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Roughly 10,000 years after the Anishinaabe people settled near the shores of a great lake, later renamed Superior by some guy who was not a Native American, five highly respected climate scientists were preparing to publish their peer-reviewed paper that focused on this forgotten region in America. The objective of the five-year study was to determine the best climate havens on Earth. In the end, the study only strengthened the climate scientists theory that geographic relocation is the best, and possibly only option left for humans to defend themselves against the devastating effects of climate change. 

The five climate scientists—two Americans, one French-Canadian, one Costa Rican and one Pole—went to great lengths to keep the study a secret. Even Stan Zbikowski, arguably the most successful realtor in the Upper Peninsula and one of its most connected residents, didn’t know about the secret study. But he should have, seeing as over the last year he developed a close relationship with the beautiful climate scientist from Montreal, four years his senior. 

Stan first met Dr. Bianca Marquette at a bar in downtown Whisper Dunes. He had no idea she was one of the most respected climate scientists in the world, and Bianca—Dr. Marquette to her colleagues and former lovers—had no idea that Stan, according to his website, was the top producing realtor in the Upper Peninsula for the past six years. It was a Friday night, and after another week of analyzing depressing climate data, Bianca was desperately looking for a reason to laugh. Stan’s drinking buddies went home early so he was more than happy to entertain the gorgeous woman with the French-Canadian accent sitting alone at the end of the bar. Stan and Bianca had exchanged glances throughout the night, but it was Bianca who walked over, smiled, and introduced herself. Twenty minutes later, Bianca was laughing hysterically and Stan was ordering another round of drinks. It was Christmas time so Stan told her a dirty joke about why Santa Claus didn’t have any kids. Bianca laughed so hard she choked on her gin and tonic.  

Dr. Marquette, no relation to Fr. Jaques Marquette—a French Jesuit missionary who was the first European to settle in the Upper Peninsula—was immediately taken with Stan. Most of the men she knew took themselves way too seriously and were a bore to hang out with in social situations, but not Stan. He possessed an unpredictable self-deprecating sense of humor, which conveyed a certain confidence that Dr. Marquette had never seen in a man before. Despite the fact that Stan was kicked out of Northern Michigan University, failed the Michigan real estate license exam twice, and still only read the sports section of The Mining Journal, the climate scientist and the realtor became fast friends. The relationship eventually grew intimate...emotionally. 

Six months into the relationship, Bianca stopped hiding her feelings for Stan. It almost got physical on more than one occasion, but Stan was still in love with his wife and never let it go too far. Except for the one time he gave Bianca a ride home and was slow to stop her advancing hand. In Stan’s defense he was buzzed and completely engrossed with Bianca’s passionate rant—fueled by four espresso martinis—about the need for an ecosystem of interconnected solutions to combat all the growing threats to human life caused by rapidly rising sea levels. It was when he heard her say, rapidly rising, that Stan happened to look down to find Bianca’s hand where it shouldn’t be. He brushed her hand away, pulled his newly leased GMC Denali to the curb, and yelled at her to get out of his massive suv. Embarrassed, Bianca whispered sorry, blamed her roaming hand on the four espresso martinis, and exited the suv.  

That was the last night Stan ever saw Bianca. A week after the incident he called Bianca, but her cell phone was out of service. Concerned for her well being, he contacted the dean of Northern Michigan University’s science department, where Bianca had told Stan she was a visiting professor. Stan felt like he was sucker punched when the dean told him that he had never heard of Dr. Bianca Marquette. Bianca had no social media profile, but when Stan looked her up on the internet he discovered that she was in fact a climate scientist, based in Montreal. 

Stan felt betrayed, and tried to keep her out of his mind. It wouldn’t be accurate to say that Stan had a crush on Bianca, but he did think about her every time the topic of climate change came up. Before meeting Bianca, Stan never consciously thought about climate change, but that’s what Bianca liked to talk about. Sometimes she would ask Stan real estate questions, specifically zoning laws and whether or not it was possible to develop along Lake Superior’s rugged coastline. But she never once mentioned that she was leading a highly anticipated climate change study that would forever change the lives of the people who call the Upper Peninsula of Michigan home. 

The five-year study began shortly after the group of prominent climate scientists, led by Dr. Marquette and Dr. Parizek, agreed that climate breakdown had begun. All but guaranteeing that record-breaking heat, drought, wildfires, rising sea levels, and extreme weather events will only become more frequent and more destructive in the near and distant future. Last year was the hottest year on record and this year will probably break last year’s record. Most people have become painfully aware that every place on Earth is becoming more vulnerable to extreme weather events, however, some regions will fare much better than others. But there’s one place on Earth that will fare the best, according to the study. After analyzing hundreds of regions around the globe, Dr. Marquette and the other four climate scientists behind the study became fascinated, even obsessed, with a small but incredibly unique region in America known simply as the U.P. 

Dr. Marquette had been the first one in the group to move to the Upper Peninsula. Less than forty-eight hours after arriving in Whisper Dunes, she started work on the scientific study that would prove there is no better place to live on Earth than in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. An immeasurable force of nature is how Dr. Marquette described the U.P. to her colleagues and friends. A place where the weather and the landscape collide in a tempestuous display of beauty, nearly every day of the year. A four season paradise. But even before Dr. Marquette first stepped foot in the Upper Peninsula, she was well aware that the driving force behind all the beauty and life in the U.P. is Lake Superior. Originally named gichi-gami by the Ojibwe tribe, Lake Superior is the largest freshwater lake in the world by surface area, holding ten percent of Earth’s surface fresh water. 

The people who live in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan are referred to as Yoopers by the people who live in the Lower Peninsula of Michigan. More out of jealousy than affection. Yoopers are proud people. When visiting any town in the U.P. it’s common to see people walking around wearing hats and shirts that read: Yooper. 

The first thing that stood out to Dr. Marquette was that Yoopers always seemed to be in a jolly mood. Maybe because most Yoopers possess a grateful attention to the beauty of life. They figured out a long time ago that the key to a happy life is knowing when you have enough. Yoopers pride themselves on being incredibly resilient, helpful, fiercely independent, and trustworthy. That’s not to say the folks in the U.P. are without their flaws. Most Yoopers are heavy drinkers...six days a week. But that number increases to seven in the winter. Their view on drinking is identical to their view on gossiping, it’s just a fun way to loose track of time. If Yoopers have one defining similarity with other Americans its that they like to gossip. They don’t think twice about spreading a rumor that isn’t connected to a single fact, and they’re suckers when it comes to buying into a conspiracy theory. The more delusional the better.     

Yoopers are very protective of each other and their environment. They leave behind an almost non-existent carbon footprint, and hate to travel outside of the U.P. Because when you’re surrounded by friendly people in a four season paradise, why would anyone ever bother to travel? Yoopers will tell you that travel is for people struggling with extreme boredom. 

Another thing about Yoopers, although they would never admit it, but most walk around with a chip on their shoulder. Only three percent of Michigan’s population actually lives in the Upper Peninsula, and the feeling that comes with being ignored by most of the people in your own state, not to mention the entire country, has created a rather large chip on the shoulders of most Yoopers. 

Even though the Upper Peninsula is closer to Minnesota and Wisconsin, no state in the Upper Midwest wanted to adopt the land as their own. Back then it was considered a wild and harsh land, but that’s only because the territory was still heavily populated with Native Americans. Shortly after becoming the twenty-sixth state in 1837, Michigan was persuaded to adopt the Upper Peninsula. But the lower peninsula of the state didn’t acknowledge the Upper Peninsula as part of the state until large copper and iron deposits were discovered throughout the U.P. The discovery created an economic boom for the state that lasted nearly a century. 

Stan never told Dr. Marquette that he got kicked out of Northern Michigan University. After moving back to his parents house, which was only seven miles from campus, Stan got his real estate license while completing his degree in history at the local community college. But Bianca did know that Stan began teaching history and civics at the only public high school in Whisper Dunes while spending his weekends trying to launch his real estate career. Bianca had little interest in real estate but liked asking Stan about his teaching days. She loved that he required his students to read Howard Zinn’s, A People’s History of the United States. And that he encouraged his students to become pen pals with Native American kids attending high school on reservations. Bianca also knew that Stan devoted an entire semester each year to The Council of Three Fires which consisted of the Ojibwe tribe (keepers of the medicine and faith), the Odawa tribe (keepers of the trade), and the Potawatomi tribe (keepers of the fire). Stan refused to pass his senior class until they memorized the 1833 Treaty of Chicago, which forced the Ojibwe, Odawa, and Potawatomi tribes to give up their 5,000,000 acres of land to the United States government and move west of the Mississippi River. 

Knowing that the study was coming to an end, Bianca decided to take a few days off and enjoy the Whisper Dunes night life. Stan’s wife and kids happened to be out of town that weekend, and because it was the end of summer, Stan was open to hanging out with Bianca late into the night. She kept her eyes locked on Stan as he made her laugh loudly in between conversations about nature conservation, the next real estate crash, best strip clubs in Montreal, and a longwinded story about the time he bumped into Keith Richards at the local public library while studying for his real estate exam. Even though Stan reminded Bianca at least five times it was a true story, this was the only story Stan told her that she didn’t believe. 

On the drive back to her place, Bianca had planned on inviting Stan up to her apartment. She was finally going to tell him about the study she’d spent the last five years of her life working on. Bianca was looking forward to telling Stan that the study had determined the Upper Peninsula is the best climate haven in the world, and will be the best place to live on Earth for the remainder of civilization. But she never got the chance. The espresso martinis kicked in, turbo charging her horniness, and leading her right hand on an expedition up Stan’s leg. But even if the night had gone according to Dr. Marquette’s plan, and Stan was told about the climate change study, there was no way he could have foreseen the chain of events that would transpire. 

Almost a year had passed since Stan kicked Dr. Marquette out of his suv on that unseasonably warm June night. Stan hadn’t thought about his drinking buddy—a.k.a. the climate scientist from Montreal—in quite some time. But had Dr. Marquette popped into his head recently, Stan might have gotten the urge to search her on the internet. Had he done this, he would have come across Dr. Marquette’s recently created website, which advertised her upcoming speaking engagements ahead of the study’s publication. The greatly anticipated study was slated for a late September publication, and the first stop on her speaking tour was the public library in downtown Whisper Dunes. The same public library where Stan claimed to have bumped into Keith Richards. 

If you’ve met a Yooper, then you know how much they pride themselves on always being prepared for the next big storm. But for Stan Zbikowski, and every other Yooper, there was nothing they could have done to prepare for the storm that was about to hit the town of Whisper Dunes. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1





[image: ]




Stan Zbikowski stepped outside through the side door of his 110-year-old craftsman style house and onto the covered porch that wrapped around to the front of the house. Like he did most mornings, even in the middle of winter, Stan walked to the front porch to take in the sweeping views of the beautiful natural surroundings. The Zbikowski family had neighbors, but you couldn’t see their homes because of all the pine and spruce trees covering the area. Stan sipped his coffee as his eyes moved from a tall birch tree in the front yard, his favorite tree, to the expansive lawn. The lawn was in desperate need of a mow he thought, but Stan decided right then and there he’d wait until it finally rained to mow the lawn. Kind of a fuck you to his lawn obsessed, climate change denier neighbor down the road. 

Despite his success as arguably the best realtor in the Upper Peninsula, Stan refused to hire someone to mow his lawn. His dad taught him how to mow when he was eight years old, and he quickly found the chore to be therapeutic. Still does, but most days he was busy brokering real estate deals and struggled to find time to mow the grass that covered his three acre property. He had tried to convince each one of his three boys to mow the lawn, but kids from their generation successfully used their screen addiction as a way to avoid doing chores. 

Sixteen days had passed since Stan mowed the lawn. He told his wife, Lisa, that he wouldn’t cut it again until they finally got some rain. It had actually rained three times in the last sixteen days, but by the time Stan got home from work he was drunk from celebrating closing another real estate transaction. He had been on a hot streak the last five months, and when that happened Stan was known to close down a bar or two. 

Stan had lived his entire life in Whisper Dunes and never had experienced a heat wave in June. Of course, most people around the globe would not consider a few days in the low eighties warm enough to qualify for a heat wave label. But in Whisper Dunes, or any town in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan, hitting the low eighties in June for more than two consecutive days was without question a heat wave. Every town in the U.P. usually struggled to reach seventy degrees for a high in June. Most summer mornings in the U.P. require a sweatshirt or light jacket, but for the past week the temperature had hit seventy degrees by ten a.m. and gone over eighty by mid-afternoon. 

A long driveway was located on the left side of the Zbikowski house that led to a detached garage. If you walked up the driveway you’d normally see a basketball hoop, but not today, because there was a large pirate ship float parked in front of the basketball hoop. Every year for the past seven years, Stan and his two best friends, Duane and Randy, had built a pirate ship float for the town’s 4th of July parade. The guys had won a first place trophy every year except last year so this year they decided to go bigger. They had already dropped nearly six grand on the float, but Duane was still waiting for Stan and Randy to Zelle him their share of the cost. Whether you won a trophy for the bike category, stroller category, or float category, all winners received the same size trophy, which Mayor Russ Tillinghast personally purchased every year from Down Wind Sports for ten bucks a trophy. But for some reason, dating back to the eighties, the group who won first place in the float category treated the trophy like it was the Stanley Cup, and they had the post celebration photos to prove it. 

Stan and Lisa bought their large house ten years ago, when Lisa was pregnant with baby number three. Stan wanted something newer and closer to the beach, but Lisa fell in love with the old house. She especially loved the original woodwork, along with the five spacious bedrooms and the wrap around porch. It took some convincing but eventually Stan agreed with his wife that it was the perfect home to raise their family in. After Stan’s real estate career took off and he was closing multiple deals a week, Lisa was finally able to see her decorating dreams become a reality. She spent a year carefully overseeing a renovation job that brought contemporary updates to the home while maintaining its original details. Even though the project went over budget by almost two hundred grand, Stan never complained once to Lisa. Except during Thanksgiving 2018, but Stan complained about a lot of things that day. He was drunk before the turkey was even halfway cooked, and because he had been mixing it up with his in-laws for two straight days, Lisa was not surprised when Stan let loose and went on a repetitive, foul mouthed, four minute tirade. He hasn’t spoken to his mother-in-law since. 

Stan took another sip from his coffee cup while admiring the rose bushes Lisa planted a few months after they moved into the house. He set the coffee cup on the railing and stretched his left hamstring, then his right. At forty-six, Stan was still blessed with an athletic body and handsome face that had barely changed in the last twenty years. His brown, wavy hair was longer than usual because it helped cover up his greying temples. Stan still drank at least four nights a week, but he worked out nearly every day and still could impress his three sons by dunking a basketball. 

Stan walked down the five porch steps and strolled up his driveway. He looked at the pirate ship float and seemed pleased. Randy Daugherty, his t-shirt covered in paint, didn’t notice Stan approaching because he was focused on painting the right side of the float. Like Stan, Randy had defied middle-age. He was one year older than Stan but his round baby face made him look like he was in his early thirties. Unlike Stan, Randy was African-American and had a college degree. Randy also graduated from law school with hopes of being a lawyer in a big city, but instead he’d been practicing law in Whisper Dunes for the past twelve years. Randy may have looked younger than Stan, but he struggled to keep off the belly fat. Compared to Stan, Randy was only a moderate drinker, yet he had a big beer belly. The result of working too many hours and struggling to find time to exercise, even a little.

Randy continued to paint with laser focus. Stan was standing two feet away, sipping his coffee while fidgeting with his balls, but Randy didn’t notice. Stan seemed mesmerized for a moment by Randy’s quick brush strokes. Having already spent most of the last three days working on the float, the close friends had run out of things to talk about. 

Stan walked over to the makeshift plywood table. On the table was an architectural design drawing of the float, along with a dozen empty beer cans, an iPhone, and a JBL portable speaker. Stan picked up the iPhone and selected a song. Pearl Jam’s, “Seven O’Clock,” started to blare from the speaker. Stan bobbed his head as he put a construction belt around his waist. 

After looking over a few different tools, Stan finally grabbed a nail gun from the table and walked over to Randy while his head continued to bob along to the PJ song. “I drove past the marina yesterday,” Stan said. “That thirty-eight-foot speed boat is still for sale. Duane said he’s in, we’re just looking for a third partner to close the deal.” 

Randy stopped painting and stepped back to inspect his work. “Stan, if I wanted to know what it felt like to own a boat, I’d sit in a cold bath and burn hundred dollar bills every weekend.”

Stan looked disappointed. Randy finally turned and met Stan’s angry gaze. “There’s more to life than saving for retirement,” Stan said. 

A man in his early fifties was walking his big German Shepherd past Stan’s house. He stopped and analyzed the front yard. He shook his head in disgust. The disgruntled man finally looked in Stan’s direction and shouted, “Hey, Zbikowski! I’ve seen better looking lawns in downtown Detroit! Ever heard of weed killer?”

“Yes, I have. It contaminates our drinking water and causes a variety of cancers. But don’t worry, Bob, while you stay busy in your man cave listening to podcasts and jerking off to the latest superhero movie, the few adults left on Earth will keep focusing on important issues. Like trying to figure out a way to prevent our planet from burning.”

Bob was unable to hide his embarrassment, but he was able to muster up the courage to flip Stan the bird. He then lowered his head as if he’d already forgotten about the confrontation and continued his walk. Stan glanced at Randy for a reaction. “You know, I have a theory about people who obsess over their lawns,” Randy said. 

“I know, you’ve told me. It’s spot on. You could host your own podcast on that theory. But your too damn classy to go and host a podcast.”

Randy was about to say something but got distracted by his ringing phone. He looked at his phone to check the caller ID then answered. “Hey, Duane. Did you get the boards? Hang on.” Randy looked at Stan and said, “He stopped at Lucky Dogs. Do you want a chili cheese dog or a Chicago dog?” 

“Two Chicago dogs, and tell him to pick up a case of beer.”

“Make that two chili cheese dogs and two Chicago dogs, and pick up a case of beer on the way back,” Randy said into his phone. “Yeah, Stan already brought up the boat...again. Not interested, pal. Because I can barely afford to take my family to Wisconsin Dells every summer. Duane, I’m done discussing the fucking boat.” Randy pressed the “end call” icon and put his phone back on the table. 

Stan looked ready to continue the boat conversation, but his demeanor quickly changed at the sight of a maroon Chrysler mini-van pulling into the driveway. Stan looked uneasy. He turned down the music then glanced at Randy. “If Lisa asks, tell her I just got home.” 

“I can’t lie to my own wife, how the heck am I supposed to lie to yours?”

“I got an idea, how about you practice by lying to my wife?” 

Randy looked perturbed as he turned his back on Stan and started painting an area on the float that didn’t need more paint. Randy avoided confrontations whenever possible. He knew Stan might try to drag him into his ensuing confrontation with Lisa, so he pretended to be deeply focused on his paint job. 

Lisa Zbikowski stepped out of the mini-van and walked toward Stan. Lisa was forty-seven and a natural beauty who seemed to become more beautiful with each passing year. She was five feet six inches with long brown hair and a skinny frame. When she found a reason to flash her big smile, Lisa looked like she was still in her early twenties. At least that’s what Stan liked to tell her. 

Stan forced an uneasy smile as Lisa approached. But before he could tell her how good she looked in her belted yellow summer dress, the sliding door of the mini-van opened and Stan and Lisa’s youngest son, Brendan, exited the van. The eight-year-old headed straight for the house while staring at his phone.

“Hey, Brendan, how was camp?”

“Fine,” Brendan said as he stared at his phone. 

“How about a hug, big fella?”

Stan let out a frustrated sigh just as Brendan entered the house through the kitchen door. He looked over at Lisa and said, “Ever since you got him that damn phone, he stopped giving me hugs.” 

“Stan, this is how all teenagers act.”

“That is total horseshit,” Stan said. 

“Hi, Randy,” Lisa said with a smile.

“Hey, Lisa.”

“What a tragedy that my son would rather stare at that mind fucking device instead of stopping to have a quick chat with his old man. It’s not his fault though. The entire human race is controlled by those machines now. If it were up to me...”

Lisa knew exactly what Stan was going to say, so much so that she mouthed the words to herself as Stan continued: “I’d ban smartphones and social media. The only solution to preventing our society from crumbling.”

Randy nodded in agreement as a discouraged look appeared on his face. “The smartphones have destroyed human relationships, and the human experience. People are no longer attached to their real feelings because they can’t think for themselves anymore. We gotta face facts, humans are controlled and violated by their smartphones, except for the few brave souls who refuse to own one.”

“I only have one because I’m a realtor. I don’t have a choice. But if I did, I’d go back to using a walkie-talkie.”

“You can’t hack a walkie-talkie or a fax machine,” Randy said. 

“Fuckin A.”

Lisa glanced at Randy and asked, “How are your girls doing?”

Randy’s face lit up with an excited smile. “Oh, they’re both fantastic. Sophie just got back from the Princeton Math Camp, and Zooey’s almost fluent in Italian. She’s only ten and can already speak three languages.” 

Lisa looked impressed as she flashed a smile. “That’s incredible.”

Randy exhaled slowly through his nose. It was evident to Lisa that he seemed a bit emotional. “Well, having an amazing mom helps quite a bit,” Randy said in a sincere tone. 

Lisa’s kind smile vanished as she was suddenly overwhelmed with the thought that she wasn’t doing enough to encourage her three boys to reach their full potential. God knows Stan wasn’t any help in this department. He taught his boys how to add and subtract by analyzing point spreads in football and basketball games. 

Lisa’s cold eyes regarded her husband, who was loading nails into the nail gun.  “Why aren’t you at work, Stan?”

Without hesitation, Stan said, “I took the afternoon off so I can help Randy and Duane with the float. It’s kind of a make or break day for us.” 

Lisa folded her arms as she glanced at all the beer cans on the table. Randy looked just as uneasy as Stan did. Lisa acted more surprised than disappointed as her brown eyes finally met her husband’s shaky gaze. “I’m surprised there were no E.R. visits today.” 

“Most of those are Duane’s,” Stan said. “He went home to sleep it off.”

Lisa’s eyes narrowed as she stared at Stan. She was thinking about the last time she had to rush Stan to the E.R. after he almost cut his index finger off with a Swiss Army knife the kids had gotten him for Christmas. The most recent trip was two summers ago when Stan broke his ankle after falling off the float in the middle of the 4th of July parade.

“Don’t give me that look, Lisa. I can broker deals from home just as well as I can from the office. Probably better actually.”

Once a very patient woman, Lisa’s patience and even respect for Stan had eroded over the past twenty years of marriage. Stan was well aware that Lisa took pretty much everything he said with a grain of salt. They still loved each other though. Still found time to go on their weekly date night. Still made love—sometimes as often as five times a week—but the relationship had suffered through the years. Mainly over trust issues. 

“Don’t get cocky, yesterday was a fluke,” Lisa said dryly. 

Randy glanced at Stan with curious eyes. “What happened yesterday?”

“I sold my biggest commercial property ever, and I suddenly got multiple bids on that 200 acre lot south of M28,” Stan said. He looked surprised, almost as if he still didn’t believe the big deal actually happened.  

Impressed, Randy nodded and asked, “Who were the buyers?”

“No idea. A trust was used to buy the mix-use building and four different trusts submitted offers to buy the 200 acres.” 

Randy lowered his head as an uneasy thought crossed his mind. Lisa walked over to Stan, put her hands on his waist, and flashed a slight smile. “I’ll be the happiest woman in Whisper Dunes when you find someone to buy the 5,000 acres earmarked for the spaceport site.” 

“Yeah, that’s a little trickier, honey. All that land has been in a trust for the past forty years. I’ve yet to meet anyone who knows the actual owner of that land.”

Terry Lutterbach walked up the driveway. At fifty-six he was still a fit looking fella, who looked like he just finished playing golf. In fact, Terry always looked like he just finished playing golf, even in the dead of winter. He gave Lisa a long look as he slowly made his way up the driveway. Lisa diverted her eyes from Stan and spotted Terry approaching. “Hey, gang,” Terry said in his deep, raspy, voice. “How’s everyone doing?”

“Hi, Terry,” Lisa said. 

Stan nodded and smiled before he said, “Afternoon, Deacon. Hitting the links before you volunteer at the soup kitchen?” 

Terry cracked a smile at Stan before he turned his attention to Lisa. 

“Can I borrow you for ten minutes, Lisa? I’m getting new plush carpeting in the basement and I’ve narrowed it down to three colors. I’d love to get your opinion.”

“Sure.”

“Super.”

Terry faked a smile as he glanced at Stan and Randy. He then regarded the pirate ship float for a few seconds before he flashed an energetic thumbs up. “Float looks terrific, guys. Really something.” 

“Thanks, Deacon Terry. It’s been a team effort,” Stan said. Randy, however, couldn’t bring himself to say a word, or even nod at the Deacon. 

Lisa walked with Terry toward his house, which happened to be next door. You couldn’t see the house though because it was fifty yards away and there were a few hundred pine trees between the Zbikowski house and Deacon Terry’s house. 

Randy closely watched Terry and Lisa as they walked down the driveway and made a left down the street. When they were out of sight, Randy turned his attention to Stan. “I don’t know how you can trust Lisa around a guy like that.” 

Stan looked genuinely confused. “What are you talking about?”

“Your friendly new neighbor wants to do the forbidden polka dance with your beautiful wife.”

Stan closed his eyes in frustration. His right hand slid down his face as he took a deep breath through his nose. He finally said, “I think you’re fishing in an empty swimming pool with that theory.”

“Trust me. Terry would like nothing more than to put his banana in your wife’s fruit salad.”

“You’re nuts! The man’s a Deacon for Christ’s sake!”

Randy’s eyes widened as he regarded Stan. “Did you see the way he looked at Lisa? Trust me, he’s into your wife...Big time.”

Stan started to consider the possibility that Randy might be right. He was suddenly overcome with a disgusting image in his mind, which led his emotional state to be upended by a tidal wave of jealousy. In hopes of calming down, Stan was forced to take short, deep breaths.  

“The only reason Fr. Carey hired Deacon Lutterbach is so that he can take more weekends off in the summer. Who knows if he’s even a real Deacon...he acts more like a yacht broker if you ask me,” Randy said. 

Stan nodded in agreement. “I think he acts more like a fucking golf pro.” 

“Even worse.”

Stan clenched his jaw. He turned toward Lutterbach’s house as his mind started to produce images that he didn’t want to see. He struggled to take a breath as another sexually explicit image popped into his mind, based on the worst case scenario. Stan shook the gut wrenching image from his brain and started walking quickly through the pine tree forest. Stan and Randy walked across a narrow dirt trail covered in pine needles. With each step on the pine needle trail, the sharp, minty smell cooled Stan’s nostrils while also comforting his fragile state of mind. The scent was fast fleeting, but it didn’t matter  because ever since Stan was a young boy the smell of pine needles always brought him serenity. The infuriating, vomit inducing images of Deacon Terry caressing his wife’s big breasts while bending her over the kitchen counter and taking her from behind had been replaced with images of Christmas morning from Stan’s youth. Stan took his first easy breath in over two minutes as he thought back to that precious Christmas morning when he got a Lionel electric train set. His dad helped him set it up around the Christmas tree. Stan and his two brothers spent the rest of the morning watching in awe as the train moved around the seven-foot blue spruce. 

The smell of pine needles faded as they reached the end of the trail. Stan and Randy moved quickly across Deacon Terry’s backyard. With the aid of cancer-causing chemicals, the lawn was incredibly well cared for and had just been cut by a reliable lawn care service. 

Stan locked eyes with Randy and pointed at the window next to the chimney on the side of the house. Randy nodded and followed closely behind Stan as he jogged toward the east side of Deacon Terry’s two-story brick house. The house was built in the mid-90’s by the most respected home builder in Marquette County. Unlike most brick houses built in the 90’s, this one stood out because it wasn’t ugly. 

Stan and Randy reached the side of the house and exchanged another look. Randy hunched down so he could look through the window next to the chimney. He spent about thirty seconds peeking through the window. “I don’t see them,” Randy said. He turned around but Stan was out of sight. 

Stan, without really considering his options, walked down the steps that led to the walk-out basement. He had sold the house twice, including most recently to Deacon Terry, and knew the home’s layout. Stan reached for the door knob of the steel, windowless, door. The door was unlocked to Stan’s surprise, but he hesitated to enter. He finally put his hand back on the door knob just as the door opened from the inside. 

“Jesus!” Deacon Terry said. 

Lisa and Terry both looked startled at the sight of Stan. He acted casual as he glanced at Lisa then Terry, but his forehead was covered in beads of sweat, heightening the awkwardness of the situation. Lisa caught her breath and blurted out, “What the hell are you doing, Stan?!” 

Stan refused to make eye contact with Lisa. His eyes were focused on Terry, who stood there with a not-so-bright look on his face. Stan finally glanced at Lisa before his eyes moved back to Terry. “Well, if Deacon Terry can borrow my incredibly beautiful wife for a carpet color debate, I thought I could ask the good Deacon if I can borrow a paint brush. What do you say, Terry, can I borrow a paint brush? Duane used my brush yesterday, but forgot to rinse the paint off so now it’s rock hard. Can’t paint with a hard brush.”

Terry’s eyes widened as he finally got the courage to look Stan in the eyes. In his mind, Stan thought Terry looked like a man who was hiding something. Terry finally forced a friendly smile and said, “Sure, Stan. No, problemo.” 

Stan grinned as he kept his suspicious eyes on Deacon Terry. “Thanks, Deacon Terry. I’ll be working on the float all afternoon so bring it over when you can.”

Lisa glanced at Stan with her angry eyes as she walked past him. She moved quickly up the stairs and back to their house. The uncomfortable situation grew more tense as Stan and Terry locked eyes. Neither man blinked, but as soon as Stan’s nostrils started to flare, Terry blurted out, “Tell you what...wait right here and I’ll get you a brush. A brand new one.”

“Okey-doke.”

Stan stood alone in the doorway. “Fuckin Randy,” he mumbled to himself. He couldn’t help but think that if it wasn’t for Randy trying to convince him that Deacon Terry was a world-class womanizer, he wouldn’t be in this situation right now. Stan scratched the stubble of hair on his chin. That’s not to say Randy’s personality profile of Deacon Terry was incorrect. Stan was thinking, ever since Deacon Terry moved next door he was always overtly nice whenever he was around Lisa. Stan hated how Lisa always laughed at Deacon Terry’s well rehearsed jokes.  

Stan’s mind started to wander back to the time when he was convinced Lisa was cheating on him. For almost six months, Stan had this awful feeling that his wife was sleeping with not one, but two other men. The hostility between them peaked when Stan finally accused Lisa to her face of cheating on him with his brother and his former mentor, who’s now deceased. The weird thing was, Lisa didn’t deny the accusations at first. Instead, she kicked Stan out of the house and they didn’t speak for two days. Through Stan’s other brother, he learned that Lisa had been busy planning his surprise 40th birthday party for the past six months, which was why she was acting so secretively. 

Although no longer a surprise, the party went on as planned. Stan felt bad and apologized more than once, but it didn’t matter. The circle of trust between Lisa and Stan had been broken. Throughout Stan’s 40th birthday party Lisa barely spoke to him. Stan couldn’t even remember if she wished him a happy birthday. They posed for a few photos throughout the night before Lisa started drinking copious amounts of red wine. Before he had a chance to blow out his forty birthday candles, Stan found his wife passed out in the guest bedroom on the first floor. Lisa was still wearing the sexy white summer dress she bought just for the special night.

The trust issues between Stan and Lisa have persisted ever since. In hopes of taking a step toward restoring the circle of trust in their marriage, Stan had considered telling Lisa about that night when Dr. Marquette tried to give him a handjob. He spent a lot of time thinking about it, but ultimately decided that nothing good could possibly come from telling Lisa about that night. 

Terry finally appeared with the paint brush. “Here you go,” Terry said as he handed Stan the paint brush. He patiently waited for his thank you. 

Stan nodded and finally said, “I’ll be sure to wash it and return it when I finish.” 

“Keep it.”

Stan stared at Deacon Terry with suspicious eyes. He had no intention of returning the brush, but still managed a barely audible, “Thanks.”

––––––––
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Lisa leaned her lower back against the kitchen island, waiting for Stan’s arrival. Since before they were married she knew that Stan was a passionate man, who could get jealous on occasion. As she stood alone in her quiet kitchen, Lisa thought about how she loved that Stan still got jealous. It turned her on. Of course, that’s not something she would ever tell Stan. She put her long brown hair in a high ponytail as she continued to wait for Stan’s arrival. In the early years of their relationship when Lisa would put her hair in a high ponytail it was her signal to Stan that she was in the mood to give him a blowjob. Now, the high ponytail signaled to Stan that his wife was furious with him. 

Lisa flashed an angry look at Stan as he finally entered through the back door. “You are such an asshole,” Lisa shouted. Stan knew Lisa would be waiting for him but still struggled to find the right words to explain himself. “I can’t believe you were spying on me.”

Stan did not hide his embarrassment. He nervously licked his lips then finally got the courage to look Lisa in the eyes. “You know, right now I could easily say I really did come over there to borrow a paint brush, but that would be a lie. I’m sorry, Lisa. That was a stupid thing to do.”

“We’ve been married almost twenty years, and I’ve been nothing but a loving, faithful wife, who hasn’t even come close to fucking another man.” 

Stan furrowed his eyebrows as he tilted his head. “Wait, on a scale of one to ten, how close have you come?”

“Fuck you, Stan!”

“Okay, I deserve that.”

Lisa blushed with guilt. She felt bad for saying fuck you and considered apologizing for a moment but ended up not saying anything.  

Lisa and Stan stared at each other for almost a minute. The silence wasn’t uncomfortable, instead it seemed to relax them both. Lisa felt her anger dissipating, replaced by a sudden desire to make love to her husband. She was about to step toward him, but instead, Lisa turned and walked slowly out of the kitchen.  

Stan, also turned on by the silence, followed Lisa through the living room and up the stairs, like a helpless, insecure puppy.

“Lisa, I trust you with my life. I have no reason to doubt you.”

“Then why did you creep over to Terry’s and spy on us?”

Stan followed Lisa down the long hallway, the original wood floor creaking with each step, and into their master bedroom. 

“I’m sorry I did that. That was a mistake, but Randy got in my head. He made me think that Terry has the hots for you and was going to make a move. I guess his insecurities finally rubbed off on me.”

Lisa looked surprised to hear this. “Really? Randy made you think that Deacon Terry has the hots for me?”

Stan nodded then ran his fingers through his hair. “I swear, I think he’s having marital problems. He’s been acting weird the past few months.” 

“How so?”

“He’s more guarded than usual. When I’m talking to him I can tell his mind is somewhere else.”

Stan tried to mask his surprise as Lisa started undressing in front of him. “Has he talked about his marriage with you lately?” 

“God, no. We both consider it bad luck to talk about our marriages.”

Lisa removed her bra and tossed it on the queen-size sleigh bed with a rustic cherry finish. Stan took a slow breath through his nose as he stared at Lisa’s large, teardrop shaped breasts. She could see that her husband was quickly becoming aroused. Lisa had undressed in front of Stan thousands of times, but each and every time his eyes would narrow slowly as he looked Lisa up and down. Stan stood before his wife, completely awestruck, as if he was seeing her naked for the first time. Lisa noticed and always appreciated how Stan was able to remind her how beautiful she was with his eyes. It was the gratitude and admiration Stan conveyed to Lisa with his eyes that kept her in love with him.

Stan was both aroused and confused as he watched his naked wife remove her silver watch followed by her one-carat diamond wedding ring. Stan bought Lisa the ninety-dollar watch for her thirtieth birthday. Lisa and Stan both believed that buying an expensive watch was equivalent to walking around with your bank statements taped to your forehead. 

As soon as Lisa’s brown eyes met Stan’s gaze he pulled off his shirt and went to unbuckle his belt. Lisa put her hands on her narrow hips and said, “What are you doing?” 

“What do you mean, what am I doing? Aren’t we having makeup sex right now?”

Lisa was perfectly still as her eyes looked Stan up and down. She closed her left eye and tilted her head to left. She never got tired of teasing Stan. Lisa finally let out a long, “Hmmm.”

“I am so hard right now, I could dent the bottom of a family-size baked bean can.”

Lisa walked slowly over to the dresser and grabbed her hair brush. “Stan, we can’t have makeup sex every time we have an argument.” 

Stan watched Lisa brush her hair for a moment before he said, “Dr. Calloway has been very clear about the importance of makeup sex in our relationship. Makeup sex is an enriching reminder of the love and passion we still have for each other. Her words, not mine.”

Lisa rolled her eyes as she stopped brushing her hair. She turned toward Stan and said, “Oh, give me a break. We went through four therapists before you finally found one who strongly advocates for makeup sex.” 

“Dr. Calloway is the best damn therapist we’ve ever worked with and you know it. Please, Lisa...if I didn’t have a bum knee I’d be on my knees begging.”

Stan’s eyes moved slowly from Lisa’s sun-kissed breasts down to her ankles and back to her beautiful face. She slowly turned her back on Stan and looked at herself in the full length, arched mirror as she went back to brushing her long brown hair. Even though it wasn’t even mid-summer, Lisa’s skin was tan with no white lines. The result of taking advantage of the warmer than usual June and sunbathing naked on the back deck whenever Stan was at work and her kids were at camp. 

“How’s your summer chore list coming along?”

Stan was in a trance state of arousal while he watched Lisa brush her hair. She brushed with a delicate rhythm that looked like it might come to a stop after each brush. The tingling sensation covered Stan’s skull then moved slowly down his neck.

“Stan? The summer chore list. How’s it coming?”

The thought of doing a single chore broke Stan from his trance. 

“I plan on knocking out at least four chores this weekend, which should get me to the halfway mark.”

Lisa set the brush on the dresser and glanced at herself in the mirror before she turned around and faced Stan. She met his gaze before glancing at Stan’s erection. Lisa sighed, bit her lower lip, then said, “Give me five minutes to wash my hair then you can join me.” 

Stan let out a sigh of relief. He smiled and nodded as he watched his gorgeous wife walk slowly into their master bathroom. He glanced at his watch and said, “See ya in five, hon. And don’t worry about me, I’ll keep it up.” 

Stan’s phone started to ring. He glanced at the screen but the number was blocked. Stan’s first instinct was to let it go to voicemail, but after the fourth ring he answered his phone thinking it might be a potential client interested in his latest listing. Realtor rule number one: always answer your phone when an unknown number pops up on the screen. Stan said, “Zbikowski Group, Stan speaking.”

After a few seconds he heard a familiar voice. “Hello, Stan...it’s Bianca.” 

Like a bridegroom who just farted in church as he finished the last sentence of his marriage vows, Stan blushed and his knees buckled. He was forced to sit on the edge of the bed before he could utter a word. His face was tomato red and his chest was tight. Stan took a few deep breaths before he quietly said, “Hello, Dr. Marquette.” 

Bianca didn’t say anything for a few seconds. That was the first time Stan had ever called her Dr. Marquette. Bianca finally started talking and told Stan that she was in town and wanted to meet. Stan cut her off mid-sentence and said he had to run. But before he hung up to join Lisa in the shower, he told Bianca to try him again tomorrow.
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Denise Lyons stood near the double-hung window in her bedroom that let in the most sunlight. Her back was to the window as she stared at her phone. The curtains were about halfway open, allowing the late afternoon sun to light up most of the spacious bedroom and warm Denise’s long back, which like the rest of her body was tan from spending most of her summer afternoons at the beach. Denise had turned thirty-five a week earlier but easily could pass for a woman in her mid-twenties. She was a unique beauty who attracted long looks, from men and women, wherever she happened to be walking. But it was her piercing blue eyes that were the first thing anyone noticed when they looked at her face. Before a person became awestruck admiring her beautiful face with high cheek bones and a seemingly perfect jaw line, they stood flatfooted and mesmerized as they stared at her blue eyes that twinkled like expertly cut blue sapphires. If you saw her face or body in a photograph you would immediately suspect that the photograph had been extensively photoshopped. Denise stood at five-ten and had a perfectly sculpted body, the result of instructing two pilates classes a day, six days a week. She also instructed a clothing-optional hot yoga class three nights a week for select students. 

The popular pilates and yoga classes—they were always full—took place in the ground-floor studio, directly below her apartment. Denise had rented both the studio space and the only apartment in the building for the past four years. The two-story brick building, built in 1890, was located on a quiet tree-lined street about three blocks from the lakefront. 

Denise, wearing turquoise yoga pants and a black square-neck tank top, looked tense as she walked slowly around the bedroom while searching for a particular video on her phone. Her spacious bedroom, with a ten-foot ceiling, consisted of a four poster king-sized bed with a headboard and canopy, matching light brown nightstands each with a Tiny Terri round accent lamp, and a long dresser that was purchased recently at a custom furniture shop. The white walls were bare except for a twenty-four-by-thirty painting depicting a pack of wolves in a snowy forest, which hung on the wall above the dresser.  

Denise finally found the video she was looking for on her phone. She was about to email the video to Canadianpicklelover@gmail.com but she hesitated. What she was about to do was something she had done many times before, but suddenly she was overwhelmed with guilt. This was not a feeling she was used to experiencing. Denise glanced at the fresh cut yellow daisies in the glass vase on her nightstand for a moment. She closed her eyes tightly for a few seconds, and when she opened her eyes she tapped the “send email” icon on her phone. She tossed her phone onto the bed and quickly put her long and wavy sandy-blond hair in a pony tail. She then got herself into a difficult yoga pose—the destroyer of the universe. Denise stayed in the pose for exactly one minute before disentangling her body from the difficult pose and standing upright. Denise then slowly bent down, touched her toes, and held the pose for ten seconds. She stood back up, closed her eyes, and tilted her head right then left. 

Denise walked tall with her shoulders back, from her bedroom to the open kitchen of her apartment. The old wood floors creaked with nearly every step, but because Denise lived alone in the only apartment in the building, there was no one to hear the creaky floors, or the rock music she liked to play very loud in the morning, or the moaning and screaming that echoed off the bedroom walls most nights. Denise glanced at her watch, fourteen minutes until her next pilates class started. 

––––––––
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Randy sat behind the desk in his small, messy office. He slurped diet root beer through a paper straw as he stared at his laptop computer. Randy was not a well-paid lawyer and had the office to prove it. His shabby office was on the second floor of a two-story building on Front Street. Built during the late 19th century during the Upper Peninsula’s golden era, fueled by the mining boom of iron ore and copper, the ornate building originally housed an Irish pub on the first floor and a high-end brothel on the second floor. But now the building was in desperate need of basic repairs and hadn’t been updated since the early eighties. The first floor was occupied by a four person accounting firm. Before Mulcahy & Associates took over the lease, the space was occupied by a now disgraced chiropractor. 

Daugherty Law Group was stenciled on the frosted glass door that led to his office, but Randy was the only one practicing law in the group. Not that long ago, he did have two associate attorneys and a secretary, but they left for better-paying gigs in Green Bay. Randy’s law practice focused on workers’ comp, but a few years ago, thanks to a referral by Stan, he became the sole legal advisor to Russ Tillinghast, the longtime mayor of Whisper Dunes. The advisor role only paid Randy a thousand dollars a week, and most of that money went toward paying off his student loan debt. Although last year, Randy used some of that money to finance a romantic weekend getaway with his wife to Traverse City. 

Randy’s parents encouraged him to go to law school in case his dream of becoming a novelist didn’t work out. They reminded him constantly that some of the most successful novelists of all time had become lawyers before they wrote their first novel. By the time Randy graduated from Wayne State Law School, his artistic dreams were crushed by the pressure to find a job so he could start paying off his massive student loan debt. 

Unlike his two best friends, Stan and Duane, Randy still cared what other people thought about him. He was one of those kids who hated to disappoint his parents. But now it was his wife and two daughters whom he desperately tried not to disappoint. 

Randy took a big bite from his turkey sub sandwich then grabbed his phone off the desk. He took another bite while scrolling through emails on his phone. The desk was littered with manila folders and large binders, but he was able to find a spot for his forty-eight-ounce diet root beer and his twelve-inch sub. He squinted his eyes as he continued to scroll through the emails. Randy’s thumb stopped moving as soon as he came across the email from Denise. Finding an email from Denise Lyons clearly caught him off guard. Randy had never received an email from Denise. Even stranger, he had never shared his email address with her. He looked uneasy as his index finger tapped opened Denise’s email. Just as he tapped the video link, he slurped the rest of the diet root beer from his giant cup.

Upon hearing Denise’s voice yell, “Slap my ass! Slap it, Randy! Slap it harder, you little bitch!” Randy spit out the diet root beer all over the legal documents on his desk. His wide eyes froze, along with the rest of his body, as he watched the sex video for another ten seconds. Randy looked like he might pass out as Denise screamed, “Fuck me like I’m your ex-girlfriend from college!”

“I don’t have an ex-girlfriend from college!”

––––––––
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Denise stood in her kitchen wearing a black silk robe that was loosely tied. She had no expression on her face as she reached for the blueberry smoothie on the kitchen island. Randy stood on the other side of the kitchen island. His face twitched with a tidal wave of emotions. Denise flashed a sly grin right before taking a long sip of her blueberry smoothie.

Randy’s hands clutched the edge of the butcher block countertop. Denise watched in amusement as he started to dry heave. While waiting for Randy to catch his breath, she used her right thumb to wipe the blueberry smoothie from her top lip. 

“If you’re going to throw up, please hurry to the bathroom,” Denise said. She casually took another sip from her smoothie. Randy closed his eyes and took a long, deep breath, which allowed him to finally gather his thoughts. 

“Want a sip?”

Randy’s eyes narrowed as he regarded Denise. He stared into her big blue eyes for almost a minute before he finally said, “When did you make this video?”

Denise gave Randy a smart ass look. “Well, obviously when we were fucking.” 

“I’m mean, why...why would you secretly record us having sex?”

Denise regarded Randy, thinking she’d give him at least a minute to come up with the answer to his question. Randy started to become overwhelmed with emotions again, and Denise knew that he had figured out the answer. Randy processed the worst case scenario then said, in a barely audible tone, “Are you trying to blackmail me?” 

Denise’s right eye narrowed while her left eye twinkled with bewilderment. “I’m not trying to blackmail you. I am blackmailing you.” 

Randy lowered his head in agony. He thought for a second that maybe he should start ripping her place apart in hopes of finding the sex tape. He outweighed Denise by over a hundred pounds. She couldn’t stop me, could she? Then Randy quickly recalled how Denise had dominated him during each of their encounters in bed. Denise was strong and limber from head to toe. Randy knew he had no chance if things got physical. 

“I also got great footage of you eating kale chips off my tits.”

“That was your idea!”

“I thought you’d have fun with it. You didn’t want to do any lines off my tits so I thought my homemade kale chips were the next best thing.”

“I’ve never done cocaine in my life!”

“Good for you. But if you ever want to do a few bumps off my tits, just ask.” 

Randy shook his head in disgust. 

“Okay, lets get down to business,” Denise said. “I’m pretty sure that if your wife ever saw the video of me playing with your sturdy cock, she would get the sudden urge to divorce you. Even if she happened to hire the worst divorce attorney in the world, the sex tape will guarantee that your wife gets half of all your assets, and full custody of your two kids.”

Randy started to get light-headed as his knees began to shake. He pressed his hands on the countertop to prevent a hard fall to the floor. He winced in pain while trying to get his breathing under control. He was about to hyperventilate until a vivid image suddenly came into his mind. His breathing slowed down and his mind stopped racing as he envisioned walking on the beach with his wife, hand in hand. Randy looked at Denise and quietly said, “I love my wife...very much. Please...”

Denise interrupted Randy with a loud laugh. Not in a mocking way, just surprised. “Well, I really hope it works out between you two.”

Randy looked embarrassed. He thought he might cry so he glanced toward the living room until he got control of his emotions. “I made a mistake, Denise. My wife and two girls are all I care about. Please don’t destroy my life.” 

Denise suddenly had the desire to comfort Randy. She reached across the counter and gently grabbed his hand. “I’m not looking to ruin your life, Randy.”

Randy looked at Denise with confused eyes. He wanted to believe her, but didn’t. 

“Don’t feel bad. You’d be hard pressed to find any man who enjoys having sex with his wife after twenty years of marriage. That would be like bumping into someone at a bar who enjoys drinking tequila endorsed by a celebrity, who doesn’t drink alcohol.” 

“My wife is the only woman I’ve ever desired to be with. Oh, and I don’t drink tequila.”

“That’s sweet. I mean that. Word of advice, if you ever get the urge to try tequila, do yourself a favor and avoid tequila that’s endorsed by a celebrity. They all taste like possum piss mixed with lighter fluid.” 

Randy finally started to have some clear thoughts that allowed him to speak with conviction. “I never had any desire to be with you. But you invited me up here after that hot yoga class and hypnotized me with your perfect breasts. The only reason I even showed up to that class was because you offered me a two week free trial that night you drove me home after we got shitfaced at Stuckos Pub.” 

Denise finished the rest of her blueberry smoothie. As Randy watched her slowly lick her lips, he couldn’t help but think that the situation made no sense. Why would Denise blackmail me? I don’t have any money. 

Denise singed up her robe and smirked as she noticed the beads of sweat covering Randy’s forehead. “Sure you don’t want me to make you a blueberry smoothie?” 

Randy’s eyes narrowed as he looked down at the countertop in a daze. He was angry with himself and very confused as to how he ended up in this position. Randy loved his wife very much, and had never considered cheating on her. He lifted his head up and looked Denise in the eyes. He realized that he was dealing with a very cold, calculating woman. Until this encounter, Denise had been nothing but sweet and carefree around Randy. He’d always been self-conscious around women, but Denise made him feel at ease. Now that he thought about it, maybe it was Denise’s cannabis infused kale chips that made him so comfortable around her. 

Randy tried to compose himself in hopes he wouldn’t completely lose control of his emotions again. “I thought you were this incredibly sweet-natured woman. You’re so casual and carefree about everything. I honestly believed you were one of those unique women who doesn’t realize how beautiful you are.” 

Denise looked dumbfounded. “What? No, I’m well aware that I’m the most beautiful woman in any room I enter. I’ve been aware of that fact since I was eighteen.”

“I only know you as this kind, gentle woman, who’s full of positive energy. I just can’t believe that I’m now looking into the eyes of a cunning, cold-hearted monster who set out to ruin my life.”

Denise felt a lump in her throat, but flashed a hard look to prevent herself from conveying any remorse or compassion. She kept her eyes on Randy as she walked around the kitchen island and sat on the bucket bar stool. Thinking he could give his shaky knees a break, Randy sat down on the other bucket bar stool. He eased into the teal blue leather-upholstered stool that swiveled, but Randy was in no mood to swivel. He sat perfectly still and upright in the stool while giving Denise a blank look. 

“I didn’t set out to ruin your life, Randy. Every man I’ve ever met would have given up just about anything to get a chance to spend the night with me. But I only start a relationship with a man if he has something I truly want.” 

A confused look crossed Randy’s face. Thoughts started spinning around his head before he stopped the crazy thoughts with two blunt questions. Since the beginning of time, many, many men have been blackmailed by a beautiful woman. But don’t only important men get seduced and blackmailed by beautiful women? I’m an underpaid attorney, who still has student loans to pay off. I’m barely in the middle class. What the hell could I possibly have that she wants? 

Denise took a long, hard look at Randy, who still seemed to be having an internal conversation with himself. She was no longer trying to be sexy, or sweet. She had morphed into a cold, cunning woman. She looked like a judge who was about to sentence a person to life in prison, albeit a judge who was only wearing a small black robe that was barely covering her perfect breasts. “Other than the mayor, you are the only person in this town that has access to the feasibility report,” she said. 

The confused look still hung on Randy’s face. “I’m an attorney for the city of Whisper Dunes and top advisor to the mayor, I read lots of feasibility reports. I’m afraid you’ll have to be more specific.”

Denise leaned her body forward. Her face was now only inches from Randy’s bulbous nose. She looked him in the eyes and said, “I’m talking about that bullshit report from that non-profit science research institute.”

Randy’s blank stare didn’t give Denise any indication that he had read the report. 

“You know, the report that contradicts the Michigan Space Association’s claim that the proposed rocket spaceport will create an economic boom for the town.” 

Randy’s eyes slowly widened. He no longer looked confused or emotional. It all made sense now. Randy had never understood why Denise invited him up to her apartment after the hot yoga class and suddenly started going down on him while he was enjoying the best blueberry smoothie that he had ever tasted. After their first encounter, six months ago, Randy had considered the possibility that Denise was attracted to his winning personality, and his dry sense of humor, and even his dad bod. But now he knew exactly why Denise invited him up to her apartment and seduced him. Randy took an easy breath. He no longer felt embarrassed or dejected. He was a blackmail victim, but for some reason that fact gave him a certain confidence that he had never experienced before. Randy slowly scratched his chin, calmly looked at Denise and said, “Ahh, that feasibility report. Yes, I read the whole thing. It strongly recommends that the rocket launch spaceport not be built.”

“The mayor hasn’t read it yet, has he?”

“No. Mayor Tillinghast doesn’t like to read reports filled with charts and graphs. He only reads the reports that I tell him to read.”

Randy continued to stare at Denise as he thought about some of the hard truths in his life. Like nearing the age of fifty and still being years away from paying off his student loan debt from law school. Still driving a 2012 Ford Explorer with nearly two-hundred thousand miles on it. Still only able to afford to take his family to the Wisconsin Dells for vacation, but dammit, for the first time in a long time, Randy couldn’t help but feel important...really important. Like a powerful politician, or the CEO of a publicly traded company, or a banking executive, or the dean of admissions of an Ivy League school, Randy was the target of a well-conceived honey trap. 

Randy became so consumed with his thoughts that he was no longer looking at Denise. He was suddenly filled with a certain arrogant confidence that was unfamiliar to him. Randy looked to be enjoying the thoughts going through his mind. If only Dad were still alive to know that I was important enough to be caught in a honey trap. If there wasn’t video evidence, I highly doubt that any of my buddies, or my wife would believe that a beautiful woman, who should be working as a supermodel, would have the desire to seduce me in order to blackmail me. 

“Randy!”

He finally shook away his arrogant thoughts and looked into Denise’s big blue eyes. 

“How in God’s name did you get your hands on that report? Only the mayor and I have access to that report. Wait, are you screwing Russ too?”

Denise smiled as she pat Randy on the cheek. “No.”

Randy rubbed his chin as he stared at Denise with suspicious eyes. “Now why would a pilates instructor care about a feasibility report on a potential rocket launch spaceport? That just doesn’t add up.”

“That’s a fair question.” She slowly placed her right hand on Randy’s right thigh. “But the only thing you need to worry about is making sure that report isn’t made public before September 1st,” Denise said in a sexy voice. 

Randy looked uneasy as he glanced at Denise’s hand, which remained gripped firmly on his inner thigh. He grabbed Denise’s wrist and gently removed her hand from his thigh as he looked into her eyes. “According to the report, the annual revenue generated from a rocket launch spaceport would have the same revenue impact on our town as the addition of two fast food restaurants. A far cry from the 1,000 jobs the Michigan Space Association predicted would be created. The report strongly recommends that no investment be made in constructing and operating a rocket launch spaceport in Whisper Dunes, or any other town in the state of Michigan.”

Denise put her hand back on Randy’s thigh and leaned toward him until her lips were just a few inches from his lips. He could smell the blueberry smoothie on her breath as she inched closer. Randy looked intimidated, but couldn’t help himself from sneaking a peek at Denise’s round perky breasts as they popped out of her robe. “If you don’t want your wife to ever see those tasteful videos we made together then I recommend you bury that report.” 

Randy’s mouth became very dry. He struggled to swallow as Denise’s steely blue eyes stared him down. “If the mayor reads that report, or God forbid, it becomes public before September 1st, I’ll have no choice but to email your wife the videos of you putting your crooked cock into me.” 

Randy let out a long sigh as Denise leaned her body closer to him. Her breasts pressed against his chest, which caused Randy’s entire body to start perspiring. But to his credit, he did not get an erection. He stared at Denise and calmly said, “I’ll do everything in my power to bury that report for as long as I can. But we both know that the vast majority of people who live in Whisper Dunes strongly oppose a rocket launch spaceport being built here, or anywhere else in the U.P. Can you blame them? Who wants to see a heavy industrial rocket launch site on the coastline of the largest and cleanest freshwater lake on Earth?” 

Denise slowly pulled away from Randy as she closed her robe. “Want to know who? The geniuses at the largest space company in the world, and they don’t give a shit about a bunch of whining environmentalists,” she said in a cold tone. Having never heard her speak in that tone, Randy suddenly had goose bumps on the back of his neck.  

“Wait, do you secretly work for Space O?”

“Space O isn’t the largest space company in the world. Space D is.”

“Do you work for Space D?”

“No. It just so happens that my business partner owns the 5,000 acres along Lake Superior that Space D wants to build their rocket spaceport on.”

“Wait, I thought Beige Origin wants to buy the land for their spaceport.”

“They do, but Space D is going to outbid them. But they’ll only go through with the deal if we can get the town to agree to rezone the land. The planning commission scheduled the rezoning request for a public hearing on August 31st. As long as the report doesn’t become public before then, the zoning change will be approved the next day and Space D will pay my partner one hundred million for the land.”

Randy slowly scratched the stubble on his chin as he tried to play it cool. He finally said, “What’s in it for you?”

“I get ten million once the deal closes.” 

Randy, impressed, let out a long whistle. “That’s a lot of dough.”

Denise flashed her sexy smile and said, “Yes, it is.” 

Randy stood up from the chair and was ready to leave when Denise put her lips close to his left ear and whispered, “I hope you can find time to stop by soon for some fun on top of the feathers.” 

Randy’s eyes started to look around the kitchen, wondering if there might be a camera on him right now. He let out a long sigh as he regarded Denise. “You blackmailed me, and have threatened to ruin my life. I will follow your orders, Denise, but I want absolutely nothing to do with you. Understand?” 

Denise actually looked disappointed. She kept her eyes on Randy as she took off her robe and set it on his shoulder. “You’re a sweet guy, Randy. I really enjoyed fucking you,” Denise said jovially. “I’ll keep an open spot for you in my Wednesday-night hot yoga class, just in case you get the urge to pop in.” 

Randy’s face remained listless as he watched Denise walk toward her bedroom.

“I’m going to take a shower. Please lock the door on your way out, sweetie,” Denise said without turning around. Randy closed his eyes for a few seconds until he heard the bathroom door slam shut. He then pulled out his phone and looked at his calendar—July 5th: discuss spaceport feasibility study with Mayor Russ. Randy tapped the edit button and changed the meeting to September 7th. 
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Stan Zbikowski was awakened by his alarm clock that dated back to his college days. He rolled out of bed, wearing boxer shorts with faded Santa Clauses on them, and started doing pushups. Stan counted out loud, but as he got closer to thirty his arms started to fail him. “Twenty-six, twenty-seven...twenty-eight,” he shouted out as he ran out of breath and strength. Stan’s face was flushed with blood as he attempted to complete his thirtieth pushup. He got close but his arms failed him and he collapsed to the ground. Stan yelled, “You bum!” 

Stan took several deep breaths as he made his way toward his closet. He was one of those guys who always looked for a chance to get a couple micro workouts in throughout the day. He entered his closet and glanced at both biceps until he decided it was finally time to put a shirt on. Stan selected a blue golf shirt, but before he could put it on, the phone rang. He put the shirt on, walked over to the nightstand, and picked up his phone. A restricted number appeared on the screen. Stan contemplated whether to answer before he finally cleared his throat and tapped the green “accept button.”

“Bryce Dunlap speaking, Mr. Zbikowski’s second assistant,” Stan said. As Stan listened to the caller, a curious expression came across his face. Stan quietly said, “What time?”

Stan, now dressed in grey shorts and a blue golf shirt, entered his sunlit kitchen that opened to a huge family room. The family room had vaulted ceilings and a brick, wood-burning fireplace. He grabbed a coffee mug from the cabinet that one of his kids made him for Father’s Day a few years back and filled it up with the remaining coffee in the pot. He set the mug on the countertop, grabbed the carton of organic half and half from the refrigerator, and poured a little into his mug. Just as Stan took his first sip, he noticed a piece of paper taped to the outside of the sliding door. The sign read: I stole a box of Fruit Loops from your cupboard. Consider it a down payment for the 46 grand you still owe me. Mr. M. 
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