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Chapter One
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When the plane began its descent her heart sank with it. She peered through the window of her first-class seat. As the clouds parted, the city below seemed to reach up - to grab her and pull her down. She quickly looked away and fought the icy rush of fear.

If only she could turn around and look back at coach. If only she could meet his eyes for an instant, she could draw courage from him. But her instructions were clear. Any communication was dangerous and could compromise the mission. 

“If they even suspect you traveled with somebody else, or that you have ulterior motives for coming here, they will imprison you, first – probably for a couple of days – without food or water – just to soften you up. Then they will beat you in such a way that you will never look the same again. And they will continue to beat you until you tell them what they want to hear. That’s their reputation, anyway. And it makes no difference if you’re a man, a woman, or child. They do not discriminate against anyone they suspect of being an enemy of the state.”

It occurred to her that she could not abort the mission now. There was no place to go but forward – into the teeth of the dragon. She could not balk or change her mind anymore.

Strangely, the certainty of her situation brought some relief. There was freedom in having no choice.

Kathryn Lucille O’Brien, formerly known as Lottie Layah, one of the most popular porn stars in the United States, struggled to control her breathing. She glanced around the first class cabin and wondered how all of her fellow passengers up front could be sleeping at the same time. Surely some of them must have heard the flight attendant’s announcement of their imminent arrival – into one of the most dangerous countries on the face of the planet. But then she understood. Closing one’s eyes fed the delusion of invisibility, which meant anonymity in a place where you most definitely did not want to be noticed.

She would have no such luxury. She would be noticed from the moment this rickety jet touched down. She would be met by an entourage that would whisk her away to the President’s Palace, or a nearby luxury class hotel, and the mission would commence. That word ‘mission’ again brought a torrent of conflicted emotions, fear of course, but this time exhilaration too.

This was her chance – a chance to do good, a chance to do a lot of good, the kind of good that only a few people in history could hope to equal. 

But first she’d have to betray the man she loved, the one sitting in coach, the one she wanted to run to and hug with every ounce of her strength, praying that it was all a dream and that she would never have to let go. She would betray him by performing the most perverse, depraved, sex acts imaginable with as many as twenty men. 

The one she loved knew it, but he came anyway – because he loved her, too.
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Chapter Two
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When that strange man approached her in the meeting hall of a neighboring Methodist Church, she had to make it plain right away that she had not gotten religion and would probably not be returning. She had come, she said, out of respect for a friend.

The inspiration caught her about once a month, something Jeremy said about “going the extra mile.” If you want to make a friend, he said, you may have to go places only the friend would go. Jeremy joined her in an ever-darkening tour of the adult film industry. She decided to join him – in spirit, at least – on an occasional visit to a Christian church. No, this was not a testimony of faith, only a gesture of thanks to a friend she did not know was so dear until he died. 

These Protestant services were okay in their way, economical, polished, varied but predictable. She longed for the church of her youth, Roman Catholicism, but she could not bring herself to go until the hurt she suffered there lifted. She would someday, she suspected. It was, after all, Mommy’s church, her sisters’ church, which outweighed the fact that it was his church, as well.

She missed the wonder, the mysticism of it, and also the pageantry. The Catholics put on a better show, she thought, but still lacked in spontaneity like the Protestants.

The man who spoke to her was undeterred. He offered to fetch her a cup of coffee, or what they called coffee in Christian church circles. It always issued from enormous metal cylinders, and it always tasted so strong it could make one gasp, if it had any flavor at all. They never got it just right, but by God they kept trying. Kathryn O’Brien did not know this, but the man she spoke to Mark Shapiro did.

At first she labeled him as just another desperate home boy trying to make an impression on the only young pretty girl to be seen in the building, but this one pressed his conversation with an earnestness that was quite unusual.

Kathryn O’Brien decided it was best to erase any questions and discourage further attention. She cleared her throat, “I think I should tell you before you go any further that I am a former adult film star.”

His answer surprised her. “I know. I recognized you immediately.”

Of course, this disclosure led to a whole new set of presumptions. Despite their surroundings and the effect – albeit diminishing - of a modest worship service, he was probably hoping to get laid.

Or maybe he was a fan, but his look didn’t reflect the kind of dewy eyed adoration she often saw behind an outstretched pad and pen. 

“Do tell,” she replied simply, interested in spite of herself.

He began hesitantly, choosing his words with great care. “I . . . I’m not an addict or a stalker or anything. I watch porn for maybe fifteen minutes every couple of days.”   She knew exactly what happened at the end of those fifteen minutes, too - and “fifteen minutes?” I doubt it. 

“Truthfully,” he continued “one couldn’t watch porn and not know who you are. I mean you’re one of the prettiest and . . . most prolific performers in the business.” He looked over his shoulder to make sure no one was eavesdropping on their conversation. They both assumed most “Christians” would not approve. 

“Like I said,” she replied “I’m a former adult film star. I’m out of the business.” 

“It doesn’t matter. I just wanted to talk to you.”

“To me?” She surveyed the spacious meeting hall again and failed to spot another single or young woman. That provided only part of the answer. “Why?”

Encouraged by what seemed to be amused interest, he hurried on. “It’s not what you think, really. I’m not trying to pick you up.”

Her smile broadened, as if to say she had heard that line more than once. 

“I just want to talk,” he continued breathlessly. “I, I think we might have something in common.”

Kathryn studied this decidedly unattractive man – by industry standards, that is. She recalled the thousands of decent looking men with whom she’d been intimate over the years, not one of them making a lasting impression. In fact, she struggled to think of a single name. Only Dennis came to mind.

The young man standing before her was barely five eight, stocky, almost portly - but not quite - with long curly black hair that hung to his shoulders, with a curly beard and moustache. Adding to his uniquely style-challenged look was a pair of thick rimmed glasses perched on his rather large nose. He even wore a t-shirt to church with the name Mark the Mechanic stenciled on the back. 

At least it’s clean, she thought. “So are you Mark the Mechanic?”

He smiled and extended his hand quickly. “Mark Shapiro, at your service,’ he said.

Slowly, she raised hers to take it, making no attempt to conceal her suspicion. Part of her wanted to leave, but go where? Back to a lonely apartment where too many heart-breaking memories lingered, with little more than pre-season pro football games to distract her?

What the hell, she thought, sidling into a metal folding chair by a plastic seven-foot table, items common to almost every room where large numbers gathered. 

He took a chair across from her and paused, looking at her with - desire? No. Awe? No. She could only read it as warmth.

“Of all the people in your business,” he began, “you’re one of maybe three I really wanted to meet, so this is a good day for me.”

“Really?” Kathryn replied. “What makes me so special?” Was it her reputation for doing just about anything on camera - the millions she made in the process? Was it the number of men – and women, with whom she had exchanged bodily fluids, according to some a record in the industry? Or maybe it was simply because she had an unusually pretty face and a body to match.

Kathryn was well aware of her attributes: haunting dark blue eyes, flawless complexion, pert nose and a Mona Lisa smile, all sitting atop a female shape that models envied. Most men rated her in the nines on a scale of ten, which made her a very pretty brunette, indeed. She paid a dear price for this beauty, however, so she figured she might as well exploit it for its monetary value. 

Walking the streets was out of the question, as was working for a pimp. She was wise enough not to expose herself to the likelihood of violence, but she needed cash – to survive, first, and then to grow rich. At an earlier age she would have preferred college and a traditional career, but mitigating circumstances led her down the path to adult films. That was something that stuck with her from one of the sermons she heard. No child dreamed of becoming a drug addict or a prostitute – or an adult film star, but sometimes mitigating circumstances can make it the safest, most expedient course of action. 

Mark the Mechanic continued talking. “I mean of all the girls I’ve seen having sex, you always seemed detached, like you’d just as soon be reading a book. You went through the motions, you did it all, but I always thought you had ulterior motives that the sex meant nothing to you at all.”

“Are you saying I didn’t turn you on?”

Mark sighed. “Frankly, yes. That’s why I wanted to meet you.”

This was not exactly what she expected from a fan, but the uniqueness of the conversation held her attention. She gazed around the room and was comforted by the proximity of about thirty people.

“May I share something personal with you?”

She had tempted a thousand men to get naked with her on camera. What could Mark Shapiro say that was more personal than that?

“The older I get the more I see relationships in things. Certain behavior begets other behavior that’s pretty consistent.”

She raised both hands to stop him. “You’re not going to try to psychoanalyze me, are you? Because if you are, this conversation is over right now.” She took a long gulp of coffee and tried not to wince.

“I want to tell you about me. It won’t take long. Do you have a few minutes?

Mark the Mechanic Shapiro proceeded to share secrets that he probably could not tell to a clergyperson. He grew up in an emotionally and physically abusive environment with a mother who was outspoken in her hatred of men. Given his only sibling was a younger sister on whom his mother doted, and his father was frequently absent, this simmering hatred was poured out on him almost daily in the form of screaming fits and attacks with fists raised. Through puberty and adolescence she ridiculed his need to be alone in the bathroom from time to time, and never passed on the opportunity to ask, “What were you doing in there, perv? Something disgusting, like all of your ilk?”

She swore she was never abused; her father and no other male had ever touched her in an unseemly way. So where did the hatred come from? It took him until his early twenties to finally realize the truth. His mother was a suppressed or closet lesbian, who for some strange reason, despite the relaxing of taboos nation-wide, could never reconcile herself to her sexuality. She kept it secret, making her miserable – and by god, if she was going to be miserable, then every damned member of the sex that established social conventions would suffer, too, even if it was only her son who caught the brunt of it. Dad made no secret of his cheating and Mom took it out on Mark.

“Even though I know I’m a heterosexual, I can’t relate to women at all. I’m impotent. I don’t even try anymore. For years I could not believe a woman was warm to the touch.”

Kathryn listened raptly, astonished at the similarity between this story and one she  heard what seemed like many years ago, but was only one.

She lay in the platonic arms of her minister friend in a flee bag motel on the outskirts of L.A., a few hours after a party in which she had been subjected to bestiality and a coating of dog excrement on her naked flesh – all of this to gather information on a possible child trafficking ring.  

While they waited for their FBI contact to arrive, she and the minister shared their stories. Mark Shapiro and Reverend Jeremy Winsome could have come from the same family.

“So, I was just wondering if there’s a relationship between impotence in men and promiscuity in women. Is this the result of a difficult relationship with the parent of the opposite sex? I mean do you have ‘father issues?’”

Father issues! You bet your sweet ass I have father issues, she chuckled quietly. But she wasn’t going to tell him, at least not now. Plus, there was more to it than that - a lot more. 

Suddenly, they were interrupted by a well-meaning deacon who felt the need to put in a good word for Mark with the pretty young stranger. Kathryn saw his embarrassment and sympathized, but the p.r. job gave her time to think.

I can’t put it all on the old man. 

Many circumstances led to her choice of career for which she held ambivalent feelings. She made a ton of money, named her own hours, and on very rare occasions even enjoyed the sex. But it never really stoked a passion in her, like some other girls who were genuine sexual addicts. For Kathryn it was a means to an end, a job, a very well-paying job, although her involvement made finding the love of her life highly unlikely. If such a person even existed, he’d have to look past her reputation and hours of readily available footage which everyone he knew would watch over and over again. That would make meeting family and friends . . . challenging – to both of them. The strain, the potential embarrassment would probably be enough to make him think twice. She knew because it happened a couple of times already, although she never really felt that much for either guy. The “business” also created several other inconveniences which she decided not to think about now. 

This homely little man apparently knew just about everything she ever did on camera, but he talked about it in an open non-judgmental way, which she found refreshing. 

When the deacon moved on, he continued. “I wanted to talk to you, especially, because you’re so pretty. I don’t say that as a ‘come on.’ I mean most of the women in your business are decent looking, but not like you. You could have done something else with your life. You’re smart, too. I looked that up on Wikipedia. So why does a pretty, smart young woman resort to porno?”

“I’d prefer you call them adult films, and like I said, the money was great . . .”

“It had to be more than money. I mean there are millions of pretty, smart, materialistic girls in this country who don’t go into adult films. Why did you?”

Kathryn stood to leave. “I’m not comfortable with this conversation.” 

Mark rose to stop her. “I’m sorry, Lottie . . .”

“It’s Kathryn. I don’t go by Lottie, anymore. Please excuse . . .”

“Kathryn, please. I didn’t mean to insult you. I’m not trying . . . I just . . . I’m not judging you. I only want to talk. I was only trying to say maybe there’s a link between us. Girls with abusive fathers make porn . . . adult films, and guys with abusive mothers watch it, because they can’t really do it – like me.”

Kathryn pushed past and Mark quickly moved out of her way. “It certainly is something to think about,” she conceded with an insincere half smile which said ‘you will never see me again.’

But the farther she walked the more powerful grew the force pulling her back. At the door she turned and looked at him. He was not watching her, but clearing up their table and wiping it clean. 

Without thinking Kathryn strode over to him, opening her purse and taking out a small note pad and pen. On the top sheet she wrote a number, ripped it off and extended it to a visibly surprised Mark Shapiro. 

“Call me,” she said.

The deacon came up behind Mark and slapped him on the back with a huge grin. Then a curious squint covered his face as he wondered where he’d seen that woman before.
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Chapter Three.  
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She couldn’t believe her ears. The first words out of his mouth exploded her plan.

She had already decided to let him down easy, if he ever did call. After a fair, detached evaluation, she realized that Mark simply was not in her league, whether good or bad. He was homely, she good looking. He was impotent, she was one of America’s favorite sluts. He was a believer, she was a skeptic. And more. It just wouldn’t work, so why bother trying to start something?

Then he blurted out those words before he even said “hello,” and the strategy shattered. 

Mark figured pretty much the same thing. There was no sense wasting her time with small talk. This is what he liked to do, and if she didn’t, then they really had no future together.

That is why he met her “hello” with these words, “Do you want to go to a Dodgers game?”

The question hit her with unexpected impact. Kathryn had to sit down and take a few breaths before answering. Going to or watching Dodgers games was one of the only things she ever enjoyed doing with her father, although the old man paid very little attention to her when they went together. He’d buy her occasional treats from the noisy vendors who strode through the aisles, but he directed all of his conversation to the other male fans sitting around them. Often, she felt like she did not exist. He would warn her to stay close when the game ended, but would never, ever take her hand, and the very idea of sitting on his lap was strongly discouraged. Still, it was a decent memory, not great, not even good, but the best she could come up with that included her father.

The next words Mark spoke after long moments of silence sealed the deal. “They’re playing the Mets, so it should be a win for us.”

The last game she attended, just over a year before, was between the Dodgers and Mets, and her companion was one Jeremy Winsome, her minister friend who died. She only realized how fond she had grown of him when she learned of his death. This was now the second time she felt Mark channeling the man she came to think of as a surrogate father.

“Yeah, sure,” she said.

“It’s tomorrow night. If that’s not enough notice, I understand.”

“No, no, I’ve got my calendar right here on the wall, and it’s clear for tomorrow.”

“Great!”

“There’s just one thing. I’m going to have to wear a disguise.” She explained to him what happened at the last game she attended, with Jeremy. Two drunks recognized her and started talking dirty in a crowded section with many children. They had to leave early to avoid a scene.

“Sure, I understand.” Mark appreciated that she cared enough to tell him her reason. Had she not, he might have thought she was embarrassed to be seen with him.  

When he saw her emerge from her condo building and stroll toward his SUV, he stifled a laugh. It grew more audible when she slid into the passenger’s seat. 

“What’s so funny?” she demanded.

“The purpose of a disguise is for it not to look like a disguise.” He studied her up and down and continued to chuckle, another totally unexpected behavior. She thought he’d either fawn over her, bring her flowers even (which was awkward in itself), or clam up out of nerves. But here he sat, openly amused at what she soon agreed was her silliness. It wasn’t a put down, just good humor. And it meant he saw her as an equal, another refreshing revelation.

“First, you have to lose that awful wig. It looks fake and it is ugly.”

“Ugly doesn’t attract attention.”

“Intentionally ugly does, especially when you’re wearing red lipstick and a kerchief, for God’s sake. Who wears kerchiefs to a baseball game? That blonde wig screams ‘I’m wearing a disguise!’ That in turn attracts inquisitive looks which ultimately leads to recognition.”

A simple, wise observation - she never thought of that. “So what do you suggest?” she said.

He reached into the back seat and brought forward a Cape Cod hat with the Dodgers logo emblazoned on it. “Lose the wig and wear this. It’ll cover most of your head and eyes, which happen to be your prettiest feature. Those you can camouflage even more with a pair of lightly tinted sunglasses, not those pitch black movie star things you’re wearing now. You’re dressed modestly, which is smart. There’ll be plenty of cleavage and butt hugging short shorts to distract your admirers. You should make it through all right. Someday I’ll tell you why I’ve made a study of not being seen or recognized.”

At that moment Kathryn realized that this someday just might come. How long had it been since she found a man interesting? There’s just something about an erect penis that undermines intellectual stimulation. 

Like the last one she saw, the game was a thriller with the Dodgers leading going into the top of the ninth. The Mets, however, mounted a rally and took a one run lead which their relief pitcher protected with three straight outs to end the game. While the outcome disappointed both Mark and Kathryn, she could not help but feel Jeremy – who was a Mets fan – smiling from above.

Mark Shapiro had earned more time if he wanted it, not intimacy, but at least conversation - and who knows, maybe a kiss.

To their delighted surprise, they found a booth at Tumulty’s Pub on Wilshire Boulevard, perhaps the closest thing to privacy they could hope for while out on the town in LA. 

Mark was disappointed when Kathryn ordered a soft drink because he intended to have a beer. “My father is an alcoholic,” she explained, “and it causes you to make mistakes. I can’t afford to make mistakes.” Mark decided not to press her on her meaning. He was not going to be a hypocrite, however. He fully intended to enjoy this beer, and perhaps another. 

Kathryn did not seem to mind as their earnest conversation revealed a variety of interests in both. She talked about sports and art, and even her one time ambition to become a nun, which made his jaw drop. He talked about sports, as well, and astronomy and fixing cars and hinted that he came into his money, which was considerable, illegally. Mark wanted to know more about the nun business but knew also that pressing the subject might bring the evening to an abrupt end. 

Inevitably, the topic turned to adult films. Kathryn candidly explained the details of an average “shoot,” scheduled well in advance, usually through an agent, and the fees paid for various sex acts, the better known “stars” getting more, of course. Multiple partners, sodomy and additional money shots, aka cum shots, almost exclusively on the face or in the mouth, and swallowing all earned more than the most common human sex act, which was one on one for the purpose of procreation and recreation. 

When he asked her if she enjoyed it, she shrugged and answered frankly, “Sometimes, but most of the time it was just a job – a very well paying job,” she felt compelled to add.

“Why do you think guys have to see the stuff we do?” he asked her. “Why gang bangs and blow bangs and lesbian scenes when she’s probably not a lesbian, and God knows how many other fetishes whether real or made up?”

“Guys like to believe they have power over women, and they like humiliating us.”

He lowered his voice and eyes. “Did you ever feel humiliated?”

“No. I usually just thought about something else and collected my check. If some guy, or even thousands of guys got off thinking I was now ruined for the rest of time, crushed in spirit and condemned to a lifetime of debauchery, I earned my money.”

“You could have made money as a mainstream actress, and probably a lot more in the long run. Why didn’t you hold out? What was your hurry?”

Kathryn had not told her story to anyone but Jeremy, and felt at first that answering the question was like betraying him. But Mark seemed genuinely interested and she could see no reason to keep a secret. She told him of being violently raped by a total stranger in an abandoned restaurant by the train station in her home town – on her way home from catechism. Where was God when she needed him was her question. Three years later she was raped again, this time by the boy she thought was the love of her life, the summer after her sophomore year in high school. She told him how her once excellent grades took a nosedive, but recovered until she learned she was pregnant. Fearing the worst from an angry father, and fearing for the health of her unborn child who faced a greatly increased risk of bone cancer given her boyfriend’s family line, she elected to have an abortion, the most capital crime in the church. She almost got away with it until she shared her secret with a soon-to-be ex-friend who then blabbed to the Head Priest and Schoolmaster and the Mother Superior. She was guaranteed excommunication, and the violent reaction from her father the night he found out made it clear she had to leave home immediately. She withdrew her savings and boarded a train to LA, uncertain of a destination until she recalled a video she and her girlfriends saw at a sleepover one night years before, a porn scene made a by a studio called Yin/Yang. She needed money, she needed it fast, and . . .

“You needed to get even.”

“What?!” she answered, fighting anger. 

“Revenge. Watching women get humiliated gives men a measure of revenge, if we’ve been abused by our mothers. We get to think all kinds of demeaning things. You got even with your father, your boyfriend and your church when you chose to go into adult films. You knew nothing would scandalize them more than hearing of your video exploits. The sex had no affect on you at all. The only thing that kept you going was the knowledge that somewhere your old man was pulling his hair out in – wait for it – humiliation.”     

She thought his words would make her angry, but they did not, which surprised her. “Is that a tested theory, Dr. Phil, or are you shooting in the dark? “

“Think about it. Are adult films about love and sensuality? Do they make you want to cuddle up with your significant other and create a baby? I would have to say for the most part they do not. They’re about fucking, getting off, most specifically the guy getting off. The girl’s enjoyment is irrelevant. She is there strictly for the man’s pleasure, compounded by the fact that her promiscuity will be recorded and viewed for generations to come. Every scene she does will always be ‘out there,’ and someone will always get a rush of excitement thinking of her as a whore. 

“It’s all about revenge, girlfriends getting revenge on boyfriends for breaking up with them. Look what you did to me, they cry. Or ‘sex with you was never any good, I need lots of men, and every one of them is better than you. Listen to me moan in ecstasy.’ Or, ‘hey Dad, the pillar of the community, who wouldn’t even hold my hand, watch your little girl smile as a total stranger comes in her face on camera.’ It’s about revenge and revenge is about hatred. You made porn and I watch porn because deep down inside we hate the opposite sex.”

“All manners of exploitation are about hatred,” she observed. 

“And what is more exploitive than adult films? The last scene I saw of yours you took on ten guys and it looked like you hated every last one of them.”

“I will not deny there’s a measure of truth to what you say, but at least I have left the business. What’s your excuse?”

“I want to leave the business, too. I want to know what it’s like to really love somebody, to take a woman in my arms and truly be one with her, without needing to conjure up some pornographic image in my mind to get hard. You know it’s funny. I grew up with a woman for whom one man was too many. Maybe that’s why I’m fascinated with women for whom one man would never be enough. That’s not a testimony of love, mind you.”

She laughed. “I didn’t take it that way.”

But she could foresee the time when she would not mind if it was. 

That night when he dropped her off, they kissed without additional contact, nothing passionate, but definitely more than a peck. It was a kiss that said “okay, I’m in for a little while at least.” 

When Mark called the next day and asked to take her to Disneyland she thought the spirit of Jeremy had taken possession of him, since the minister was her company the last time she went. But wait a minute, she thought, Disneyland is one of the biggest tourist attractions in the United States and loved by almost everybody. What’s so coincidental about this? Still, the similarities between the two men endeared her to Mark. 

Both had ridden or attended the major attractions several times, so they side-stepped the lines and strolled through the park, admiring the landscape, laughing with the children at the colorful characters – just basking in the enchantment of the place. 

Mark wore a white cotton polo shirt, charcoal grey shorts and blue sneakers, topped off with dark sunglasses and Mickey Mouse ears. Only his beard and moustache belied an obvious boyishness. Kathryn, dressed in a navy blue t-shirt and white Capri pants, chose the Goofy hat, first as a disguise but ultimately as a gesture of respect to a haven of fond memories.

After several hours of shopping, snacking and disarming chit chat, Kathryn stumbled on a more serious topic when she asked what she thought was a harmless question. “You know, for a mechanic you don’t seem to have a lot of work, and your hands are almost spotless clean. Explain yourself.”

Mark’s daylong smile vanished instantly. “I was going to tell you that, but I didn’t want to do it here.” Kathryn stared at him while his eyes darted around as if looking for help. Suddenly, a change came over him, calm, and his smile returned. “But then, what better place than in the midst of benevolence? Besides, you can’t get home without me.”

They purchased some soft drinks and sat by a stunning display of geraniums. Kathryn held her stare, now visibly worried. Please don’t tell me you traffic in children, she thought, remembering the FBI case she helped to break almost a year before. I can take just about anything but that.

Mark sighed deeply. “How to start . . . okay, here goes. I haven’t worked on a car in quite some time, because I don’t need to. I have a lot of money right at the moment, which means I only take on business as a hobby. How did I come by all this money, you may ask. Well, I inherited some of it from my father Abe Shapiro, who bequeathed to me his pride and joy, Shapiro Foreign Car Repair. My father taught me everything about the business which enabled me to run it quite successfully after he died six years ago. Unfortunately, our neighborhood fell on hard times and most of the people who owned foreign cars either had to sell them or they moved to wealthier, safer territory.

“Business dropped off to a trickle and I was suddenly faced with having to close down and abandon my father’s legacy, or find a secondary source of income. I chose the latter. I chose to sell drugs, specifically pot, coke and meth, mostly the first and last because I could either grow or cook it myself. The coke was more risky and I finally dropped trafficking in that. The only good thing about it besides the money was that I never got caught.”

“You’re not doing it, anymore . . .”

“I’m not doing it, anymore.

Kathryn surprised herself thinking ‘thank God.’ I can handle drug dealing, especially in light of my own sordid past.

“Did anybody get killed . . .?”

Mark shook his head emphatically. “Not to my knowledge,” he said. “I didn’t kill anybody and you couldn’t o/d on my products. Meth can screw you up pretty bad, if you don’t kick the addiction when the symptoms become obvious. That kind of wears on my conscience, to tell you the truth.”

Intrigued, Kathryn brought her knee up onto the bench and turned to face him. “So, how did you manage to make all this money and not get caught?”

“Because the buyers never knew who they were buying from. No one saw me. It was a risky way to do business – lost product or profits from time to time - but the careful route paid off.”

“Tell me more,” Kathryn prodded, taking a sip of her Sierra Mist.

Mark turned to face her now. “Okay, I’m about to share insider secrets, so you must swear to silence.”

Kathryn crossed her heart and Mark’s eyes lingered briefly on that part of her frame.

“To succeed as a drug dealer, one must pay attention to every detail and eliminate as many chances for discovery and disaster as possible. I started harvesting and cooking for a couple of friends at no charge, who knew a couple of guys, who knew a couple of more guys. I never gave directly to anybody but my friends. They always asked for more to give to their friends. When I found out they were charging, I decided to do the same, but major precautions had to be taken first. As the demand increased so did the need to distribute in greater quantities and to manage a rush of great wealth.”
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