the substance over every crevice of her hands and forearms.

“Well, look who’s awake.” Her lips expanded into a broad smile as she took his wrist between two fingers. “How are you feeling?”

The question caused him to hesitate. “Been better.”

His voice was weak, like a forced whisper.

The nurse’s smile faded to a grin. “I suppose you have. How is your pain level on a scale of one to ten, ten being the highest?”

“Four.” He lied. It felt closer to seven.

“Four?” the nurse repeated, skeptically checking the monitors. “That’s not too bad.”

“High tolerance.” Not exactly a lie. “How long have I been here?”

“A couple of weeks.” The grin faded, and a sadness took over her eyes. “For a while there, we weren’t sure you were going to make it.”

“Weeks?” It was his turn to repeat. He had lost two weeks of his life, and he still wasn’t sure what had happened. He didn’t even know which hospital he was in. What he did know was the one person who could tell him everything. “Where...,” his voice caught in his throat. “Where is my wife?”

The nurse stepped up to the monitors and pressed a couple of buttons. “I’m going to let the doctor know you’re awake. I’ll see if you can have something to eat. Are you hungry?”

“Where is my wife?” He tried to sound demanding, but it made his whisper more raspy.

“The doctor will discuss everything with you.” She did not look back at him as she walked out of the room at a fast clip.

Confused, Richard watched the woman retreat to the hallway. Voices carried into the room from beyond the door, but he could not make out what was being said. Taking a deep breath, the pain on his side screamed at him, forcing him to exhale in a huff.

Wanting answers, Richard tried to focus on the door, waiting for someone to return, hoping above all else, that it would be Sonia. He struggled to keep his eyes open until the wood slab swung inward again. He watched with anticipation for who coming in. A middle-aged woman of Indian descent who appeared to be going prematurely gray walked into the room wearing a lab coat. The nurse had said the doctor would explain everything, so he was anxious to hear what she had to say. She studied his face with what Richard could only describe as concern. The woman did not smile as the nurse had. Richard prepared for the worst. Instead of speaking, she reached into the pocket of her coat, retrieving a syringe. She pulled off the cap and injected the tubing that led to Richard’s arm. His eyelids grew heavy and despite his effort to stop it, sleep took him.
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ichard woke with a start, unsure where he was. His eyes moved in rapid motions, searching for what had awakened him. A woman of Indian descent stood to one side of his bed, studying a clipboard. She wore a long white medical coat with the telltale stethoscope draped over her shoulders, reminding Richard of a medical drama he and Sonia used to watch. It had been a little too soapy for his taste, but she loved it, and he loved holding her while they watched.

She had been the doctor who came into the room and gave him an injection of something. His eyes focused on the printing above the woman’s breast pocket, identifying her as Dr. Rudra Paidi. Richard tried to remember if he knew the name. The sense of being watched caused the doctor to raise her eyes until they locked on his. The sadness was still there, and maybe something else.

“Mr. Jensen.” The accent was thick, and her bedside manner could use some work. Her flat voice offered no comfort. “How are you feeling?”

“Been better.” His reply was a harsh whisper. Richard frowned; positive he already had this conversation.

“Let’s take a look, shall we?” The doctor stepped closer and took his wrist. Her own hand trembled, leaving Richard to wonder what kind of condition she might have.

The touch of her fingers on Richard’s skin led to a feeling of déjà vu that faded into the memory of a nurse taking his pulse. It came to him then. The nurse had said he had been there for two weeks. He rolled his head to the empty chair on the other side of the bed. Still no Sonia.

The doctor listened to his heart and his breathing. She took a penlight from her pocket, pulled down on one of his eyelids, flashing the light into his pupil and away again. She repeated the process with the other eye. After checking his temperature with a digital thermometer to the forehead, she said, “Your vitals are improving.”

“What happened?” Richard’s raspy voice caught him by surprise.

“What do you mean?”

“Why am I here?” Richard asked. “In the hospital?”

“You suffered multiple lacerations and contusions,” Dr. Paidi reported. “A sprained wrist, three broken ribs, a cut leg, a concussion and internal bleeding, which required surgery. The hospital is the best place for you.”

“But what happened?” Richard repeated. “How was I injured? Was I attacked?”

“Oh, no.” The doctor raised an eyebrow. “You were in a car accident.”

“A car accident?” Richard’s heart raced. “What about Sonia? My wife? Is she okay?”

“Your wife?” Doctor Paidi patted his shoulder. “I believe you were alone when you were admitted.”

Richard pulled himself to a sitting position. The pain was almost unbearable, forcing him to lie back down. His mind was racing almost as fast as his heart. “Where is Sonia?”

The doctor glanced toward the doorway. “Listen, let’s calm down. You don’t need this kind of stress on your body.”

“Calm down?” Richard grumbled. “Calm down? You just told me I was in a car accident but won’t tell me if my wife is okay?”

“I’ll look into it for you,” the doctor promised. “Meanwhile, let’s get you relaxed.”

“I’m not going to relax.” Richard argued. “Not until I see Sonia.”

The doctor pulled a syringe out of her pocket. “This will help with the pain.”

“I don’t want that,” Richard said, remembering the last time she had been there.

Despite his protests, the doctor pushed the needle into the tubing and Richard could only watch as she pressed the plunger, emptying the contents of the syringe into his system. She leaned over him and watched for a moment. Richard was convinced he saw a smirk on her face just before a fog clouded his mind.

Dr. Paidi smiled. “There you go.”

Richard could hear the woman’s voice as she continued to speak, but could not make out any words. Seconds later, he drifted off.
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he third time Richard woke, the sense of confusion was only a fleeting moment. He opened his eyes slowly and looked at the chair at his bedside. A woman sat there with her head tilted to one side, her eyes closed. She was sleeping. He tried to focus, but the room was dark, and her face was in shadow.

“Sonia?” His voice was raspy but audible.

The woman’s head snapped up as if someone had flipped a power switch. She was out of the chair in an instant, sitting on the edge of the bed, leaning over him. She took his hand in hers, holding it gingerly. A faint, sympathetic smile greeted him. The woman looking at him with sad eyes was not Sonia. If she noticed the look of disappointment on his face, she did not let it show.

“Mom?”

The last time he had been in the hospital, his mother had come, but she relented to Sonia. Of course, the situation had been much different. He had to have his appendix removed, nothing as serious as a car accident. He had never been in any real danger. The surgery had gone well, and they discharged him the next day. 

His mother leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. “Your father is in the waiting room. He and Nancy are eager to see you.”

“Nancy’s here?” The harshness of Richard’s voice startled him when he spoke his sister’s name. She lived halfway across the country and did not like to fly. He searched his mother’s eyes for what she wasn’t telling him. “How long have I been here?”

“I should get your father.” His mother stood, looking toward the door. “He’ll want to see you.”

“Mom?” Richard tried again. She froze but did not look back. She was definitely hiding something. “Where’s Sonia?”

His mother hesitated and looked back at him. The look of sympathy consumed her, but Richard saw something more. Fear? Maybe pain. Something had happened to Sonia. Something bad enough she did not want to say. “I’ll be right back.”

The door closed behind her without a sound. His mind ran through scenarios resulting from a car accident. The outcomes that his mother wouldn’t discuss were outcomes he didn’t want to consider.

Worried he might drift off again before she returned, he tried to stay focused. He calculated how long it would take for his sister to catch a flight. He knew he had been out for two weeks. Had she come right away?

The door opened again, and Richard raised his head, anticipating his father. Dr. Paidi walked in. She did not speak to Richard, did not even look his way. Stepping up to the side of his bed, she produced another syringe and pushed the needle into the tubing. He didn’t even have time to protest. She only glanced Richard’s way for a second before leaving the room again. Soon after, Richard’s eyes grew heavy as he drifted to sleep.

When he opened his eyes again, the room was dark. He could see the outline of someone sleeping in the chair next to him, but again, it wasn’t Sonia. Nor was it his mother. He squinted his eyes to sharpen his vision and recognized Nancy. The sister he had shared a room with until he was eight years old sat there as the woman she had become. They hated each other for two or three years as teens, making life hard for each other and their parents. But that was ages ago. Nancy had even been a bridesmaid at Richard’s wedding. And now here she was asleep on a hospital recliner at his bedside.

“Nancy?” His voice was a harsh whisper.

She did not stir.

“Nancy.”

Again, his sister did not react.

Richard took a deep breath and forced it through his lungs as hard as he could, saying her name as loud as he could.

She flinched, shifted her weight in the chair, and settled again. Nancy’s eyes opened so fast it reminded Richard of one of those dolls his sister had as a child that appeared to be sleeping when horizontal and startled when vertical. Sitting up straight, her familiar soft voice greeted him. “Richard?”

“Hey, sis,” Richard forced a grin.

“Jesus, you gave us a scare.” Nancy leaned in and gave him a hug, squeezing as tight as she dared. “Mom’s losing it.”

“Nancy?”

“Yeah?”

“How long have I been here?” Richard asked.

Nancy grimaced and ran a hand over her eyes and then her mouth to stifle a yawn. She shook her head when she finally spoke. “You’ve been out for almost three weeks. We thought we were going to lose you. The doctor couldn’t figure out what was going on.”

“Three weeks?” Richard let the news sink into his mind. He had lost three weeks of his life. “What happened?”

“You don’t remember?” Nancy looked away for a moment. “I guess you wouldn’t. You were on your way to your lake house and there was an accident. Mom and Dad had you transferred back here so you would be closer.”

“Where’s Sonia?” Richard asked the question that ran his mother out of the room and half-expected Nancy to follow her lead. “Is she hurt too?”

Nancy grimaced and then quickly turned away, but not before Richard saw the tears welling up in his sister’s eyes. Richard wished he had not asked, wanting desperately to take it back, lock it away. Nancy turned back to her brother, the tears now rolling down her cheeks, and she choked on the words. “She’s gone, Richard.”

“Gone?” Richard’s face knotted. “What do you mean gone?”

“I mean, when the police arrived at the accident, she wasn’t there,” Nancy explained. “If it hadn’t been for her purse being in the car, they wouldn’t have even known she existed. They thought she might have been thrown from the car. They searched the area for hours, but there was no sign of her. She was just gone.”

Richard’s adrenaline surged as he tried to remember that day, but only pieces of it came. Nothing that would explain Sonia’s absence.

“They even went to your house just in case. She was with you, wasn’t she?” Sonia asked. “In the car?”

“Of course she was with me,” Richard insisted. He searched his memory. “Wasn’t she?”

Richard tried again to remember that day. Sonia had received a promotion. They were going to the lake house to celebrate. What happened after they left was beyond his grasp. But he was sure Sonia had been with him. He would not have gone alone, not with her purse and luggage. She had to have been with him. But where was she?
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hat are you doing?” Nancy was clearly distressed.

Richard was sitting up, his legs dangling over the edge of the bed. She could see the pain in his expression as she tried to coax him to lie back down.

“I have to go find her.” His eyes focused on the tubing attached to his arm, wondering what would happen when he pulled them out.

“Richard,” his sister urged. “You’re in no condition to go anywhere.”

“And what condition is she in?” He snapped. “Someone has to look for her.”

The door opened and a nurse walked in carrying a tray of food. Seeing what was happening, she set the tray down and rushed to Richard’s side. “What’s going on? You can’t get out of bed without a nurse. You almost pulled out your I.V.”

“I’m checking out,” Richard informed her. 

“No,” she said. She looked at his lunch tray on the bedside table. “That’s not a good idea.”

His breathing labored, Richard felt lightheaded and wobbled. The nurse grabbed him and guided him back to his pillow. She checked the tubes and monitors to be sure everything was as it should be.

“I told you,” Nancy said. “You need to get healthy.”

“I have to look for her.” He took deep, rapid breaths.

“You’re in no condition to go anywhere,” Nancy argued. “The police are looking for her. They’ll find her.”

“It’s been three weeks, Nancy,” Richard countered. “If they were going to find her, they would have by now.”

“I’m sure they have a better chance than you do right now.” His sister crossed her arms. “Where would you even start?”

Looking at her, he saw the defiant stance she used to take when they were kids and she wasn’t getting her way. All the years that had passed and that stance remained the same. For a moment, Richard saw that young girl he had fought with so often in his youth. “I don’t know. But I have to try.”

“I know.” Nancy’s voice became soft, sympathetic. Tears formed in the corners of her eyes. “You just can’t.”

“You need to build up your strength, Mr. Jensen.” The nurse pulled the side table towards the bed. “You need to eat something.”

Richard fell silent, staring straight ahead without responding. The nurse paused a moment longer, looking to Nancy for support, before turning and leaving the room. Richard waited until he heard the door close before examining the food she had brought him. His stomach ached, telling him to eat, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Sonia was missing. He did not want to eat. He did not want to talk. What he wanted were answers. He wanted to bring her home.

Nancy looked down at him with her hands resting on her hips, her jaw set and clenched. “You need to eat.”
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