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Chapter 1 – The Idea

“You are not who you think you are.” - Silvia Hartmann

Was everything a lie? All these other Jane Waldens, what the hell was that for? To teach me a lesson? Great. Got it Fate, thanks. But, did you have to take everything? I mean, what has it been, ten days on the road? Less than that? I hold this stupid book in my hand, this awesome, stunning beautiful book while I wait for my ridiculously delayed flight at La Guardia.

Okay, Fate – I'm over the cliff, my rope is frayed and I'm spent, and I'm sobbing, and I'm slipping. I have to know. Show me the connections. What was the actual link in the chain that started this?

Wait… oh yeah, it was that night. That night, and the liquor ice cream.

 

(Fate here - note to Jane: It started exactly eleven days ago…)

 

“Fired. Sacked. Picture of Todd stuffed into a file box, shown the door. Shit.” spewed Jane Walden, pacing her tiny apartment floor.

Christian pushed the glasses up his nose. “Calm down. That's why I brought the Snobar ice cream and bottle of Fireball. Okay, so the lousy PR internship didn't work out. Time to finally write a book. It's your oldest dream.”

“Just write a book, he says, my one true friend. Wait…” Jane paced some more. “You said there is also booze in the ice cream?”

Christian nodded with a wry smile.

“Genius move, Snobar people.” Jane reverted to her tirade. “I'm not even with Todd anymore, but that's the one personal thing that was on my desk. Well, that and the picture of you and me making faces… okay, I'm rambling. Back to your point, my beautiful, brilliant, bespectacled Christian: people who don't write just don't get it. To write, you need an idea first. Sure, you have been super supportive of my writing since High School. I mean, we worked on the school newspaper together….”

“Also, I was an English Lit major, don't forget.” Christian reminded.

Jane allowed that. “Yes, but writing a book is a big thing. Where's the idea? The idea, I repeat, while imagining bold curvy neon letters, blinking on and off like every sign outside a film noir hotel room: I need a killer IDEA.”

Christian ignored the rising drama, and took a shot of Fireball.

Jane continued, “Yes, I write stunningly amazing prose and kick-ass poetry… that no one reads. Not to mention, my claim-to-zero-fame is as the writer of in-depth piercing exposé of school water polo team in-fighting. Plus, my friend, I've peeked out into the real-world - it's a big, wild, weird, very crowded world of wannabe authors.”

“You can do anything.” Christian tempered the compliment with her old nickname, “Little Plain Jane just needs a hook. A simple, elegant idea that is at once a plot, a great story foundation, and can be filled with all the dark and interesting machinations of human experience.” He shrugged, smiling. “How hard can it be?” Christian swallowed another spoonful of Snobar and decided to sip his shot glass of Fireball. “Okay. Let's think of one. How about your family? They're a little crazy. Some story potential there.”

Jane pondered this as she took another shot of Fireball. She laid down across her bed, on her stomach, in the apartment she was about to lose, sans job. Her fingers absently swirled her light brown hair. The cinnamon whiskey gave her a delicious burn as it traveled all the way to her toes. She soothed it with a spoonful of Brandy Alexander Chocolate Chip. She rejected Christian's idea. “Nope. Not crazy enough. I need Blanche Dubois crazy.”

“Your sister's crazy enough. Nice mid-century reference, by the way.” They clinked shot glasses to celebrate Jane's cleverness. “I'm not sure Blanche from Streetcar Named Desire was crazy, exactly. Well, maybe by the end…”

“But my sister's boring crazy. Like everyone-knows-someone-like-her crazy. Besides, If I wrote about her, she'd kill me with her silent, ever-present judgement.”

Christian rubbed the back of his neck, his short dark hair neatly rounded at the back. Jane noticed the familiar motion that accompanied his hard thinking. If he was hot, it would be sexy, Jane thought. She said, “Don't think too hard, my little Christian Jew. Might start a fire up there in your noggin.”

“That old wildly racist nickname again? Okay, Plain Jane – if we really are reviving the old monikers we gave each other. Also, watch it - you know I'm smarter than you.” he said, “Besides, I've told you Jacobson is not a Jewish surname, remember?”

She shrugged and took another shot. “I'm forced to reminisce back over our twenty-three years, after my recent financial reversals. How long have we known each other, anyway?”

“Eleven. We were eleven-year-olds when we met. Me in the giant thick glasses and you in the Laura Ingalls-inspired floral dress.”

Jane laughed, “Oh my God, I remember that. Two ready-made victims for sixth grade bullying.”

“You were the only one who would talk to me.” Christian smiled. “I think the teachers were embarrassed for us.” He chased the ice cream with the rest of his shot. “This ice cream is really good.”

“Heck yah, it is. Did they have other flavors?”

“Yes. But tonight called for chocolate,” he said, pushing the glasses up on his nose. “Jane, the real problem is, you don't really know yourself.”

That made Jane pause. “Wait, me? I know myself… hey, I got the job I wanted.”

“Correction, you got the internship for the job you kinda-sorta wanted – the one you wanted only after panicking Junior year and changing your major. A nice paid PR internship that warned you up front that they might not keep you on after three months.” He paused, realizing this may be too much truth, “Look, I'm not trying to get your hackles up…”

“My hackles are fine, jerk.”

“I'm just saying I think you should figure out who you are. Write about that.”

“Nope, no hackles here, A-hole.” She wouldn't even offer him side-eyes.

“Maybe a fictionized version of you, Jane Walden, would bring about realization, epiphany, cognizance.”

“You always try to diffuse me with fancy words.” Jane pulled back her rising hackles, but wouldn't admit that to Christian. “But… you may have a point there, my fine feathered Christian. I've always read that a writer writes to find out what they think.”

“All those online writing seminars paid off.” Christian nodded his approval of her line of thinking as he took another shot of Fireball with an ice cream chaser.

“Maybe I can figure myself out by writing about me?” Jane finished.

“Bingo,” he said, tapping his nose, indicating approval. “On the nosey.”

Jane's face dropped. “But the problem is that I'm boring. Sure, I'm stunningly beautiful – she says ironically, but even I know I'm not that exciting. You gave me the Plain Jane moniker for a reason.”

“It's not true. It's an ironic name, because you're so beautiful. That's why I gave it to you back in the day; my punishment for the un-charming Christian Jew thing you saddled me with.”

She glanced sideways. “You do have a big nose…”

“Racist!” He screamed in mock indignation.

They laughed and clinked their plastic shot glasses, saluting each other with burning cinnamon.

He grabbed her laptop and opened it. “Aha! Let's see what the universe thinks of you.”

“The password is…” she began.

He was already in, “Todd_is_hot. I know, you haven't changed it since forever. My God, you still use underscores. You really should change it. Wait… I'm not going to find naked pics of him, am I?”

“Those are on my phone.”

“Gross.”

“Maybe I should write about him.” she glanced at the picture of Todd, the one formerly on her work desk. “My Gabriel Oak.”

Christian stopped. “Oh no. Was that an obscure nineteenth century literary reference?”

She laughed, “Yes, I knew you would get that one.”

“Ugh, Thomas Hardy. I hated that book. It should have been called Far from the Maddening Whore. She turned down fine Mr. Oak in the beginning, married the soldier jerk, then agreed to marry the old rich farmer, then welches on the deal and he ends up crazy. After all that, she married Oak anyway. I cringe at books where people can't make up their minds. Besides, Todd's more like the soldier guy that broke her heart.”

“Are you kidding? I loved that book! Todd wasn't like Sergeant Troy,” Jane started to remember Todd's numerous crimes, but pulled away from those thoughts. “And it's Far from the Madding Crowd, not maddening.”

“Sorry, I feel I must correct all grammatical literary crimes. Thus spoke Zarathustra. Not Spake. Nietzsche was a dick, too.”

“Well I guess you gotta make your stand somewhere.”

Christian furrowed his brow at the laptop screen, and pushed his glasses back up. “Hmm. Well, you do pop up, but you aren't the only Jane Walden. Wow, there are a lot of you.”

“Let me see,” She laid on her bed next to him, staring at the screen, “Wait, look at all these pics. Oh my god, are all these women named Jane Walden?”

“I think some of the Janes are just standing next to Walden Pond.” Christian arched an eyebrow. “Hold the proverbial phone. Jane, you've never Googled yourself?”

Jane thought about it, “You know, I don't think I have. Maybe I did when I was younger. But, I mean, look at all these women.”

“A plethora of doppelgangers.” He agreed.

“Oh my God, Christian.” Jane jumped up and stood on the bed.

“What? Are you going to be sick?” He inched away, just in case.

“No…” She rubbed her stomach. “Well, maybe. But you're brilliant. This idea.”

Christian rolled on his side to look up at her. “Idea? Which one?”

She slapped his butt as she returned to the bed next to him. “This brilliant idea! I took journalism. We ran the school newspaper together like dope editors, in high school and in college. So, okay. Maybe I interview other Jane Waldens. I learn their stories, I connect with them. It could be about the information age.”

Christian helped, “A cool way to connect with strangers, across all socio-economic…”

“Yes! And about how women are the same, but different…”

“It could also be about self-discovery.” Inspiration had smacked Christian, “You could be one of the Janes; tell your story. Wow. this could be about a lot of things.”

“Yes! Ten Janes! Hmm, maybe five Janes. No, that's too few.”

Christian announced, “Seven. Seven Janes. It's a stronger number.”

“Yes! So, seven. That's good! Seven stories, all about other versions of me. Finding seven Janes….”

Christian countered, “Jane in seven parts. Nope. Sounds like a crime novel…”

Jane said, “The Plain Jane Same Name Game? No, that's dumb.”

The light dawned. Christian smiled. “Here's your title: Seven Ways to Jane.”

Jane stood and jumped up and down on the bed. “That's it! Seven Ways to Jane. I'll call up six of these Janes, do phone interviews. Or internet interviews, Skype maybe. Tell their diverse stories. A modern examination of womanhood, of connection, of how we see each other, see ourselves as modern women… well, something like that. I love it!”

“It's a good idea. You must do it, my dear.” Christian did his rub-his-neck-deep-in-thought-thing again. “Wait – better idea - You should interview them in person.”

“Yes! Christian… wait…” Janes face grew serious. She stopped jumping.

“What is it? No, don't stop. This is a good idea, you need to write this.”

Jane covered her mouth and shook her head. She darted to the bathroom and made it just in time. Christian followed and made sure she didn't throw up in her hair, then made sure she got to bed. After the Snobar and Fireball whiskey finally hit them all at once, he then crashed on her cheap, squeaky, dangerously pointy Wal-Mart futon. Luckily, the idea survived the ordeal. For Jane, it burned hotter that the Fireball. This was exactly what Jane had been waiting for.







Chapter 2 – Questing

“A bad beginning makes a bad ending.” – Euripides

PLAIN JANE'S JOURNAL

I'm broke. This great idea has a fatal flaw, and that's it. Zero money. As soon as my head began to function again this morning, I first said to myself, screw my boss and my dream job, then I paused briefly to look at the pictures of Todd on my phone. (Still can't delete those perfect abs.) I should have known from all the old Greek tragedies that the all those great-bodied gods are always assholes. Especially if they're named Todd.

Then this Plain Jane got to work.

Holy crap, there are a lot of Jane Waldens. Even several Jane Emma Waldens. But I'll stick to the just plain 'Jane Waldens' (pun intended – wait, is that a pun or irony? If I'm going to be a real writer I should know that. Anyway…). To find the most interesting stories, I will keep it a simple, high concept idea. Oh, I've also decided to find a book deal as I'm writing. This is a great, marketable idea. How hard could it be? Okay, I'm kind of saying that ironically. But it is a great idea.

I've also stopped publishing the blog for now. I'm taking the blog on the 'down low.' Does anyone say that anymore? I am a jumble of pop-culture anachronisms. Anyway, I've gone old-school and began keeping a journal again - this is just me talking to me. I had a wild panic that someone would read my blog (one of my 227 rabid fans), and steal my idea. That may seem paranoid, but the message is active on my public blog that I'm going on a life changing journey and will publish what happened later. Hopefully with a book deal.

Then the fatal flaw returns. I'm broke. How am I going to pay for this journey? I barely have enough rent money for one more month at my crappy studio with the smelly carpet (no-matter-how-many-times-I-use-that-stuff-to-make-it-go-away!). I really need to look for another job. Now.

But this idea, though! It could be the idea that leads to fame and fortune – or at least my first book. I wrote a lot for my PR job, but I tucked away the writing dream all the way up into that corner next to my hopeless dream of a modeling career (Plain Jane for a reason, people). Now it's back. It's shouting in my mind, like an idea worm that will not die. This is all I want to do now.

Options? Sell stuff to fund the project. Problem – I don't own anything worth selling. I'm a California twenty-something that just got out of college last year. My parents have the money, and not all that much to spare. Yes, I have thought about my parents. But they just paid for college. Besides, if my sister hears that I want to borrow money again, she will freak. Also, she'll smear on the guilt like a facial mask. Another flaky Jane idea. I don't need that right now. I still haven't even told my parents or sister about losing the “dream job,” or that I have to move back home for a while.

Shit. Christian will know what to do.

* * *

Christian arrived at Jane's apartment. He brought coffee. “Why do we even call it coffee? There are seven ingredients in yours. Most of them made with sugar. Let's think of a new name: Sug-ofee.”

“Hmm. Coff-sugee?” offered Jane.

Christian paused, “I like it. Coffsugee. That sounds familiar, like it should be a word. We're probably not the first to think of it. I better register the website domain name right now.”

“Thanks for coming back after seeing me puke all over the place.”

“No worries.” Christian replied. “Not the first time. I went to college with you, remember? How's the idea coming?”

“Great,” said Jane. “I found tons of Jane Waldens all over the United States. A few in Canada and at least one in England.”

Christian sipped his own coffsugee “I think the kids are calling it the UK now.”

“Whatever. Jolly old the UK. No ring to it. Anyhoo, the problem is money.”

“Ahhh,” Christian pushed up his glasses, “can't go on a quest without funds.”

“Ooh. Quest, I like that. Any ideas? You're the smart one.”

Christian smiled. “Thanks for finally acknowledging my genius. May I drink my coffsugee while I think?”

“Be my guest, sir.” Jane sipped.

“While I'm thinking my brilliant thoughts, tell me about some of these Janes.”

“Oh!” said Jane, putting her laptop onto her old bubbled-up linoleum counter, “I've bookmarked about a thousand pages. It's amazing what you can and can't find out about people these days.”

“What do you mean?” Christian scooched next to her, to see the screen.

“Well, I found about thirty Jane Walden possibilities. Some of them have some pretty detailed information online, others almost nothing. Some, I could only find a picture or two. Can you believe some Facebook accounts don't have profile pics?”

“Aha. You've been stalking Janes all day.”

“I have, and it should feel creepier than it does. Also – note with proper reverence that there are many towns, villages, cities and municipalities named Walden. There is even a Walden, Colorado. None of the Jane Waldens live in any of them. Here - I think she should be Jane number one.” She clicked on a picture of a middle-aged Jane with dark hair and subtle highlights.

“Why her? What's her story?” Christian asked, sipping his coffsugee.

“I don't know the whole story.” Jane wondered if she should tell him that this Jane just looked interesting. Too shallow? “She works in Vegas. But, I think the point should be that I find out her story in person. Find out these women's stories face-to-face.”

“These Janes,” corrected Christian.

“Right, these Janes. She has a Linked-In account that states she recently got promoted. The opposite of my career path, but a version of me that's focused on her job, at least.”

Christian announced, “This calls for an epic cross-country road trip.”

Jane countered, “But, again, no money.”

“I see the problem.” Christian sipped and thought, “A quest needs a sponsor – a patron of sorts.” He smirked, one brow raised, “Hmm. I think I might have a way to pull off this little expedition.”

“Really?”

“Maybe. Let's go see my Dad.”

Jane lit up, “I love your Dad! You think he would? Wait, no, I can't ask your dad for money.”

Christian winked, “I have something else in mind.”

* * *

They took Christian's decade old car, the magnetic advertising sign with the “Golden Coast Brews” logo on both doors. He explained his strategy on the way.

Jane tried to get her mind around Christian's idea. “A road trip to sell your dad's beer?”

“Basically. You know how much he looooves you, 'Janey'. Your involvement could sweeten the deal. Sweeten and beer. Hmm. I apologize for the sloppy metaphor.”

“I love him back. But why would he help me with this? I don't even know how much I need. Crap, I was so busy looking up Janes, I didn't even think of a budget for this.”

“I did. I've been pitching a version of this beer-selling tour for a while. Not on this scale, but I have a spreadsheet or two prepared.” Christian deftly reached behind Jane's seat and pulled out a file folder. A budget was inside. “I broke it down to gas, food, hotel stays, etc.”

“Holy Shit.” Jane scanned the document, neatly printed on an Excel spreadsheet. “This much? Abort! Abort plan! I'm going to apply for jobs right now,” Jane said, whipping out her phone and clicked away.

Christian put his hand on Jane's wrist, curtailing the clicking for job sites. “Calm down. Listen, you know how much I love you, right?”

“Oh, I love you too. But this budget is ridiculous. Are you sure these numbers are right? No, of course they are. You were always good at math and English.”

“I also make a mean Margarita – triple threat. The numbers are right. I ran them five times. I love you enough to level with you. That job wasn't you, Jane. You switched your majored to PR out of fear. Sure, you minored in English, but it was your real love. Hey, I'm all for a back-up plan. But you freaked out and I couldn't convince you to go after your first dream: to be a writer. I'm telling you now. Wrong career, wrong direction. Be a writer, Jane. Be like the old Nike ads - 'Just do it.' ”

She put down her phone, “That was my number one PR firm. I was a good plan, not just panic. Besides, I still got to write… sort of. Their CEO gave my commencement key-note speech. I thought it was fate.”

“The fate thing again. I think you might be looking in the wrong place for your version of fate.” Christian replied, “I get why you did it. But it was wrong. You've been lost for a while. Heck, maybe we both are.”

“Lost? Hey, buddy, I've been busy. They wore me out. I was 'adulting,' as much as that turned out to suck. At least the job had me writing every day.”

“Copy writing, press releases. You haven't finished a short story since you started that job. I know you. You need the creative stuff. That job closed you off to what you really need.”

She eyed him with crossed arms. From a Freshman psych class, Jane remembered that was a body language cue that the person wasn't listening, closed off. She uncrossed her arms. “Where's all this coming from?”

He looked at her, “How long have our fates been intertwined?”

Jane laughed, “You couldn't just ask, 'how long have we known each other?' Maybe you should write this book. You just slammed my belief in fate. You can't throw that back into the mix so quickly. I call metaphor foul.”

“Well, I'm not the writer. I'm a better reader. I like the idea that our lives are intertwined. I'm a romantic, you know.”

“I know. Remember when you sent, what was her name, that little hand broom?”

Christian smiled. “Ahh, Veronica. 'To sweep you off your feet.' I thought it was a good line.”

“Then she posted that evil picture on Myspace, dissing you.”

Christian shrugged. “Apparently, I'm attracted to shallow, bitchy, hot girls.”

“In that case, you'd never be attracted to me.”

“Not funny. My point, if I may veer back into the universe where my point may still be found, is that you pursued the narrow focus job plan that never once made you happy.”

Jane crossed her arms anyway. “I was only there three months. I didn't have time to be happy.”

“And you complained every day. I know, it was me who you called.” Christian smiled.

“I called you mostly when Todd broke up with me for the umpteenth time.”

“Ugh, Todd the Wet Sprocket. Screw him.”

Jane chuckled, “Nice. Obscure Indy-rock Todd put down. You are on fire, my friend.”

Christian looked over to Jane. “My point is, you need this. Pick up the old dream. It's what you are meant to do. We'll figure out the rest.”

Jane answered, “You don't think we're a success yet? We're funny, awesome millennials that have college degrees and laughed off their bullies, right?”

“Yep, we showed them.” Christian said, “You're unemployed and I work for my dad. Success!”

They laughed together as they drove into the complex of small warehouses, parking by the front office. They pushed through the glass door. The middle-aged woman behind the desk said, “Hey Christian.”

“Hey Mary. Is Dad here?”

“Of course. He's in the back office, on the phone with The Wine Guy.”

“Again?” Christian frowned.

Mary nodded. “Hi, Janey. How's your mom?”

“She's good. Still working at the bank. How are you?”

“Great. Say 'hi' for me,” answered Mary.

“I will.” They went into the warehouse, toward the back office. It was after five, so it was deserted except for the foreman, who smiled and waved.

“The Wine Guy.” said Christian. “Great. I was hoping he'd be in a better mood.”

“Who's The Wine Guy? You guys make beer, why is he an issue? Am I missing something?”

“Beer and Wine distribution come as a package deal. Haven't we talked about this?” Christian tried to keep the irritation out of his voice. “He's a total jerk who's breaking the rules and claiming he's not. He took over the biggest beer and wine distribution company in our area last year. Now he's not-so-subtly hinting he's going to drop us.”

Jane gave him a quizzical look. “You have, like, an exclusive contract or something?”

“We did and do. When he bought the company, The Wine Guy bought the contracts. Each beer or wine producer can only have one distributor locally. Dad can't just sign up with several different guys at once. State law.”

“And this guy's cheating?”

“More like being a thug. He's hinting that if we paid more, maybe he'd keep our beers on his list. There are so many wineries and micro-brews now, that we're having a hard time competing as it is. Now the biggest distributor might drop us. I keep telling dad to call the Alcohol Beverage Control – the ABC, but…”

They heard a raised voice, “… then I'm calling the ABC!”

Rounding the corner, Christian's dad was shaking his head, shutting his old flip phone. His face brightened as he noticed Jane, “Janey! Come over here!”

She smiled and let him administer his famous bear hug. He was a little pudgy, salt-and-pepper hair, with huge arms that wrapped around her. “Hi, Mr. Jacobson. How are ya?”

“Good. I'd be a lot better if you'd finally marry my son over there.”

“Not cool Dad.” Christian pushed up his glasses.

“I kid, I kid, I joke, I joke. Sit down,” He offered them the two chairs in front of his ancient metal desk, right out a 1960's public school. Dad looked at Christian, “That was The Wine Guy again.”

“We heard the tail end. Finally going to turn him in to the ABC?” asked Christian.

“Gonna have to. You were right. He'll drop us for sure now.”

“Is that his name?” Jane asked, “Just 'The Wine Guy'?”

Dad elaborated. “No. It's Steve. He looks just like a Steve, too. Came out of nowhere, suddenly old man Martin sold the whole business to this Steve. I think 'great, all these shiny new trucks, young guy going to get my beers into more shops and bars, right?' Nope. The Wine Guy is a bully. Now, I wince when I see the trucks with purple letters and expensive graphics.”

Jane connected the dots. “Oh, yeah, I've seen those around.”

“Next time you see one, if you slash a tire or two, I won't turn you in.” Dad changed the subject, “What are you kids doing? Christian, did you get all the website changes done?”

“Yeah, I finished them this morning. I scheduled the new site to launch at two am, so there'll be no interruptions or problems.”

“Smart kid. You sure you don't want to marry him? He's single…”

Christian fired another warning glance, “Dad…”

Jane looked to Christian. “Wait, single? What happened with Sharita? You guys had been dating for what, a few months now?”

“Five. We broke up. I was going to tell you, but you had bigger problems. We'll talk about it later.” Christian did some subject changing of his own, “Dad, I have an idea.”

“Does it involve killing The Wine Guy? I think I could get a dispensation from the Pope.”

“We're not Catholic. And no. It's about Jane here, and the business.”

Dad arched an eyebrow. Jane realized for the first time the signature move was a family trait. “Okay, I'm listening.”

Christian said, “We had been talking about new markets, expansion. Well, Jane has a project she'd like to do. I thought we could kill two birds with one stone.”

“Rather kill two Wine Guys. Stones are optional.” Dad offered. “Listen son, I'd love to hire Janey, but the budget…”

“No, no. Not that. I know Dad, money is tight. I was thinking I could start selling some of the new micro brews and Jane could tag along and work on her project at the same time. We would have to expense some stuff, but I could work on commission for any new sales I make, and the new sales would offset the cost of the trip.”

“Sounds scary. What's this project, Janey?”

“A book - or a series of articles stitched into a book. I haven't heard back from any of my query letters yet.”

“Query letters?” asked Christian, “Already?”

“I'm full of organized surprises. I'll tell you later. Now be quiet, I like your father more than I like you.”

His father flashed his wedding ring, “Sorry, one time was enough for me.” Christian shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

Jane jumped into flirt mode. “You're too young for me anyway. I like 'em in their early seventies, at least.” Christian's father laughed. Jane elaborated on her idea, “Anyway, the idea is to interview other Jane Waldens across the country. Write their stories, show connectivity in the modern word, the internet, etcetera. It will be about identity, and telling gripping stories about powerful women who happen to have the same name.”

Dad's brow went from furrowed to concerned. “Umm, the book sounds great. But you said 'across the country.' ” He stared at Christian, “Kid, we've talked about this. We haven't even gone fully state-wide yet. And California is huge. How far out do you expect me to jump?”

Christian blurted, “All the way to the East Coast.”

Dad gave a nervous laugh, but Christian pushed through. “I know, I know that seems crazy. But Dad, if we don't go big and bold, jerks like The Wine Guy are going to keep kicking us around. Let's get around him, and take our brand national. We'd start slow at first, but imagine seeing bottles of Coastal Dude Brew being served in hip bars near Harvard, or a downtown nightclub in Manhattan.”

“Manhattan, huh?” Dad shook his head, and spoke to Jane, “I knew this day would come. My little Christian showing his leadership skills, telling his out-of-date Dad what direction to take the company. Honestly, what he proposes scares the hell out of me. But really, I am so damned proud of him right now. You think I should tell him that, or keep it to myself?”

Jane, all smiles, replied, “Nah. Don't tell him. Stay aloof. You don't want this kid getting a swollen ego.”

Christian pushed up his glasses, unable to contain his own smile. Dad swung his gaze back to his son. “You know we can't afford anything like that; you've seen the books. Hell, you put all the spreadsheets together.” Dad sighed, “I assume you've got a round figure in mind?”

Christian handed his Dad the file folder with the budget, and several projection reports with graphs.

Jane said, “Holy crap, did you even sleep last night? In plastic presentation folders, no less? How did you even do this?”

Christian smiled wider. “I've been working on these ideas for a while.”

“I'll say,” Dad chimed in, thumbing through the reports.

“Plus,” added Christian, “I was a business major before I switched to English, remember?”

“Oh, yeah, I forgot that,” Jane answered.

“A cross country trip, huh? I rely on you a lot, son. How long would this trip take?”

“Two weeks, tops,” said Christian.

“And that's quite the sum total,” his Dad whistled at the cost. “I'm just a micro-brew, just a little guy, after all. You think the country will embrace our brand?”

“I do, Dad. We need to grow. Since Mom left all those years ago, we've settled for the status quo. It's time to grow. More sales could pay for new trucks, more staff. We could develop new seasonal flavors. Maybe become the next Sam Adams.

“Whoa, there. I'm starting to sweat.” Dad fanned himself with one of Christian's reports.

“It's only two weeks, Dad. And you always say I need to get out there and have more sales experience.”

Dad thumbed his wedding ring finger. Jane noted the sad smile. “I could spare you for a few weeks, I guess. It's the money, son.” He shot his son a sad glance laced with a silent 'no.' “Jane, can I borrow my son in private for a minute?”

“Of course.” Jane stood up and Dad came around for another bear hug. He thumbed his ring finger again, but consciously. “If you like him, you could put a ring on it.”

“Dad! stop…wait, was that a Beyoncé joke?”

“I have a computer too, smart guy. I know what you kids are into these days with your Beyoncés and swing dancing and flapper outfits.”

They all laughed. Jane left the room, headed to the front office to talk to Mary. Christian and his dad stayed in the back office.

Before too long, Christian walked out to the front office. He wasn't smiling.

Jane looked at Christian. Mary looked back and forth, totally in the dark.

She was secretly relieved. This book project idea excited her and overwhelmed her in equal parts. Jane put a hand on Christian's arm. “It's okay, I'll just call each Jane. We don't need to…”

“All systems go!” Christian's artificial frown changed to a smile.

“You jerk! He really said yes?”

Christian nodded. “I've got the time off, and the finances are all in order, kid. Let's do this.”

Mary gave them quizzical, polite smiles as they said their goodbyes.

Jane chose not to be overwhelmed by the knowledge that she would now have to do this. The best strategy was to turn the tables and distract. Jane began hounding Christian on the way back to the car, “So were you going to tell me the whole plan? Or were you using me as a prop to soften up your dad?”

“Both.” Christian smiled wickedly. “He loves you. But, if he said no, I would have had to go to Plan B.”

“What was Plan B?”

“There was no Plan B.”

“I see. So, you are a seller of beer now?” Jane mused, “I thought you just did the computer and IT stuff for your Dad.”

“He's been asking me to do sales since I graduated. He's been teaching me some stuff. I've gone out in the field with our two sales guys, and Dad, of course, who is the best. Hard to say no to the guy that actually makes the beer, right? We need to expand. Dad's been stuck in a rut. A long rut. Plus, we have to find a way around…”

Right on cue, a large white truck with purple lettering and crisp photos cruised by, the overflowing wine glasses graphic splashed across the truck. “…guys like that!” Christian yelled, trying to match the loud rumble of the passing Wine Guy truck.

In the car, Jane asked, “So, are you sure your Dad can afford this? I don't want to cause trouble, or be responsible for hurting your dad's business.”

“Too late. Your middle name is trouble,” said Christian.

“No, it's Emma.” Jane's eyes narrowed, “Yours should be Dick. Because you are.”

“Yes. I both have one, and sometimes act like one.”

“More importantly, what happened with Sharita?” Jane buckled up. “When were you going to tell me?”

“I figured it would come out on the road.” Christian adjusted his glasses. “Things just didn't work out.”

“She didn't cheat on you, did she? I'll punch her so hard…”

“You punch like a four-year-old child. She does Tae Kwon Do; Sharita would kill you.” Christian stared straight ahead. “No, she didn't cheat. She wasn't the one, that's all.”

“You're 23. Are you seriously looking for 'the one' already? Then again, I thought Todd was the one, but well…” She didn't finish her thought.

“Enough of that. For both of us. No exes haunting our road trip. We have big plans to make. I want to be on the road in 48 hours.”

“48 hours? Shit.” Jane felt a rush of dizziness, peppered with panic. “Are we really doing this?”

Christian stared into her eyes. “Yep. Let's go sell some beer and write the great American book of Janes.”
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