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I must acknowledge a few—all will make sense as you read.


 


Dedicated to all those emotionally unavailable women out there.


 


In the liquor store, the office, the record store, coworker and the school chum.


 


Thank you EMT Miranda Wickert for explaining the legality and function of the job.


 


Thank you Renae, for the last scene, your love story is a real one.


 


And thank you to my parents, married forty-five years—who got engaged in 48 hours


 


The World called them crazy. They knew what you were doing.


 


Thank you to my oldest daughter:


Love trumps blood.
 


Also to the Statesman Joe Arcudi, of Westport CT who was what all leaders should be.


 


Thank you Mr. Decker for making me a writer.








Prologue


The Triangle


 


Matthew Jason Benson is a thirty-two year-old EMT, big and dreamily handsome. With his cleft chine and broad shoulders; he looks like a young Robert Vaughn. He is honest, loyal, hard-working and devout. He’d give you the shirt off his back if you asked. He is lonely though, no one has ever fallen in love with him. Someday, he dreams, a woman will say those three little words to him.


Horatio Albert Urban is buried under rejection slips. He can’t remember what it feels like to be sober because he’s too afraid not to drink. There was a time his eyes were bright and his typewriter lively but he can’t remember it. Hal is twenty-eight, small and pasty and is lost. He got a job reporting sports scores accidently and is coasting. When it comes to theater and writing there is a genius hidden in there. He is a friend a friend would like to have.


Justine Anabeth Ducane is a thirty-year old tall chestnut haired beauty who never wears makeup and doesn’t dress to impress. There is an unhealed emotional wound in there. She has given up on dating and pursuing a career in the politics she studied in college. The only conservative woman at a liberal paper she writes an angry column under a pen name. Justine also wears a fake engagement ring to scare the jerks away.









Part One
A Week in Spring, 1988



All the Words have gone away


The Pages are empty


The pen is dry


There is nothing left to say


Rejections have killed the writer


All the Words have gone away




I


Tuesday


“Happy birthday to me,” Justine Anabeth Duchane told her reflection. She stood in front of the bathroom mirror. The face staring back was looking more and more like her mother’s every day. The hair was being brushed back in a ponytail, her mom preferred the chestnut hair down. There was no gray yet. She was also trying hard not to feel old. Night after night of counting cracks on the ceiling or watching talk shows, reruns and infomercials were taking their toll, however. It had also gotten her some great, dusty, exercise equipment.


So this was thirty. Where had her life gone? Justine had a masters in poli sci from URose. She had planned on…she couldn’t remember anymore. Now she just wrote a column for the Rose Times. The Decline of the American Empire: How Liberals Are Destroying America. Writing in Connecticut she used a pen name. If anyone cares she was in decent shape and tall for her gender, five foot ten inches.


Duchane never painted her fingernails or wore makeup. For a long time, her attitude to all that was Screw it. Her pony tail that landed between her shoulders. The fact that she bothered to shave her legs and armpits anymore was a mystery to her. Men were intimidated by the only republican woman at a liberal paper and her life didn’t lend itself to dating. She also wore a fake engagement ring to keep the assholes away.


The columnist went into the bedroom and opened a drawer of the oak dresser. Her room was the beige color it had been when she’d rented the townhome. On went a pair of granny panties and off went the towel. Then a matching teal bra. On went a nice pair of slacks and solid green turtleneck. On her dresser was picture of her family after high school graduation. There was deodorant, which she put on before tucking her shirt. No perfume to be found, none needed. There was a painting of a John Adams’ inauguration on the opposite wall, next to her closet.


Over the bed was a framed picture of the Washington memorial. American politics were her true religion. The bed was a full. It had been bought by her parents. The sheets were gray and comforter as well. The towel was picked up off the bed and tossed in the hamper in her clean bathroom, then she killed the light. The most feminine thing about Justine Anabeth Duchane was her toes. No one saw them. She sat on the foot of the bed and pulled on black flats. The otherwise unadorned bedroom’s light was flicked off as well.


 Everything in the rest of the apartment was neat and clean and nothing was out of place. You’d think she dusted and vacuumed every day. Justine had had breakfast already. She went through the small living room to the front door. That light had never been turned on, sunlight and all. The front door was locked and she started her blue, 1985 Volkswagen Jetta. Only fourteen more payments and it’s mine. There was traffic in the radio forecast. “Damn.






II


 Horatio Albert ‘Hal’ Urban was awoken by the phone. He knocked a good bottle of Jack Daniels over reaching for the phone on the messy coffee table. The clock over the TV was fuzzy but he saw it well enough. “Shit.” He pressed the button on the boxy portable phone. “Yup.”


 A velvety voice that made women swoon called to him. “Hal, are you sleeping?” The voice was that of the best friend a guy could have, Book Booker. He was the self-styled heir to Billy Dee.


 “Not anymore.” He sat up in his soiled yesterday’s clothes. That was a mistake. “Ow.” There was a caveman smashing rocks in his head.


 “A little late even for you,” Hal got up. He’d been through this before and stumbled to the kitchen. His little apartment living room was not much but it was messy. One secondhand chair one couch and one TV stand. There was a desk behind the couch facing the wall. The walls were decorated with uneven sports memorabilia of baseball, basketball and high school football. Yankees, Mets, Rose Thorns--the high school teams; you get the idea. There was more than a few empty pizza boxes and Chinese food containers.


 The kitchen wasn’t much better. “I see my column on the desk.” Handwritten and full of errors. What the hell? It was Tuesday. They went to press that night not in the morning.


 He pressed the button on the coffee machine and went back through the living room to the open bedroom door. ESPN was still on the TV. He ignored it.


“Monica is gunning for you.” Great. Shit.


 “Can you stall her another half an hour?” She was their sports editor.


 Why? He didn’t really know. She knew nothing about sports. She wore tight mini skirts and dresses every day, she was a man eating woman in her forties with a Marilyn Monroe look, hair and all. She had the body to match and loved watching her employees squirm.


 Ah, sexual harassment. The days before Clarence Thomas and Bill Clinton. All in all, Oberon Community Newspapers were a terrible place to work.


 “Yeah, I got this. Next round’s on you,” that usually was the way it was with them. Again, the term ‘enabler,’ hadn’t been coined yet.


“Love you brother.” Click. Slowly and painfully the writer looked for his clean clothes of the mess in his little bedroom. He tossed the phone on his twin bed with Yankees sheets. They had been a gift. The dresser was almost as old as he was. There was a bathroom off one side of bedroom and a closet on the other side of the bed. Over the bed was an autographed Mr. October Poster. He pulled on cleanish khakis and a dress shirt.


 The coffee mug was a Mets one from one promotion or another and Hal guzzled the hot liquid as he pulled his socks on and tied his shoes. He drank a second cup in front of ESPN taking notes on a notepad from his desk and then, trying to balance the mug on his knee it spilled--on his groin. Horatio Albert Urban screamed a deafening scream and ran around in circles for a minute, almost tripping on the crap in his living room. He then ran into the bedroom and yanked his shoes off, looking for clean underwear and new pants. He pulled the pants from the hamper.


Well, at least he was awake. “Why did I drink this time?” He also wondered when he’d actually do laundry. Urban hesitated at the desk. There was an envelope he hadn’t opened the night before. It was a very delayed letter. He opened it. After reading it he put it in the bottom drawer and went to door leaving his coffee mug on the couch.


The letter had been his 1027th rejection slip, albeit a year late. A novel, poems, short stories and plays--mostly plays. The sportswriter had tried it all. Not one thing published since college and that was in a school journal. Hell, he only got this job because of a letter to the editor and he hated it, he hated every minute of it.


“Keys?” He looked at the TV. They were on the cable box. “Thank Buddha for small favors.” The writer locked the door of his crappy apartment and the sun almost blinded him. The clock was not his friend, however. “Damn.”


 He was on the second floor of an exterior entrance u shaped living community. There was a rusting railing that had once been faux ornate.  There was a trashed pool in the middle. It was empty. The last door he had to pass before the paint chipped stairs opened. Doubledee damn. A large fat Hindu, barefoot in jeans and a wife beater t shirt came out. He was an imposing sight. “Hal, my lad.” The landlord had been British educated.


 “Arty.” The rent had been paid...right? The writer thought back. Yeah, it had. 


 “Late night? Later morning?” Shit.


“No,” he lied.


 “Oh, really?” Had he screamed that loud? Shit.


 “Did I scream loudly…?”Arty put a paw on Hal’s shoulder. “Look, there was coffee and I spilled it and…”


“Horatio,” the Hindu softened the ‘a’ for effect HOR-ahhh-tio, “my dear wife Sifa has been dead these two long years.” The tenant looked at his shoes.


“I’m sorry,” his buck sixty-five felt really small. The fat man laughed.


“I’m not. I date sexy Asian now. She’s a lawyer.” Arty belly laughed “Having money is wonderful. Vishnu bless America.” What? “The point is that Sifa probably heard you scream in her grave and almost woke up.” The verbal pressure was deadly. “Now, we wouldn’t want that?”


“I, I,”--for a writer he had few words. “I think I get it.”


 “So no more screaming and we will all be happy, agreed?” At least the rent had been paid. Better late than never. 


“Right.” The landlord released him.


“Good.” Arty patted his back. “Now, go.” The big man returned to his apartment and shut the door. There was a click.


Hal walked down the stairs. He passed the elderly Mrs. Laponsee in her shawl and gray dress sleeping as if she was sunning by the empty pool. She had been sitting there for twenty years and the pool had been empty most of that time. It made the widow happy, her husband had swam in it.


At the bike rack the writer unlocked three locks and opened the chain. His car was in the shop, again--and he didn’t know when he would have the money to rescue it.






III


 The beefy EMT benched Hal’s weight.


Nothing personal, he didn’t know Urban. Matthew Jason Belson was thirty-two and resembled a young Robert Vaughn, Man From Uncle years. He was in the weight room of the River Street in Cannonville Fire Department lifting weights and waiting for a call. The ambulance was downstairs and ready. Twenty-four on and twenty-four off, just like a fireman.


His shirt was soaked and he had just paused when Pamela  Suzzette Tyler, his driving partner, a twenty-three-year old junior EMT came in with a video. She had long black hair in a bun. “You go to Pennyless Video?” It was down the street. 


“I got Platoon, I’ve never seen it.” He laughed. How young she was.


I’ll be just a few minutes, okay?” She grinned. Good girl. “There’s an envelope for you on the TV.” His grandfather had collected stamps and so did Pam.


“The stamps!” She was giddy. “Thank you.”


“Go enjoy them.” Odd collection for her generation of women, but whatever. He didn’t watch her go. Matt had one more set of twelve than a quick shower.


The seasoned EMT had never cheated on a girl, never got a traffic ticket and was never late for work. He had a six pack and a chin dimple. If he saved himself for marriage, great.


It was Tuesday. Matt hadn’t been on a 911 call in two shifts and was feeling useless, he also was grateful no one was hurting on his shift. He was a devout man who had worked his way through UROSE on ambulances and then stayed on.


In a couple years he may be promoted and the EMT thing would officially be a career. He was a catch for any woman. Nobody’s perfect? Or are they?






IV


Monica Shafer wore a short red dress, red heels and swayed her hips. All the men noticed, especially the ones that answered to her. That’s what she counted on. She was mercenary with her sexuality. She stood five six, but always had four inch heels on, to look down at everyone. With her soft blue eyes and high cheekbones. Contrary to the way she made men squirm, she was in a happy monogamous marriage to the News editor, Pete Shafer. It was about power. She had it. 


“Urban,” he looked up from his desk that was as sloppy as the slob he was, forgive the alliteration. He was scared. That’s what the boss counted on.  “I can see why you should be writing fiction,” she dropped Monday’s column on the desk. Book’s desk was back to back and he listened without letting on. There was more red ink than black ink on the two pages. Shit.


 “I-I wil,” came the sheepish response, “s-someday,”--silly pipedream.


 It did not placate the angry boss. “That’s great, but don’t start with your sport’s commentary. “Dan Mattingly has never won an MVP.”


Hal picked up the copy. “Whoops.” Don Mattingly.


“Whoops’ is right. Another thing, I’m sick to death of baseball and it’s only a cold day in April. Find me something new!” He was getting around to something else.


“Of course Mon, no problem,” she wasn’t listening.


“Am I Professor Shafer? Am I your high school English teacher?” Oh she was on a roll. Even Booker had to grin.


The writer swallowed. “Um, no ma’am.”


“Then no more messing around Hal,” the spat order was deafening to the hungover brain. She leaned over his desk which made him more squirmy. He about crapped his pants. “Get this rewritten, flawlessly edited in thirty minutes.” She stood up.


“Absolutely,” but he was speaking to her disappearing hips. Her office was about thirty feet away. Hal pulled the paper out of typewriter and put in a blank sheet.


“Don’t mind the boss,” Book turned around and came close to his friend. He wore a nice silk black suit, black shirt and black tie. Yep, Bertram B. Booker always looked good. “Scuttlebutt is that she and Pete had a fight.”


“Oh?” Hal laughed. “Serpent in Eden?”


“Can you finish all this crap by six?” The writer checked his Star Trek clock.


“Um, I guess, why?” Cause I owe him a round, stupid!


“Come shoot darts with me,” seeing how early it was and as long as Monica didn’t get her panties in a bunch any more it was likely he’d make it.


“Promise not to gamble on it?” Hal never won. His vision was fuzzy after a few.


Book crossed his heart. “I swear I won’t take your money.” They laughed and the smaller man’s demeanor lightened. Book was always good for that.


“Leave me alone so I can work and I’ll be there.” Booker patted his back.


“You’re a peach.” He turned back to his desk.


Another error! “Damn.” He reached for another blank sheet. None. “Damn.” He stood up.


“Get me a ream while you’re in there, good buddy.” Yeah, it was his turn and Book wasn’t stupid. The pasty little sportswriter stood.


“Right.” Hal stretched. “No paper. No words and no paper. No words on no paper. No words!” He got excited.


“What?” Booker asked.   


“I think I got a sonnet,” Hal grabbed a pen and small spiral pad and began to write as he walked. “All the words that I had to say have been said,” and he went down the aisle of Monica’s army of sportswriters towards the hall where the copy room was. “All the tales have told...oh that’s good.”


“What’s good?” Another writer, Chuck or Chad asked.


“I think I have a sonnet,” Hal repeated and kept writing while walking, bad idea. The other man disappeared. Coming out of the copy room Justine was reading her pen name’s tenth death threat of the day, ream under her arm, she didn’t look up either.


All the Words have gone away


The Pages are empty


The pen is dry


There is nothing left to say


Rejections have killed the writer


All the Words have gone away


“Oh you are sick,” she laughed. “Liberals.” The letter writer had complimented her by comparing her Margaret Thatcher and her writing to Peggy Noonan’s, Reagan’s speechwriter.


So needless to say, neither Duchane nor Urban were paying attention. She walked right into the scrawny writer. Pad, envelope, ream, pen and letter went flying and they wound up on their butts. The two coworkers looked at each other embarrassed. They finally started to get up. “I’m so sorry,” Hal begged forgiveness. He picked up her letter and the envelope. “Are you alright?” He felt ashamed. So did she.


“I think I should have been looking where I was going, I’m fine. Are you?” The political commentator picked up his pad and pen. “I think this is yours.”


“And this is,”--he stopped when he realized Justine was reading his sonnet.


“Did you write this?” she asked, holding it out. She studied the writer’s exhausted face. The unmade up face almost smiled at him.


“Erm...yes.” They traded and she got her ream. They let some coworkers pass by.


“You wrote this walking from the sports desk to here?” They traded looks and then Hal looked at his drivel, quite ashamed.


“Yeah, I know it’s not very good,”--Justine cut him off.


“No it’s really good.” A halfhearted smile appeared on our heroine’s face. No one ever saw her smile. They straightened up.


“More like the job feeds writer’s block.” He thought of the three, almost four years he’d worked there. It was hell. “Hmmm. Feeds writer’s block...I should save that.” He wrote it down.


Justine almost smirked. “Don’t give up.” Cause I listened to that so well.


Hal shrugged. “I’ll get a story published when you get elected.”


“Touché. Is that the office rumor? I’m so political I need to be elected somewhere?” He was right. She’d like that.


“Nah. Your pal Kelli dated,” that was a strong word for it, “my friend Book for a while. It came up one day at the bar. She called you a future governor.” In my dreams maybe.


“Well, keep writing like that and you’ve got a better shot at being a published writer,” Justine turned and went.


“And...,” she heard behind her.


Justine took the left to her cubicle. Unfortunately, as there were only two political columnists at a really big Oberon Community Newspapers, they sat where there was room--on opposite sides of the building. She barely knew the liberal one, Celine Bohner, who sat on the far side of the other paper published out of that office, the Cannonville News. The building was actually in Cannonville, not Rose. One Rose City daily, one Cannonville town biweekly.


More unfortunately was that when the previous owner, Vladimir Oberon hired her the only space personnel could find was right outside his major office. Though it was annoying under Oberon, when his nephew took over, upon Vlad’s massive coronary, it got worse. Mac was an oversexed overgrown child who wanted her bad and she detested him.


The political columnist grabbed a pen a post it and wrote a note. ‘Friday’s column, Liberal Death Threats.’ That made her laugh. “It’s an idea.”


“I saw a bumper sticker today for Dukakis,” a voice came from the other hall. Damn. “Maybe you should make that a column.” A powerful over scented frame leaned on her desk.


She looked at the man who signed her checks. “Never happen.” He laughed. Behind him was his outer office, one desk on the left where Lenor, the matronly administrative assistant he had inherited with the paper who really did all the work and on the right two smaller desks where the twin ‘secretaries,’ Yvette and Brianna did their makeup and nails respectively. They weren’t there for their typing skills. Mac was a man of passions, like Uncle ‘Bad Vlad’ Oberon. Beyond the ladies was a closed frosted glass door with Mac’s full name on it: Theodore Roosevelt Maguire Jr. He was a powerfully built man who made forty look like thirty.


“Whatever. I don’t want you calling him ‘socialist’ anymore. It’s too harsh.” She cackled. “Why can’t you steer clear of this jingoistic crap?”


“Well, you say not to tell the truth, but every time I’ve done that for five years it has created word of mouth and boosted sales for both of your papers. That’s why your uncle hired me,” Justine snapped back, completely unafraid.


“You leave my uncle out of this!” he recoiled at the phrase. They might have the same passions and same sins but Vladimir Oberon knew how to sell papers, Theodore Roosevelt Maguire did not.


“I will not.” She stood up to her full height. Not his six foot two but she made him feel small. “He hired me. He signed my contract. An iron clad contract to protect me and my one clear voice from your bullshit because my column is honest, factual and sells papers.” Mental note, name tomorrow’s column One Clear Voice.


“One year, three months and seven days I can fire your ass for insubordination.” Mac rattled off the number like Rain Man. If he ever used his Harvard education that would really be something.


“Keep making reference to my buttocks and I’ll sue your ass for sexual harassment so fast that those two trollops behind you will have whiplash.


“If she doesn’t, I will.” In a gray pantsuit Lenor stood in the doorway with her short gray haired sixty-year-old head. She had her arms crossed. The older woman stepped aside and gestured for him to retreat to his office.


“Bitch,” Mac hissed and too angry to speak he trudged past the older woman and slammed his inner office door. There was the sound of applause from the general direction of the lady’s room.


The columnist’s friend Kelli appeared from there. A bit chunky, blonde and freckled and in a full green dress with matching open toed shoes. Justine sat and put her feet on her desk, leaning back on her hands. “Well said.” She looked at her bubbly friend and nodded.


“A bit, I’ve ripped him better.” Kelli and Lenor laughed.


 “Keep wearing that engagement ring and every man in this office will be afraid of you, not just him,” Her friend went on. That ruffled Justine’s feathers but her friend was right. It was better to be ignored than feared.


“He still thinks you’re taken,” Lenor argued. “Most men here do.”


 “I need to write,” she opened the ream. “Lots of column.”


“And more ammo,” the blonde picked up a mail bag from in front of the desk. “An entire bag of letters address to your non de pleur.


“Damn.” The older woman went back to work.


 Kelli put the bag down. “Price of fame pal.”


Justine ignored her and typed ‘One Clear Voice.’






V


 One half mile north of the fire station where Benson parked his ambulance, still on River Street was the intersection with Wappinger Avenue. On that corner was Oberon Community Newspapers and three doors down was two story up two story down parking lot and then a bar and grill called TC Referees. Across the street was a strip mall and public parking. There was a small alley in between the public parking lot and the office building. Hal’s bike was locked up at the office and Justine’s car was in the garage.


It was after sunset, street lights on. The same moment Hal left the bar after a few rounds and three games of darts Justine left the office to walk to her car. “Damn bike,” but the writer’s speech was already slurred. He’d be safer biking back to Rose.


 Justine barely noticed him in the distance when she heard a voice from the shadowy alley. “Honey.” It was creepy and she tried to ignore it but a powerful hand grabbed her wrist and dragged her into the shadows past a dumpster and metal garbage cans.


“What the,”--she could barely see the white attacker under his ripped ski mask--so clique, matted long hair, muddy boots, old jeans and fully buttoned canvas shirt.


“Behind the dumpster bitch.” She did see the knife.


Aw fuck it. “Fire!”


“Shut up!” The attacker slapped her.


“Fire!” She screamed again and one scrawny writer came running down the alley. Not exactly Harrison Ford, but he’d have to do. “Fire!”


“Who is it?” He recognized Justine. “Oh my God.” He came around the dumpster.


The attacker whirled to the oncoming...gentle breeze. Come on, Mike Tyson Hal wasn’t. He was just a nice guy trying to help. The bigger man waved the knife and then kicked Urban in the groin, sending him backwards head first into the brick wall. Urban crumpled to the ground.
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