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Over 70% of married women said they would gladly have sex with another man if they knew for certain their husbands approved and it would not be held against them in the future...
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CHAPTER 1
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"Honey, he kissed me!" I gasped in shocked outrage.

I wasn't mad.

However, it paid to act so.

I was raised the old fashioned way: wives didn't accept kisses from other men, even if that man was the best man at my recent wedding.

Hank scowled at his friend. "Benny, if you don't knock that shit off, I'll chain you up behind my truck and drag you back to your wife."

Benny was all smiles and moved away from me. He was shiftless, without much direction, and married. Also my husband's best friend and as different from him as night and day. My husband was ultra-focused. Benny always looked dazed.

I didn't want to get my husband's friend in trouble, though. With a mental sigh, I tried to walk a middle ground. "Well, it was just a cheek kiss..."

Hank gave me a serious look. "Did he hurt you?"

It was a ridiculous question, but I dared not laugh at the man who was only four months my husband. I didn't want to go through another divorce. I touched my cheek where the scratch of Benny's stubble could still be felt. "No."

My husband, always so serious that I never knew when he was joking, pointed a dire finger at his friend. "Watch it."

Benny looked around for something to catch his attention. "Watch what?"

He grabbed his friend's shoulder and spun him around. "Try watching this..." His fist cocked back.

Stunned by the sudden suggestion of violence, I almost screamed, "Hank! No!"

They both looked at me as if I was an intruder.

Except that they both smiled and my husband dropped his fist. Hank muttered, "Was just kidding, Rachel."

My heart tapped harshly in my chest. It had looked so real and immediate.

Hank adjusted his cowboy hat. "Need to run into Dillon and pick up some chicken wire."

Benny did not offer to go.

My husband left our little ranch without any further commentary or suggestion.

I tried to make nice. I swished my long dark hair back and said to Benny, "Do you think you'll get back together with Paris?" He was staying with us after having lost his job and been kicked out of his home by his wife.

Benny's eyes looked as glazed as always – sort of distant and not all there, but not mentally handicapped in any way. "Nah, I don't know." He scuffed his foot in the dirt and shrugged. "She's a Whitaker. Don't know what I was thinking. Never should've married a Whitaker."

I wanted to laugh. It wasn't like the Whitakers were anything better than middle class, though Paris liked to think of herself as a wealthy socialite. She had even hyphenated her name when she married him: Paris Whitaker-Lee. "She really kicked you out because you lost your job?"

"My fourth job..." His shoulders shrugged forward and he made a slack face of disinterest.

"Bring your bags; I'll show you your room."

"Yeah..." He bent to pick up his three suitcases.

Inside the house, the television was set on a music channel and some upbeat new age song was playing with violins in a western setting.

I barely paid attention to it all – it was just noise.

I showed him his room and pointed out the closet shelf with the extra blankets, though it wouldn't be cold until later in the year. I turned to look at him in the doorway.

He had set down his suitcases and was leaning absently against the door frame, tapping his fingers on the wood and resting his head against his hand.

I started to say something but stopped, puzzled by the tapping. His gaze was entirely unfocused, but his fingers tapped a slow rhythm I couldn't fathom. Also, his chin moved one way, and then gently the other – moving in a counterpoint waltz to his tapping.

I realized he was subconsciously reacting to the music playing on the television. I said, "Do you like that music?"

My question seemed to startle him. "Hmm? Music?" His eyes cleared a little. "Oh, I hadn't noticed. It's nice, I guess."

I blinked at him. You hadn't noticed? Are you kidding? I pursed my lips shut.

He looked down. "Sorry, I was thinking..."

I touched his arm. He was a very nice man and my husband's friend. "I need to look up something on the internet: our dishwasher isn't cleaning as well as it should. If you need something, just holler. I'll be in the other room."

"Maybe I'll just sit out and watch the chickens until Hank gets back."

I patted his arm. "Whatever suits you."

Through the entire conversation, his fingers did not stop tapping and it wasn't until I walked away that I heard the deeper underlying bass of the violin song that was ending.

The timing of the tapping and the bass...

Curious.
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I brushed out my long hair. I was unhappy with it and considered dyeing it one way or the other. It annoyingly alternated between black swaths and hints of brunette patches.

It reminded me of my mother's.

I despised my mother.

She had abandoned the family when I was three. My father raised me. I never knew the whole story, except that she had left us to go be with some sex-control freak.

Maybe mother would've had some advice on my first marriage to the Man of Jealousy and Threats. My ex had never hit me, but he had grabbed me and shook me several times. After the threats turned uglier, I had left.

What would mother have said?

My father would've told me to study up on it – which is all I ever did when faced with a problem.

Hank laid his hand on my shoulder. "Are you going to be all right with Benny in the house?"

My husband was a gentle man sometimes, most especially with me and the chickens. But otherwise, he was blunt, brusque, and brutal.

I said earnestly, "Of course I'll be fine. It's a shame about Paris; she seemed so nice."

"That was just what she wanted you to see. I warned him about her." I saw his frown in the mirror. He said, "The boy can't keep a job, though. Too unfocused."

"You think he'll work out okay here with the chickens?"

"For certain. I'll keep him focused, and the work isn't something that requires maximum attention. Shoveling and refilling the water containers is mindless work."
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