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Part I

Chapter 1: Quiet Desperation
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It wasn’t my fault. When I review the facts and look for the reasons why my father died I can see clearly now it wasn’t because of me. In my defense I’m starting this story at a point that seems  insignificant but in reality was pivotal. 

It was my birthday. I was sitting at a table wondering once again why my sister Lindsay married Fred. What draws one person to another? What makes a person worth living with humble day in and mundane day out? These were the thoughts in my head.

Fred sat across from me, his silver tasseled party hat perched on his head in direct contrast to his personality, defying continuity. He was... well... ordinary. There was nothing about him that made him more appealing than other men or accounted for Lindsey’s attraction. He had thinning brown hair and brown eyes and if you saw him on the street, you wouldn't notice him at all. There was not one interesting feature or personality trait to thrill or excite as far as I could see. 

Lindsey was giggling over something Fred was saying - so rare to see her laugh. Her habitually tired face was curved upward in a smile that spread into her eyes.

The fruit of this unlikely union was creating chaos. The twins took turns sneaking up on each other, snapping the hat elastic around the other’s chin, and screaming. Meanwhile, the baby made a meal of his hat and was smiling at me with a piece of it sticking out of his mouth. He smacked away at it and drool dripped clear down his front. He screeched as Lindsey tried to remove the disintegrating pieces from his gums.

For some inexplicable reason, the other diners surrounding us didn’t seem to notice the pandemonium at our table. A server whisked past with a huge plate of spaghetti dripping in red sauce, with steam rising from the top of it, spices wafting in its wake. A busboy cleaned and prepared the table next to us in record time and it was filled again within seconds of being cleared. Wait staff whooshed in and out of the kitchen through double swinging doors and dishes clinked in an undisturbed cadence. Old Italian music was barely heard above the din of so many people eating and talking.

My family is a bit complicated. I only have two sisters, Jennifer and Lindsey. Lindsey has a husband and three kids. Simple, right? It's the parent part that's a bit complex. Henry is Jennifer's father - not mine or Lindsey's. He was the one who always showed up to family events. He never married my mother, but deep down we all wished he had. 

The father LIndsey and I shared was married to the mother of the three of us until she died years ago. He never came to family events, nor was he welcome and I didn’t feel he was worth talking about except that if it weren't for him... well now I'm getting ahead of myself. Let's get back to dinner eating Italian food worthy of making a person swoon. 

An old friend of Henry's decided long ago that an old brick firehouse would make a good Italian restaurant and had named it Mangiamo. It was a warm mix of brick and old dark wood, dull brass and leftover mementos of long gone firefighting days complete with two old fire poles still intact. We got preferential treatment and never had to wait to get in, no matter how busy they were, because of this old friendship. This place was and still is important to my family. It's the standard get together place. No one suggests anywhere else; it's always assumed that's where we're going when we eat out. 

The twins begged Lindsey to slide down a pole and bumped into the people behind them. She told them they had to behave and apologized to the other diners. 

Despite noisy children sliding down poles, the place was considered upscale because they still used real table cloths and cloth napkins and brought out fresh silverware with each course. It made the place seem luxurious amidst the hordes of people who dined there.

One of the twins shrieked. I jumped and made a silent heavenward appeal. My eyes caught on the balloons floating on the ceiling that my other sister, Jennifer, had brought and a twin had liberated. They were bright, festive, and transient as all cheerful things in life were. The balloons, confetti, and hats stood out in bright contrast to my mood. Family chatted, laughed, and ate all around me, but my party hat pinched, and I gave Jennifer a sidelong look wondering if she would object if I took it off. I moved my plate of nearly untouched fettucine alfredo away from me. The creamy smell was making my stomach turn. 

Jennifer laughed softly as she talked to her father, Henry, and munched a buttery piece of garlic bread. Even sitting, he looked tall. His red hair was just showing signs of turning grey giving his head the effect of looking pink. The confetti Jennifer distributed earlier, sprinkled in his rose colored hair reminded me of a cupcake. A pointy yellow hat poked out of the top as though decorating a faded confection. His grey eyes smiled into Jennifer’s. She was protesting, "No, no. It's not that big of a deal, really."

"But it is a big deal. It's not every day my daughter gets a promotion. We should have a toast."

She shook her head, "Today’s Charlotte's day. I can be toasted some other time." She  turned a dazzling smile toward me; I forced my mouth to curve upward in an attempt to extend the feeling to my brain, but it wouldn’t cooperate. Our dinner plates were cleared away, and our glasses were refilled.

Henry looked around the table, a broad grin on his face. He patted the baby’s cheeks and lifted his glass toward me before taking a drink. He laughed at the twins and reached across the table to give Lindsey’s hand a pat.

I looked away. Henry played the role of family patriarch and I was trying hard not to resent it. He was a nice man. He really was. I'm embarrassed now for my feelings then but I've decided to be upfront and honest about what really happened so I confess I was feeling petty. 

I was determined not to think about it or analyze why. It was my birthday, a happy day, right? Right? No? I pulled the party hat elastic away from my throat for a moment, trying to dispel the feeling of being suffocated.

I see now that the first conscious plea of my discontent made itself heard at this family dinner. Working the same nowhere job, dating some guy, any guy actually, that I really didn’t care for, (a somewhat innocent but eerie echo of my father’s behavior as it turns out - I definitely didn’t see it that way then) and my sisters - that was my life. It never changed. Nothing new, exciting or even special had ever happened to me since the day my mother died. And that was okay. I'd planned it that way hadn't I? That's what made life safe wasn't it? So why did I feel like my lungs wouldn't fill completely? Why did I feel certain if I lived that way just one more day, I would implode?

I wanted to run. I looked around. The exit was too far, the room too much like a twisting maze of tables, diners, and servers. I stayed solidly in my seat like a rock: a solid rock... an immovable, solid rock... a rock that couldn't breathe... a terrified rock... 

Before I could make an excuse and bolt, a glowing cake appeared at our table. The chatter stopped as my family sang. Twenty-seven candles warmed my face as I leaned forward and fervently wished toward a higher power. I took a deep breath, nearly choking on the smoke and heat in the process and in one long breath blew out every candle.
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Chapter 2: Work
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After climbing out of bed, I forced my unruly curls into some semblance of a pony tail and put on running clothes. My blonde hair defied taming and any fashion in any era. It was a force of nature that simply had to be accepted.  Stuffing it into large hairbands could sometimes yield horrifying results but that never seemed to stop me from doing it. 

I looked quite a lot like my mother did. We were both short and lean with curly blonde hair, vivid blue eyes and an oval face. I kept a picture of her on an end table and liked to look at it from time to time, which I did as I stretched. 

I went into the hall outside my apartment. The building I lived in was old. The hall floors were covered in ancient grey linoleum and the walls were dingy white. Some apartments were tiny studios, like mine, but the owners had started renovating and combining smaller apartments as people moved out so they could attract a better clientele. The result being, some were large and luxurious and incongruous with the rest of the building.

After locking my door, a sound made me pause and hold my breath. A barely audible but familiar voice spoke from inside the apartment two doors down from mine. It was my father’s voice. I had trained myself to tune in to that voice, no matter how soft. I quietly let go of my breath. He was with my nieghbor, Marissa. Unfortunately He’d met her a couple years ago when he’d come to see me. They’d become an off again, on again item ever since. We all thought they were off right now but evidently we were wrong and they were on. I moved soundlessly down the hall. 

I hurried outside.  Five stories of red brick rose above the street, indifferently adorned with early twentieth century architecture. Scaffolding reached to the top on the left of the building. Two men and a woman were already hard at work replacing the peeling, warped windows on that side. The new vinyl and glass windows looked sleek and odd next to the old wooden ones still in place and seemed to rob the building of what little personality it possessed.  There were rumors that the back staircase was going to be replaced by an elevator. That would be heartening news to those who lived on the seventh floor. 

I stood looking up at my window and noticed Marissa's window was open. I turned away and tried not to think of my dad or the fact that Marissa must’ve been the one who’d blown my secret about Zack. I’d wondered how my father discovered him. Somehow he always found out about the people I dated, then he'd start to work on them and I'd have to find someone else to go out with. I should take a moment and explain this was the 1990s. A time before smart phones and extensive internet use. Cyber stalking was a much more difficult enterprise back then and he had to depend on others to spy on me. 

I headed out at a brisk pace feeling pretty good and jogged to my path. I took a deep cleansing breath. It was already warm; I smiled and occasionally brushed my hands across the green leaves of spring as I ran. Without thinking, I automatically ducked my head to avoid a branch and hopped over the parts of the pavement that stuck up a little.

Running made me forget myself, so I wasn’t careful enough coming back and nearly ran into my dad. He was kissing Marissa goodbye at her door, and only their long drawn out embrace kept me from being discovered as I quickly ducked into a side hall with my heart racing. I wiped a long damp curl back from my face but it went back where it was. 

It was taking him forever to go. How long does goodbye have to be? And why should it be in a public place? Irritation threatened to ruin the serenity my jog had instilled, but I pushed it away and dashed into my apartment as soon as he was out of sight.

I pulled out my favorite cereal, poured some milk on it, and munched while reading the side of the box which I’d read so many times I could probably still recite it from memory. After my shower, I checked my shirt for wrinkles and decided which of my two skirts to wear to work.

Anger wasn’t a good way to start the day. I refused to allow it to start this one and shoved all thoughts of my dad out of my mind. Standing still, I closed my eyes and tried to have a Zen moment.

It didn’t work.

I put on my summer work shoes, and checked the mirror to make sure everything looked smooth and neat. To cut down on costs, my work wardrobe consisted of a few carefully selected pieces of designer clothing that I mixed and matched creatively. My entire life at that time was about living as cheaply as humanly possible. In a weird way, I kind of miss that.

My car sputtered a little on the way to work, and I prayed it would keep going the half hour it took to get me there. It was an ancient blue Chevette, or at least, it had been blue at some point. Now it was mostly just the color of rust. It was the kind of piece of junk that deserved a name. A kooky name would give it character, instead of having it simply look pathetic. Well, at least I liked to kid myself on that point. 

I never seemed to find that one name that truly described the diabolical unreliability of that car, so its name kept changing. Giving it new ones was a hobby among pretty much everyone I knew. Its current name was invented by Henry: The Rancid Lemon.

I entered Faversham, drove around the back of Claudette’s, and parked in a prominent part of the employee parking area just to annoy my boss Sophie. She thought I should park The Rancid Lemon behind the garbage dumpsters so no one would see it. I think she secretly hoped it would be hauled off with the rest of the trash. 

Faversham consisted of a bunch of old Victorian mansions converted into chic boutiques forming a shopping village. Claudette’s, the store where I worked, was an enormous building turned into a lingerie shop complete with a private showroom upstairs for the rich and famous who came by appointment and were waited on hand and foot by Sophie.

It had been appealing when I first worked there, but since Sophie became boss it looked more like a gauzy lavender brothel in an old budget western movie. There were beads, fringe and tassels everywhere. Our clients tolerated it because they figured it was Victorian and therefore gaudy. Little did they know, it was decorated by Sophie and therefore gaudy.

Claudette's didn't sell anything tacky, tasteless or trashy even though it sold lingerie, not just any lingerie, but exclusive couture, one of a kind and custom lingerie so sumptuous it attracted a wealthy and elite clientele. I suspect our customers walked in the shop and were so dazzled by real lace a foot deep, actual raw silk and hand embroidery, they didn't mind anything else. 

I got out of my car and walked into the light that escaped the trees. Faversham was kicking off its annual outdoor canopy sales event, and work was going to be crazy. If it weren’t for the change in the monotony, I would’ve been against it.

Still, it was cheerful to look at. Quaint little booths were sprinkled here and there. The smell of gourmet coffee, donuts and muffins wafted through the air. I paused for a moment taking it in. Really, it wasn’t a bad place; the Victorian shops were painted various colors and flowers dotted the brick paths. Spring was green and lush. I stretched my arms out to warm in the sun. It felt clean and fresh and held my senses captive. Standing very still I could hear the breezes as they talked to the trees.

“Charlotte!”

I jumped.

“Why are you standing there? Get in the shop and bring out those silk chemises! Go! Don’t look at me like a goat with no brain! Go! Now!” Sophie hissed.

Sighing, I hurried into the shop. Even though the annual canopy event was well attended, there was no reason for Claudette’s to participate. Our customers didn’t want to look for underwear and other unmentionables in the middle of a public arena. They generally bypassed our outdoor display and headed straight into the store.

Sophie didn’t understand this. Of course, Sophie didn't comprehend the meaning of the word discreet. She designed lurid displays in the windows and loudly repeated people’s sizes. It was a wonder anyone shopped there at all.

Glancing out the window, I checked to see if my coworker Julie had arrived yet.

Sophie’s green eyes gleamed as she talked to a customer. Her hair color of choice that season was black, cut in a short sleek style. She was salon-ed and styled and spa-ed, and her body was carefully maintained by an exclusive gym and a discriminating choice of diet.

I headed back out with the chemises, and had to pause a moment at the cacophony of colors. Sophie had spread a scarlet damask tablecloth under the cobalt blue striped canopy and was creating a swirling pattern out of the multi-colored lingerie on top of it, reminding me of a rainbow that had too much to drink. “Honestly, is she color blind?” I muttered beneath my breath.

A stack of lace panties sat next to a basket of complimentary muffins and cups of gourmet coffee - not very appetizing. When coffee ended up on the underwear, Sophie wasn’t just surprised, but angry too. Why she put underwear next to edibles was beyond me. Next, she was yowling at me because a camisole fell on the sidewalk and got stepped on.

“I’m surrounded by complete incompetence. Charlotte, you know how important the canopy event is,” She paused to send a smile and a smoldering look at the young man who was displaying his paintings a few feet away from us. As she turned back to me, her nasty expression instantly returned and she lowered her voice to a hiss. “All you’re doing is bumbling around destroying everything in your wake. This isn’t saleable now,” she waved the silky confection around in my face. “I work so hard for what? To be thwarted by someone with the grace of a walrus!” she said, hurling it on the ground at my feet.

Julie arrived in time to hear enough to know what was going on. She was in her forties with brown hair and complexion, a bit too short and a bit too plump, but pleasant to look at all the same. She gave me a look of exasperation, but quickly smoothed it away and turned her attention to Sophie.

“Here, let me take care of that; I can handle the paperwork for it and keep an eye on things out here. It'll be a chance for you to have a break.” She paused a moment taking in the display. Her eyes widened a touch but Sophie wasn’t observant enough to notice. “I see you've been setting this up all by yourself. Let me finish for you.” She maneuvered Sophie around toward the other canopied tables. “There’s a booth up the sidewalk that has smoothies. No dairy or extra sugar, just fruit, vegetables and a little protein, they taste really good, and they’re loaded with fiber. I had one for breakfast. Talk to Susan and tell her I sent you. She’ll slip you one under the table.” She gave her a little wink.

Sophie looked appeased and walked purring down the street. She chatted with the man she’d smiled at earlier before going in search of her smoothie.

Julie made a hurried attempt to rescue our display. “Thank you,” I said, blowing out the breath I’d been holding and gave her a little shoulder squeeze, “for taming her. You are amazing.”

“It’s not hard; she just wants to feel like she’s important.”

I rolled my eyes. “I just want to smack her.”

She shrugged. “Some people are discontent and take it out on everyone else.” Julie greeted a customer and I watched her launch into action. The customer was picking things up and laughing at what Julie was saying. Julie was like that: when she smiled, she got smiles in return, and when she laughed, others laughed too.
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Chapter 3: Jennifer’s surprise
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I went shopping at Faversham with my sister Jennifer. Since it was one of her favorite places to go I humored her and spent my day off with her there.  I liked to see her in a good mood. 

While we  sought refuge from the wet New England heat on a wrought iron bench that circled one of the trees, Jennifer put something gigantic and flashing on her finger. It was a diamond ring, an engagement ring.

I couldn't move. I couldn't breathe. I stared at it. 

Not that it looked out of place on her hand. Jennifer herself was big and flashy. Curled eyelashes painted in thick black mascara outlined enormous cobalt blue eyes, and even though she was tall and curvy with abundant red hair that always looked a little overdone, it was her eyes that one noticed, despite the flaming torch on her head.

“I’m engaged! To Anthony! Can you believe it?” She held her hand out in front of her admiring the ring. Then she reached up to fluff up her curly hair a little higher. The sun reflected off the ring as her hand moved through her hair and a bright slice of light caught me in the eye. I blinked.

Anthony? Anthony who? I folded my arms across my chest in a physical attempt to get a hold of myself as I tried to understand. 

Don’t get me wrong, engagements usually don’t throw me off, but this was different. This was Jennifer. She’d already survived three husbands. The first was brainless, the second cynical and the third abusive. Jennifer learned to be wary after her third encounter at the altar and had vowed not to enter conjugal bliss again. I couldn’t imagine what had tempted her to risk a fourth marriage but I kept my mouth shut and tried to look normal.

“Does your dad know?” I asked in a voice that was a little too high.

“Of course, he met Anthony almost from the start, but you can’t tell anyone yet. I’ve been keeping him a secret for so long and there are some things that have to be worked out first, but you’ll love him, I promise.”

“Worked out?”

“Well, mostly Lindsey, she’ll have a coronary when she finds out. We've been going through pre-marital counseling,” she said the last bit in a whisper and put a shushing finger to her lips. She took the ring off, put it on a chain around her neck, and tucked it under her shirt. “You’ll see. I really shouldn’t have told you; it just happened last night, but I’m so happy I had to tell someone, you know, besides my dad. Promise you won’t say anything.”

I sat perfectly still. I wasn’t so sure I wasn’t having a coronary myself.

Jennifer put her hand on mine, “Charlotte, are you okay?”

My throat was tight. I swallowed and nodded.

“I know this seems sudden, but trust me when I say it’s not. Anthony and I've known each other for quite a while. I haven’t said anything because I didn’t want to put you and Lindsey through another bad relationship if I could help it. I'll have every last detail planned before I spring it on her, okay?”

“Congratulations.” I finally managed to get the word out.

“Have faith in me; I know what I’m doing this time.”

I mustered a small smile.

Jennifer stood up. “Do you hear that? There’s chocolate at The Sugar Cane calling; c’mon.” She grabbed my hand and pulled me off the bench. I followed her like a child. She was quite a bit older than I, ten years older in fact, and had been my legal guardian for a few years after my mom died until I turned eighteen. 

What kind of man could tempt Jennifer to marry again? I thought, was he like all the others—gorgeous, selfish and crazy? I pictured someone who could put the beauty of a Greek god to shame. 

After Jennifer ordered her chocolates we wandered back out into the heat. She returned to the subject of Anthony, told me in detail about the previous evening and munched her candy.

I ate one without tasting it. Anthony didn’t sound insane, which was promising.

By the time she was my age Jennifer was on her second marriage. I tried to imagine myself married. Then I imagined myself married to someone like Zack my latest boyfriend and I shuddered involuntarily. Jennifer and I walked down a brick path to the shoe store. I tried not to think about Zack and frowned. Jennifer gave my arm a squeeze. I looked up and saw a reassuring smile on her face.

“Don’t worry, Charlotte, it’s all going to work out, I promise.”

I attempted to smile back.

Jennifer moved a blonde curl out of my eyes. “What’s wrong? Are you really that worried about me, or is there something else on your mind?”

“I broke up with Zack,” I blurted. 

“Again?”

“No, not again, this was the first time –the only time.”

“Are you sure? I seem to remember a break up with Zack before.”

“No, no, you’re thinking of Zeke. Three boyfriends back.”

“Oh, you may be right about that.”

“Of course I’m right. Don’t you think I can keep track of my own ex-boyfriends?”

“I don’t know how you can, there’s so many of them.”

“What are you saying?”


“I’m not suggesting anything - just commenting.”



My eyes swept Jennifer’s face suspiciously, but she was distracted by another store. 

I said as casually as possible, "Um... I may have met someone."

Jennifer spun around. "Charlotte, you aren't serious! Don't tell me you're already dating someone else!"

So I didn't tell her.

We shopped around and the bags on Jennifer's arm multiplied and spilled over into mine as the hours passed. We were in the shoe store when she seemed to come to herself and looked at the bags with a frown on her face, "You have to let me get you something.” There was just a trace of desperation in her voice. 

I braced myself. “No.”

“C’mon, look at this,” she said motioning to her bags. “I can’t buy all this and not get you something.” 

“No.”

“Pleeeease?”

Eye contact was deadly, which she knew quite well. She could get anything she wanted as long as she had her prey locked into her gaze. I stared at the wooden floor.

She pleaded. “Look at me. Look at me Charlotte. Look me in the eyes and tell me no.” She tried to get her face close to mine but I kept dodging out of the way. Looking up I studied the intricate pattern on the tin ceiling of the shop and shook my head.

“I’ll make a deal with you; if you can look me in the eyes and say no then I’ll let it go.”

I laughed but wouldn’t move and started to count the squares in the pattern. “What kind of trick are you trying to play on me?”

“Some trick, trying to buy my sister a present!”

“You bought me chocolates. That counts. Now you can ease your conscience.”

“They were mine. I simply shared them, so it doesn’t count.”

“It does too; admit it.” I said and turned to look out the windows at the lilacs blooming on rows of bushes.

“No it doesn’t” Jennifer stuck her face in mine. I turned my head away.

“Jennifer, I’m thrilled you can get all these things. It doesn’t bother me. It really doesn’t. No one deserves it more than you.”

“But you deserve it too.”

“Maybe I do, but I don't feel the need to have them,” I said shrugging my shoulders. 

“I want to give you a present, a little present, that’s all. It’s no big deal. You aren’t looking at me. Won’t you even look me in the face when you say no?”

“You want to buy me presents every day. I can’t take them all.” I chanced glancing at her out of the corner of my eye.

“I just want to help. How about a small gift that will make your life a little easier? Not something frivolous, something practical.” Her eyes looked out the window and frantically scanned the stores in a vain attempt to find a practical shop.

“Give me this gift then,” I said, and looked at her nose, “let me be independent. Let me support myself. Give me that sense of accomplishment.”

“You always say that.” She looked defeated.

I let out a slow breath, smiled and gave her a hug. “No more arguing, okay? Please?”

Jennifer nodded her head, but didn’t look happy. In the end she sent me one last stab, “I would have enjoyed my things more if you’d let me get you something.”

My victory deflated and I sighed. Jennifer seemed to have some kind of weird guilt wrapped up in her financial success and giving presents was a way to assuage the shame she felt over enjoying it so much. 

We left the shoe shop and stood facing the home furnishings store. Jennifer and I exchanged glances, and walked in with twin smirks on our faces. We came out smiling broadly, with a very expensive present for Lindsey.
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Chapter 4: A Neighbor Named Marv
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When I got home I fumbled my keys at the door and Marv cornered me in the hall ... again. His apartment was straight across from mine. He caught me just as I was going in.

Can I digress here to say, who names their kid Marvin? Marv... marvy Marv... What kind of name is Marv?

Marv was nice. Of course, he’d have been more interesting if he weren’t so nice. He was also comfortable, too comfortable. My sister Lindsey thought Marv would be a great marital candidate—this from the person who married Fred. 

He had dark hair, a tanned complexion, and dark eyes, but he had more character to his looks than beauty. He was on the short side, only a few inches taller than me, and was trim and fit. He probably worked out regularly. 

Most women found him attractive; he certainly had no shortage of dates, but he had a definite suggestion of college professor bookishness that I found unappealing. He seemed to capitalize on that too, which I didn’t like. He loved wearing tweed and bow ties and lots of warm textured things. It sounds nerdier than it looked. Really, he dressed with style, in a teacher kind of way. And there was nothing mysterious about him, absolutely nothing. I knew what his every thought was before he thought it - nothing stimulating there. At the moment he was about to ask me out. I motioned to him to follow me into my apartment.

He chatted a little, while I put my things away, before he got to the point. “Since you aren’t currently dating anyone, I was wondering if you’re busy Saturday?”

I didn't tell him I'd met someone. I gave a humorless laugh, “If you mean after six, you know I’m free. Are you telling me word is already out that I was arguing with Zack?”

“There are no secrets in this building. Wait, I thought his name was Zeke? It’d be great if it could be before six. Maybe Sophie will let you off.”

I ignored the Zeke comment. “Sophie? Let me out of a Saturday?” I snorted, “unheard of. Besides, since she’s so diabolically opposed to hiring more people, we’re always running around like mad on Saturdays.”

“I know, just thought I’d suggest it; you never know. It could happen one of these days. Maybe I’ll go down there and talk her into it.”

“Yeah, and we could all have world peace one day. So what kind of plot’s mapped out in that brain of yours?”

“The annual Shakespeare festival at the College starts that day.”

I grinned. “Really? Are you asking me to go with you? Last year was great. Do you remember the guy with the peaches?”

“Yeah,” Marv chuckled, “I guess they have him coming this year too.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to take someone else? I mean, I want to go, but it would be a date to impress, if you know what I mean.”

“There is no one I would rather impress.”

A Shakespearean festival, something to look forward to; it was better than nothing. I frowned. It really wasn’t enough. The festival would end and then what? I wished there were someone other than Marv to take me to it. Maybe I should talk to Kevin about it. We weren't exclusive yet, so I didn't think he'd object to my going with Marv. I stopped myself right there. What was I thinking? I’d just gotten out of a relationship. Was I seriously considering getting serious this soon? Exclusive? With Kevin?

What I needed was a change, a meaningful change, not just another boyfriend change. After Marv left I watched the sun go down, and figured out what I should do. A plan, that's all that was needed. I could fix all this and everything would be nice and easy and comfortable again as long as I was okay with a little jolting and jostling for a tiny little bit. I wanted to stir up my well ordered world. 

I definitely blame the birthday party for that. There’s nothing like seeing how much fire twenty seven candles can make to realize those years haven’t exactly been spent effectively, but I had a plan. In retrospect, I won't say it was a good plan. It was just a plan

What I really needed was a new job. I would quit my job tomorrow. That would force me to find different employment. There would be no excuses, no putting it off, no backing out. It was time for me to do something rash. It would be a big change; something I hadn’t had in more years than I cared to think about. I went to bed feeling adventurous.
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Chapter 5: Plan A
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I rang up customers and listened to coworkers Jada and Lindy bicker over who was going to sort through the back stock on the third floor to find the corsets. It was two flights up and the dormant duo seemed to think it was the height of folly to expect anyone to go up there. 

Jada looked like a cheap imitation of Sophie and copied everything she did, except her hair was still blonde - Sophie’s color last season. Jada had shown more back bone than I thought she had, and decided she liked herself as a blonde and hadn't changed it to black when Sophie dyed hers.

Lindy’s murky brownish hair was obviously its natural color. Between Jada mimicking Sophie, and Lindy mimicking Jada, the sifting down of style had an effect that would offend anyone’s aesthetic sensibilities.

The minute Sophie returned they put on an amazing show of activity. Sophie certainly seemed to be in a better mood. She smiled and chatted while the two hustled through the changing rooms and sorted through the discarded clothing.

Julie, catching my eye, smirked while Sophie thanked them for working so hard.

“I wonder what Sophie thinks when she hands out the commission checks.” I whispered to Julie.

“She probably thinks they are selflessly allowing us to help the customers at great personal sacrifice to themselves.”

I stifled a laugh, turning back to a particularly sleek customer. Selfless or just plain lazy, I was glad they were too busy stroking Sophie’s ego to pay attention to that particular customer. 

My regular salary needed all the additional commission help it could get. Sales weren't as good as they had been under the old store manager and I hadn't had a raise since Sophie started work there. I had the habit of putting my commissions in my emergency money fund which usually went to repairing The Rancid Lemon, but that didn’t ruin my cheerfulness in putting the money there in the first place.

After that, I spent my time cleaning up after one of my best customers who tried on thirty things only to decide she wanted the one item that didn’t quite fit her. Trying to be accommodating, I phoned every partner store in the country to track down similar merchandise. A line of people were standing at the register glaring at me because Jada and Lindy said they would cover the customers and didn’t.

Sophie, instead of yelling at the dormant duo, gave me an earful of hissing and claws.

I raced up to the store room where Julie was taking care of an order of negligées we'd just received. “Doesn’t Sophie realize I would rather be ringing up merchandise? At least then I would get more commissions. I hate underwear! If it wasn’t for the fact that I think it would be indecent, I would stop wearing it entirely!”

Julie smiled, and handed me some bras that had just come in as well, “Is this what you’re looking for?”

“Yes! How did you know?”

“I read your mind,” Julie laughed as I moved to race the bras out to the customer waiting by the register.

I stopped for a second to say, "By the way, you've got one of your 'regulars' out there asking for you," Julie put a beatific smile on her face and followed me out.

Working my way through the rest of the line, I glanced around for Jada and Lindy who were following Sophie. Finally, they separated and started working for the time being.

I glanced at Sophie thinking, now’s the time to do it! Just go over there and tell her you quit! Do it quickly before you lose all your resolve! - But no amount of trying to talk myself into it seemed to make my feet move.

Finally she was coming toward me, “Go! Take your break! Now! And I mean fast! Go!” I went, but I couldn’t eat. I sipped some water and stared at the salad I’d packed for myself. My digestive system seemed to be in revolt and I decided it would be better just to go back to work.

The whims of retail! The customers were as sparse that afternoon as they had been plentiful that morning. I lined up hangers and organized back stock until I thought the stale tediousness of my life would suffocate me.

There was plenty of time to talk to Sophie. All I needed to do was walk over to her and open my mouth, but panic started working its way into my brain and froze my feet. My hands were damp and my armpits were wet. My eyes kept constantly darting in her direction.

She prowled around padded hangers adorned with silk, lace, and satin lingerie, hunting for discrepancies in the displays. My fingers shook as I sorted bras and panties in the drawers of ornate highboys and bureaus. Julie cleaned the already spotless filigree mirrors. I glanced her way hoping her presence would give me a little more resolve.

"How was your weekend?" she asked, making conversation.

I cringed. "Not so good. I broke up with my boyfriend."

"I didn't like Zeke anyway."

I rolled my eyes and didn't bother to correct her. Was I really that pathetic? What was wrong with me? I closed the bureau drawers and heaved a long, dissatisfied sigh. What am I doing? Why can’t I quit one simple job? I’ve been working here since high school! It’s time to let go, I lectured myself.

Then another voice, very much like my mother’s, seemed to say to me, 'Would that be wise'? In the cold light of day, quitting seemed like a stupid thing to do. What other kind of job could I possibly get? I was qualified for nothing except what I was already doing.

I walked out of the store at the end of the day and climbed into The Rancid Lemon to think. I sighed with relief and turned on the ignition. I still had my job. My temporary insanity had faded. I may have wanted things to change, but why be rash?

What I thought I needed was a different plan. That was the answer to everything at that time. A new plan, not—why was I becoming an emotional wreck, why was I afraid, why was I in such a rut—not anything that could actually help. No. It was a new plan, anything that would distract me from my inner world. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 6: Plan B
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I’d dreamt about my mother again. She was smiling and talking to me, but in the fogginess of waking I couldn’t remember what she said. I sat on the edge of my bed in a foul mood and reflected. She’d died when I was fifteen. Even though I hadn’t died with her, in some ways I may as well have. That was when I’d stopped living and started surviving. 

I know now that my emotional growth had been stunted and I was immature for my age, but at the time I was blissfully unaware of that. Up until then, my life had been well ordered and predictable. Everything fell into the pattern I'd created for it. There was a reassuring sameness to eating the same cereal, running the same route, going to the same job, and coming home to the same apartment. My world: no change, no need for misery, no need for joy.

No need for joy.

But there was plenty of misery.

Run, work, sisters, date, repeat, repeat, repeat. That was life. The only thing that changed was the name of the date. 

Dating was a weak substitute for living. I knew that, but I didn’t know how to live so when one guy exited another would enter. I was exclusively dating Kevin. We'd discussed it and decided it was a good idea. But was that really what I wanted or was it just part of the pattern?

I had some awareness that all the planning and careful evaluating that made up my life needed to stop. But I didn't know how to change it. I picked up the picture of my mother that I kept next to the futon that was my sofa by day and my bed by night. Her cobalt blue eyes sparkled up at me. Thick blonde curls were piled high on her head.  Her oval face was shining. 

It was half a picture cleverly cut and matted to look like a single custom proportioned portrait. She was wearing a plum velvet evening gown that draped her slender figure. The warm smile on her lips caught my breath. She looked happy. Even though she and I shared the same features, there was something in her countenance that mine lacked. She glowed. 

I walked over to the mirror and stuck a smile on my face. I frowned and looked a bit more like myself. I thought, ‘She wants me to be happy; wherever she is, I know she wouldn’t like what my life has become; there’s no meaning, no purpose, only existing.’

I opened a cupboard in the tiny kitchen area and pulled out a shoebox that held mementos. It was the box that had held my first pair of running shoes. I didn’t look inside. I just held the box. It helped me feel closer to her.

I needed to run. I went to a tall cupboard that served as my wardrobe and took out my current running shoes, the one expensive thing I owned that wasn’t for work, a present from Jennifer. I put on my cheap, discount store jogging clothes and the custom shoes and headed out my apartment door.

Skipping down the four flights of stairs to the old black double doors that led outside, I reflected on how the building hadn’t changed in all that time either, until now. Updating windows was still in full swing. Every day the scaffolding was in a different position. 

It was a hot day, blazing and beautiful. As I turned away  from the building and prepared to run to the park that held my usual jogging route, I stopped. The nothingness of my life seemed to loom before me. I had to change something, anything, right now. If I went through one more day of monotony I was sure I would combust. I got into The Rancid Lemon and drove to a park that I always passed on my way to work.

The rust of my car looked like a mistake next to a sleek, silver Mercedes and a subtle tan Lexus, but I parked anyway and got out.

Ahead of me the green leaves of late spring peeped from every tree that canopied a ribbon of nicely paved pathway weaving in and out of flowers and mysterious bushes.

The longer I ran the more right my life felt and the more I enjoyed the beautiful park. I was so busy taking it all in, I almost missed him.

Dark curling hair and vibrant blue eyes flashed past me. I looked back at him and, since he did the same thing, we laughed. He turned around and joined me. As we jogged, I took stock. He wasn’t tall and he wasn’t short and his muscles had the stamp of a habitual runner. He was wearing brand name running clothes and the same kind of custom running shoes that were on my feet. He looked a little bit like a bill board; there were so many logos all over him. His eyes were friendly and his wide smile revealed the most perfect set of white teeth I’d ever seen.

“I’m Derek. Derek Campbell.”

“Charlotte Longermann.”

“I don’t believe I’ve seen you here before.”

“No, you wouldn’t have. It’s my first time in this park.” 

He looked me up and down out of the sides of his eyes but kept his face toward the path as we ran. “You’re not new to running.” 

“No, I love to run.”

“But you don’t usually run here.”

“No.”

“To what do I owe this pleasure then?”

“Just wanted a change, I guess.”

“Tired of the same old thing?”

“Yes, you could definitely say that.”

“I like the same old thing, gives me a sense of stability.”

“One can have too much stability in life," I said flatly.

“Too much? Nah, I don’t think so. There’s enough variety in life already; it’s nice to have some things be constant.”

“Variety in life? Maybe for you; some of us are not so lucky. What is it you do that creates so much variety?” I asked.

“Work. I’m a lawyer.” Did he puff out his chest just a little, or was it my imagination? He paused a moment and added, “My mother keeps me busy too, always something new with her.”

“You live with your mother?”

“No,” he said catching my expression and laughing, “it’s not like that, she’s involved socially and runs various charities and finds new and interesting ways to make sure I’m not left out of the fun.”

“Oh.”

“I’m sure your mom keeps you busy too.”

“No, actually she doesn’t. So, you’re a lawyer? What kind of lawyer?”

“I’m a defense attorney. You might have heard my name in the press.” 

I looked doubtful, but said, “I may have.”

“The Raeburn trial was all over the news. I was his attorney.”

“I seem to remember my sisters talking about that.”

“You have sisters?”

“Just two, but that's another story.” I glanced at my watch. “It’s time for me to head back to The Rancid Lemon.” I turned toward the parking lot; he looked at me quizzically and followed suit.

“It’s my car,” I explained.

“Why do you call it The Rancid Lemon?” 

“If you saw it, you wouldn’t ask.” 

He laughed. “I like this. I’ve always wanted to run with someone. I get tired of running by myself all the time.”

I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye wondering if I should give him an opening. He seemed nice, safe. “I thought of getting a dog to run with once, but decided against it.”

“Not a dog lover?”

“I like them well enough, but I didn’t want the extra expense.”

“I’m better company than a dog and I promise I won’t cost you a cent.”

I laughed and looked at him more carefully. There were quite a few people in the park; it seemed to be a safe place to run with someone I didn’t know. “Are you proposing to be my running partner?”

“If you’re willing, we could meet here and jog together.” He hastily added, “It doesn’t need to be anything formal.”

I smiled. “Sounds good to me.”

“In two days? At six-thirty?” He looked a little anxious.

“Okay, I’ll see you then.” I laughed at his contradiction, waved at him, ran to the parking lot, climbed into The Rancid Lemon, and drove home. Success, complete success! I loved to run. Running with Derek would be even better. At least I hoped it would be, but I was suddenly having some misgivings. What if he turned out to be some kind of jerk? Who knows what kind of freaky person he could be? I pictured him again in my mind’s eye. No, I didn’t think so. He didn’t give me that kind of feeling. 

I felt a light, exhilarating fluttering in my chest. I had changed something! I was running in a different park! And I was no longer running alone. Two small changes, tiny really, but still, change nonetheless. There had been no panicking, no hyperventilating, and I refused to allow myself to have regrets. Every time they came into my head I talked myself right back out of them. 

I have stopped to consider many times since that day how something so seemingly tiny and simple can impact life. 
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Chapter 7: Plan C

[image: ]




A month passed the same as it always did, except for my morning jogs with Derek, in which I avoided serious subjects while Derek unsuccessfully dug for information. I refused to answer any calls from Zack, and he eventually stopped trying. I went out with Kevin every weekend. My life was starting to form a new pattern and rhythm, and I fooled myself into thinking it was enough. 
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