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Dear Reader:


Everyone knows that when alcohol goes in, the truth usually comes out. In his latest novel, The Truth Is In The Wine, Essence bestselling author, Curtis Bunn, puts that theory to task. When a couple struggling to decide whether to remain married or not decides to take their dream vacation to the Napa Valley in California, along with both of their mothers who cannot stand to breathe the same air, anything is likely to happen…and it does.


Happiness and pain in a marriage are often interchangeable and when two people truly love each other, things can change in the blink of an eye…or a roll in the hay. This novel could be a much-needed therapeutic aide for a lot of couples trying to make a decision about whether to stick it out with each other or part ways. It is an intense at times, humorous at times, portrayal of why family and love trump everything else. I am sure that readers will be engaged in the characters and storyline from the first page. Bunn is a prolific author who never tells the same story twice, a godsend in today’s literary climate.


    As always, thanks for supporting the authors of Strebor Books. We always try to bring you groundbreaking, innovative stories that will entertain and enlighten. For a list of complete titles, please visit www.zanestore.com and I can be located at www.facebook.com/AuthorZane or reached via email at Zane@eroticanoir.com.


Blessings,
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Zane


Publisher


Strebor Books


www.simonandschuster.com
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For my Felita, who is sweeter than any wine.


And that’s the truth.
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In vino veritas (in vee-noh ver-i-tas) Latin. In wine, there is truth. A Latin expression that suggests people are more likely to say what they really feel under the influence of alcohol.





CHAPTER 1


CONFLICTING EMOTIONS


The pain shot up Ginger Wall’s left arm, a jolt that rendered half of her body immobile. Her heartbeat was rapid, even though it felt like her chest was collapsing. Breathing was a chore. She was sure she was going to die.


No one was around to help her. No one was around because there was no one in her life. Her husband was her husband, but pretty much in name only; their marriage was on a spectacular descent. And he was in the house, anyway. Her daughter, whom she had smothered like a blanket, was just off to college. The few friends she maintained were kept at a distance. She was alone, and that thought pushed her to the edge of death.


Unable to move and desperate for air, Ginger resigned herself to dying—right there behind the wheel of her Lexus coupe in the garage of her modest townhouse near downtown Atlanta.


Seconds went by, then minutes, and finally she passed out. When she came to a few minutes later, the pain was gone. She could breathe easily. There was relief of the pressure she felt on her chest.


It almost seemed like a dream, like she pulled into the garage and passed out from exhaustion, and that scary moment came to her in her sleep. The reality was that the thought of entering a loveless house paralyzed her with anxiety and fear. She knew it was not a dream because her face was damp with tears.


Ginger had recently returned from dropping off her only child, Helena, at college. Paul, her husband, said his goodbyes to his baby girl at the airport, a fear of flying keeping him from making the trip to Washington, D.C.


But not her mom. Helena had become Ginger’s everything. Right around the time Paul was laid off from his job as a heating and air conditioning repair specialist was when their marriage turned into an eighteen-wheeler going downhill with no brakes. He lost his self-esteem and she, eventually, lost interest. The combination made for a mundane existence and rapid fall over an eleven-month period.


This was not easy to accept for Ginger. She was crushed, crestfallen. It was if someone had died. As if she had died.


Only she hadn’t. She was alive, but not living. To breathe, Ginger threw what was left of herself into Helena, serving as mother, chef, security, fan, chauffeur and anything else that kept her occupied and gave her some sense of fulfillment. That was why she pleaded with her child to attend a local college; her going away was akin to pulling the plug on the activity in Ginger’s life.


“Mom, you know I love you and I’m going to miss you,” Helena said when she decided to attend college in Washington, D.C. “But I’ve got to get away. Not from you, but from Atlanta. You are the one who told me when I turned fifteen that I should go to school out of town, that it would help me to grow up and be responsible. Ever since then that has been my goal. Plus, you have Dad.”


Somehow, through the strife, they managed to shield Helena, to, indeed, fool her. She thought her parents were in a fulfilling relationship. If she had taken the time to really pay attention, she would have noticed that all the cheery conversation around the house was between her and her mom or her and her dad. There was only token dialogue between her parents, and none of it loving.


But she was merely seventeen when the downturn began; her life was the focal point of her existence. She simply did not notice.


One night while Helena was at a school play, the troubles in the marriage reached a crescendo.


“I thought about it. I thought about it a lot,” Paul said, rising from the dinner table with Ginger. “I’ve got to go.”


Ginger had a forkful of risotto headed toward her mouth when he said that. She dropped it into her plate below. He said it so casually, as one would reveal it was raining outside. The words registered with Ginger instantly, but for a nanosecond, though, she thought he meant he had to leave the dining room because there was a game on television he had to see. Or that he was tired and needed to go to bed early. Or that he wanted something from the store and had to go and get it. It could not have meant what it really sounded like he meant. It was not what he said; it was the way he said it that clued her in.


So, she did what anyone would do: She asked for confirmation. “What do you mean?”


Paul continued toward the kitchen. He did not bother to turn around.


“Divorce, Ginger,” he said, again so nonchalantly that it was staggering. “Divorce.”


Ginger reached for her glass of homemade tea and knocked it over, spilling its contents across the table and onto the hardwood floor. She was frozen there, unable to move until her emotions switched from confusion to anger. It was not April Fool’s Day and Paul was not a joking kind of man. He, in fact, had become so serious, that Ginger and Helena privately called him “Heart Attack,” as in “Serious as a heart attack.”


Her anger allowed her to rise from the table and storm her way to the kitchen, where Paul was uncorking a second bottle of Malbec from the vast collection of wines he coveted like rare coins. He did not share the first bottle with his wife.


Ginger was five-foot-six, but appeared smaller when side-by-side with Paul, who was eight inches taller.


Looking up at him, she demanded: “What are you talking about, Paul?”


Ginger raised her voice when her husband did not answer. “Paul, what the hell are you talking about?”


“Don’t act like this is some surprise,” he said, finally. There was an edge to his voice—and a coldness, too. “This has been building for a while now. I’m fifty years old. You’re only forty-seven. And—”


“Are you drunk? I’m forty-three,” Ginger interrupted.


“No, I’m not drunk. And, okay, you’re forty-three,” Paul went on. “Anyway, we have some time to live still. Face it: We’re not good together anymore.”


“And this is the result?” Ginger asked. “You making a decision for both of us? No discussion about it? No counseling? Nothing? And what about our daughter, Paul? What about her?”


“Helena is a smart girl and she’s strong,” he said. “She will adjust. She’ll be fine.”


Ginger was not so sure about that. She and her daughter were close, but she was a daddy’s girl. This news would rock her.


“Well, you tell her why you’re breaking up this family,” Ginger said. “You tell her that she and I are not good enough for you.”


“This is not about Helena,” Paul said, and a chill ran through Ginger’s body despite how heated she was.


“So, it’s about me? You don’t want me anymore?” she asked. It was a rhetorical question because she knew the answer. But Paul answered anyway.


“I’m simply not sure about this marriage anymore,” he said. He sipped his wine. “I’m sorry. I really am. I can’t make you happy. And you don’t try to make me happy. We’ve had sex one time in the last nine months. One time, a few weeks ago. And that was because we both were drunk.


“So why should we stay in a marriage for appearance sake? Or even for Helena? It wouldn’t be teaching her the right thing.”


“And it’s teaching her the right thing by breaking up her family?” Ginger asked. She wanted to continue, but it suddenly hit her that going back and forth with Paul would give him the impression she was trying to convince him to stay, which she did not want to do. No doubt, she was devastated and hurt; she had built her life around her family. But she was prideful, too, and somewhere in their back-and-forth she decided, “Fuck him.”


“I only ask that you do two things for me,” she said. “Pick up your daughter from school and explain this to her.”


“I will talk to Helena,” Paul said. “But not tonight.”


“You bastard,” Ginger fired back. “You had it all planned out, huh? So who’s your woman? Who’s your side chick?”


Paul studied his wife, scanned her from head-to-toe and back again. There was a time looking at her smooth skin and full, pouty lips and dark eyes would mesmerize him. Not anymore. He held animus toward her that he did not bother to explain.


“Believe it or not,” he said as calmly as one would give driving directions, “it’s not about being with someone else. It’s about being away from you.”


And as tranquil as Paul was, Ginger turned equally irate. “I have done nothing but love you and be here for you and provide a nice home for you,” she said. “You’re such an egomaniac to try to belittle me. That’s very hateful of you. But it shows you don’t deserve me. You have been depressed since losing your job and I have been supportive and encouraging. Since we’re being honest about everything, let me tell you this: You’re a selfish pig. All you’ve ever thought about was yourself. You never considered how hard this whole thing has been for me. And that makes you a selfish pig.


“I’m woman enough to admit that I’m hurt by all of this. But the more I talk the more strength I get. I don’t mean to call you names, but you’re a loser. And whatever God has in store for you, well, good luck with that because He does not reward selfish pigs.”


“Yeah, that’s really mature, Ginger,” Paul said. “You wishing bad on me. I won’t stoop that low.”


“You’d have to cut off your legs to get any lower than you are,” Ginger said.


“I could say something, but I’m not,” Paul responded. “But I will say this: You call being a nasty, mean, cold person supportive of me? That’s all you have been. And that’s not supportive.”


Paul looked at Ginger with a strange expression. “I’m going to pick up Helena,” he said. “I’ll explain everything to her, but not now. She’s happy. I will, though, in due time.”


“Yeah, right,” Ginger said. “You’ll explain what you want to explain—not the truth, I’m sure.”


Paul finished his wine, corked the bottle and placed it in its proper place among the alphabetized collection. He looked at his wife, who could not detect the pain that engulfed him. He hid it well, but inside he cried. Finally, before tears seeped from his eyes, he turned and walked away.


Ginger was left standing there to struggle with an influx of emotions that came crashing down. She waited until she heard the garage close, indicating Paul had gone.


It was then that she was overcome with a confluence of pain, shock, hurt, disappointment and failure. She cried. She laughed. She perspired—all over a three- or four-minute span. Ginger thought she was having a breakdown. “I’m OK,” she said aloud. “I’m OK.”


But she wasn’t.





CHAPTER 2


SAVING GRACE


As Ginger sat in the garage that evening, fearful that she was dying, Paul stood in the house, perhaps fifty feet away, feeling as alive as ever, as if he were starting a new life. His hands shook, but not from some kind of breakdown. It was from the possibilities, from relief, from joy, from amazement. While his wife fretted coming into the loveless house she shared with a man who wanted out, Paul held in his unsteady possession a lottery ticket that represented $8 million.


A whole new world was now his, one that suddenly had boundless possibilities.


Processing it all jolted him. He played the Georgia State Lottery because it seemed the thing to do. “You have to play to win,” its slogan said. And yet he never expected to actually have the prized numbers.


In one sense, it was liberating: financial concerns, concerns that overwhelmed him and robbed him of his dignity, no longer existed. In another sense, there was trepidation: What to do? Where to begin? And in still another way there was a true dilemma: What to do about his wife?


He had $4 million or so coming to him after taxes, but it was not enough to bring him total joy. The reality was that he still loved Ginger. Yes, he told her he wanted out of the marriage, but he did not mean it. Not really. He was frustrated, almost depressed and did not see any other way to spare her life.


He wanted her love, needed her love. Before he lost his job, Paul was devoted and loving. He was not the most light-hearted guy, but Ginger could rely on him to love her and be there for her and their daughter. Losing his job changed him. He became distant and evil. His self-esteem evaporated. He felt no sense of self-worth. His changed disposition led to a troubled marriage.


Winning the money instantly turned Paul into the Paul of old. He felt totally rejuvenated. But he needed Ginger’s love. Other than Diana, his high-school girlfriend, Ginger was the only woman he loved. And he wanted her love back. But he wanted her back on genuine terms; not because he became a millionaire.


After his outburst a few weeks earlier, when he told her he wanted a divorce, their “marriage” really leveled off. They spoke pleasantly enough to each other around their daughter, but that was it. Ginger gathered herself and displayed a lack of interest in Paul, a disregard for their marriage and a disinterest in trying to save it.


Paul was troubled. He had no idea he would get a financial windfall. When he did, still feeling like his life was incomplete told him something significant: He needed Ginger. Buying back her love was akin to prostitution, and Paul viewed prostitution as an act against God.


Rather, he wanted to earn his wife’s love and admiration, something he once possessed. The early years of their eighteen-year marriage were idyllic. It was a union that was nearly storybook in their joy and commitment to each other. When they learned they could not conceive a child, they adopted Helena, who was eight days old at the time. He was thirty-three and she was twenty-six, and having their daughter brought Paul and Ginger even closer, as they threw their love into making the child feel loved. And she did.


They did not have a lot of money but they had love and two salaries and they made it work—right up until around the time Paul was laid off his job. Over that nearly year of unemployment, his self-esteem plummeted like the economy and his weight increased by about fifteen unflattering pounds, all seemingly in his midsection and face.


Their marriage was not on the rocks; it was under the rocks. The getaway road trips to Miami and New Orleans ceased. The affection they showed each other—affection that at one time made other couples uncomfortable and envious at the same time—vanished like the rabbit in the magician’s hat.


In the month after he told Ginger he wanted a divorce, they only seemed to tolerate each other while uttering nary a loving word between them. Paul was mum because he was depressed and she was displeased because her man no longer was the provider and comforter he had been. And he blamed her for his woes.


Her displeasure manifested itself in more and more time away with Helena and away from Paul—anything to not be around her husband whose manhood was assaulted with unemployment.


But Paul loved his wife and he believed she still loved him. At least, he wanted to believe that. Circumstances got in the way, he told himself. Looking down at that lottery ticket shaking in his hand, he believed he had the elixir to their toxic union.


The fix was not directly in how the money would influence his wife, however. It was in how it would impact him. The swagger, confidence, self-assuredness returned, and so he was immediately extracted from the doldrums. His renewed vim and vigor would be the keys to Ginger feeling better about him and, consequently, rescue their marriage. That was his hope.


However, to make sure she would return to the loving woman he admired for the right reasons, he almost immediately determined he could not tell her of his winnings. Surely she would at least act as if she were back on board knowing the new extent of his bank account. If she was coming back, he wanted it to be on his merits, not his luck.


As his wife, she was entitled to half of the jackpot. He was not trying to avoid giving it to her—$2 million surely would be enough to live a cherished life, he reasoned. But he really needed to see if he could repair the damage that wrecked their marriage and restore the love from Ginger he used as fuel.


His shaking stopped as he worked his brain to conjure up something he could tell her that would at least minimize the questions of his sudden fat pockets.


Paul could claim the money at any time, but decided he would wait a few weeks. He wanted the attention around the drawing to diminish before he contacted the lottery office. Paul liked to play the numbers, but Ginger berated him about doing so, saying, “That’s an ignorant way to waste money.”


But Paul continued to play, only he did so in silence; Ginger had no idea. And neither she nor anyone knew about his winning numbers. He had no formula. There were no birthdays or license plate numbers or addresses. He selected random numbers that popped into his head for no particular reason.


Of all the things that could have been overwhelming his brain—where to travel, what to buy, how to celebrate, never having to work again—Paul’s thoughts centered on saving his marriage. He considered Ginger his “wholemate,” saying “You make me whole” in reciting his vows at their wedding. Ginger was it for him, from the first time they met at the quaint bar at Aria restaurant in the Buckhead section of Atlanta.


Ginger was with friends celebrating a birthday. When she went to the bar to order a bottle of wine, Paul—after observing her alluring presence—volunteered his expertise.


“That bottle of wine you ordered will have the effect you want; it will get you drunk,” he said, smiling. “But if you want to have a great-tasting wine that also will get you where you want to get, I would recommend this.”


He pointed to a sixty-five-dollar bottle of Palmeri Riesling. Ginger took his advice and later came back to thank him for the suggestion. She loved it. Paul was happy she came back to the bar, where he sat alone, sipping wine.


“You should let me be your sommelier,” he said.


“Maybe I would if I knew what that was,” Ginger answered. “You might be trying to set me up.”


They laughed. “A sommelier is basically a wine steward, someone who knows and understands wines and can recommend the right one for the right meal, right occasion, right mood,” he said.


“OK, I get it,” she answered. “And you’ll be my personal sommelier? How did I get so lucky?”


“You obviously are a lucky person,” he said with a no-nonsense look on his face. Then he smiled.


He had her then. Ginger was intrigued, soon in love and less than two years later they were married. And now Paul, in an instant, was an unlikely millionaire, married to a woman he loved despite having told her he wanted a divorce.


Because he was so down about himself, he did not know how to change the course of his marriage. If only he could get a job, it would do something toward his self-esteem and therefore bring out the person she fell in love with, instead of the person that became mired in so much self-pity.


Well, he came up better than finding a job. He hit the lottery, and his self-esteem rushed back to him as if injected into his bloodstream.


Paul did not have any siblings and was not sure when he would tell his mother, although he would take care of her in every way she desired. Alvin, meanwhile, was the ace among his plethora of friends, his Super Glue-tight “dog” of twenty-two years. When Paul got the trembling out of his system, he screamed so loudly his head hurt. Then he shed joyous tears. Then he called Alvin, whom he referred to as Big Al.


“Get over here right now. I don’t care what you’re doing; please, get here now,” Paul said.


He alarmed Big Al. “What’s wrong, boy? Talk to me.”


“Can’t. Not over the phone. Just get here,” Paul said. “Big news.”


“Twenty minutes,” Big Al said.


The news was so big that Big Al could not contain his glee. He knew Paul being a millionaire meant he was one, too. His life as he knew it also had changed. That’s how tight they were.


And so he leaped around Paul’s as if on a pogo stick. Paul sat there watching and laughing. He never let the ticket out of his hands.


“I’d rather not have her than have her back because I have money,” Paul told Big Al.


“Why do you want her back at all?” Alvin shot back. “You know how I feel about Ginger. She’s cool with me. But there’s a new world out there for you. You can do anything you want and acquire anything you want. I mean, seriously. You’re telling me you have four million dollars coming to you and you want to stay with a woman who has basically turned her back on you when stuff got tight? Let me tell you something: If I were happily married and hit the lottery for four mil, I’d get a divorce. Ain’t nothing one woman could do for me with that kinda money.”


“You would say that, Big Al,” Paul said. “But then you don’t have your ‘wholemate.’ I do. All you have are ‘whoremates.’ It went bad for us, yeah. But now we can get it back.”


“You think she won’t get inspired to act like she’s happy with all that money?” Big Al wanted to know.


“That’s why I said I’m not telling her—at least not right now,” Paul said. “I’m going to act like everything is the same.”


“How can you have that money and act like everything is the same? Are you crazy?” Big Al said.


“Discipline,” Paul answered. “This is important. This is my life. This is my wife. I recognize where her head is: she’s disappointed that I’m not contributing to the household as I have, as I promised, as I’m supposed to. I told her a few weeks ago that I wanted a divorce. I didn’t want to hold her back. So, I need to know where Gin’s heart is. I haven’t been able to find out before now because my head has been messed up. An out-of-work man is a man with a burden that only another out-of-work man can understand. I’m fifty years old. Been working since I was four-teen—that’s thirty-six years straight where I earned a living.


“To be out of work for almost year took something out of me. I couldn’t really convey it to her. I fell into a funk and she into a funk about me. I don’t like it, but I can’t blame her. I was supposed to be the man for her, to provide. Not working drained some of my manhood, in her eyes.”


“It’s not like you weren’t trying to get employed,” Big Al said. “Or that you quit your job. You got downsized. Millions of guys have been downsized. And since then you have been hitting the bricks, interviewing, trying to get on. It’s a bad time in the country, no matter how hard President Obama tries. Seems like if you were trying to get work she would understand and not simply check out on you.


“But, hey, that’s just me. Anyway, so what’s your plan? Anyone else gets rich, they act like they just got rich. You…you’re gonna act like nothing changed? I gotta see this.”


“Well, not exactly,” he said. “I was part of a major class action suit against a bank that was overcharging on overdraft fees for twenty years. Ginger knows about it. I’m gonna tell her I got a settlement check of five thousand for that and that my income tax check came from last year—a little more money.


“Then I’m going to take her on a trip we both said we really wanted to go on before I lost my job—to the Napa Valley in California, to the wine country. We never went because I don’t like to fly. But I’m going to for this.


“Al, this is my chance to get my life back the way I want it, but even better because we’ll have each other and no more financial issues. Truth be told, I don’t want anyone else. I want Ginger.”


“Well, good luck, my brother,” Al said. “I gotta get home. But when you’re ready to start really spending that money, hit me up.”


“You know I got you, man,” Paul said. “First thing to do is line up your bills. We’re gonna pay all them off and go from there. I’ll have some nice cash for you.”


They shook hands and slapped each other on the back.


“Tomorrow!” Paul yelled to Al as he walked toward his car.


An hour later, after he had pinched himself and the reality of the money set it, he heard the garage door open, indicating Ginger was home. The timing for the money was ideal; they had wiped out their savings for their daughter’s first year of college. Paying for her education no longer would be a worry.


It seemed his only worry was if his wife would embrace him trying to mend their broken marriage.





CHAPTER 3


PICKING UP THE PIECES


Paul got concerned when he realized Ginger had been in the car about fifteen minutes after he heard the garage door go up. He went to the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of Viognier and two glasses.


Before he could go check on Ginger, she emerged, moving slowly, with her head down. She was down about her daughter being off to college and scared about the panic attack she had.


“Hey,” Paul said with a level of concern in his voice—something Ginger had not heard in some time, “You OK?”


Ginger was stunned by his concern. She had heard no caring inflection in his voice for months, not toward her, anyway. She lifted her head and looked at him. Paul looked different, she noticed right away. He stood more upright and his eyes were bright, not sullen.


“Do you care, Paul?” she said, walking past him to the living room, where she sat on the couch.


Paul did not answer. He went to the kitchen and retrieved the wine and the glasses. He placed it on the coffee table in front of Ginger. She was confused. He had not offered her any of his precious wine in months.


“Ginger,” he said, “I do care.”


“Since when?” she asked.


Paul poured wine into the glasses. He picked up one and handed it to Ginger. She looked at the glass for several seconds, looked at her husband and finally reached for the glass.


“I have always cared, Gin,” he said. “I just…”


“You just what, Paul?”


“I just lost who I was,” he said.


Ginger did not respond. She sat back on the couch, wine in hand.


Paul went on. “I want you to realize that I’m sorry.”


“You said you want a divorce, Paul,” she shot out.


“I know and I didn’t mean it,” he said.


“So why would you say something so hurtful?” Ginger said. “You said you wanted to get away from me. You think that didn’t hurt me, hurt my feelings?”


“I didn’t mean it,” he said. “Listen, I was depressed. I was miserable. You won’t believe this, but I thought I would be doing the right thing by letting you move on. I didn’t see anything getting better and…I…I don’t know where that came from—divorce—but I just said it.”


“You don’t just say you want a divorce, Paul,” she said.


“I just said it,” he responded. “I don’t want a divorce, Gin. I want us to get back to where we used to be. I really do.”


“Why? Why would you want that after how bad it has been?” she asked.


“Please taste your wine,” Paul said. “It’s good.”


“Paul,” Ginger said, exasperated.


“OK, I’m just saying,” he said. He sipped his wine and added: “Anyway, think about it: Our baby is off to college. It’s only you and me. This is the perfect time for us to find what we used to have.”


Ginger finally tasted the wine. It was good—clean, light, fresh, floral.


“I don’t know how to respond to this, Paul,” she said. “I was in the car just now and I felt like I was dying. I dreaded coming in here and dealing with your attitude and total disregard for me. I literally was in the car crying. I couldn’t breathe.”


“What?”


“Yes, I’m serious,” she said. “I felt like there was nothing for me to come into this house to, no love. So, for you to tell me you didn’t mean all the awful things you said to me, the way you have treated me the last few weeks.…I don’t know.”


“You’re supposed to be skeptical,” Paul said. “I understand it. I’m not asking you to do anything except have an open mind. I want to work this thing out. It’s very important to me.”


Ginger took a big gulp of the wine, and it went straight to her head. She sipped more, and she could feel a change coming over her from it. When that happened, she became audacious.


“So, what’s this about? You want sex?” she said. “All of a sudden you’re serving me wine and you want to work it out? Look at you. You’re all shaven and even have on cologne. What’s going on? I don’t get it. It was bad before, but the last three weeks have been terrible.


“And now you want to work it out? That’s hard to believe. I don’t care what you say.”


Paul knew his wife and he knew that the wine was kicking in. He also knew that challenging her would result in her getting more and more combative, especially after she finished her glass and immediately poured herself another.


There were times when he would challenge her. But this was not one of them.


“You will see over time,” he said. “Ginger, let’s make this work.”


“How do you propose we do this, Mr. I Want A Divorce?” she said.


Paul smiled.


“What’s so funny?” she wanted to know. “You laughing at me?”


“No. I was thinking we should take a trip,” he said.


“A trip?” Ginger cracked. “To where? Fantasy Island?”


“I was thinking the trip we have been talking about for years—to Napa Valley,” Paul said.


“Napa? You want to drive across country?”


“No,” he said. “Let’s fly.”


“You wanna fly?” Ginger said. “Now I’m sure something’s up. You’re the same man who two days ago would not fly to see your daughter off at college. Now, you wanna fly to California with me to the wine country? Nah, something’s going on. What’s going on?”


“I regret not flying with you and Helena to D.C.,” Paul said. “I do. I don’t like flying, but I should have made the trip anyway for my daughter. I regret that. But I will fly up there and fly back with her when she comes home for the first time. I have to do that for her.


“But in the meantime, I think we should go to Napa and enjoy the wine and see if we can’t bring this marriage back together.”


Ginger remained confused. The idea sounded good to her. No matter how bad things had gotten, Paul was still her husband and she silently prayed for their marriage to be saved.


But her rational mind would not push aside obvious questions.


“How we gonna pay for this?” she asked. “The mortgage is due and we barely got Helena into college. You think we should borrow money to go on a vacation? I know you’re not saying that.”


“I’m not saying that at all,” Paul said, sipping the last of his wine. “Something happened today. I got a call about the class-action suit. I have some money coming to me next week: seven thousand dollars.


“We can pay the mortgage and still have more than enough to go out there. Not long. Maybe three days. Enough to hit some vineyards and talk and see where we really are.”


“So you got some money coming in for the first time in almost a year and you want to spend it all?” Ginger asked. “What about saving some? Bills come around every month, you know? Or did you forget?”


Paul was insulted but he did not let it show. It was not easy for him to hold back, but he did.


“Let’s not forget that I have been providing some money for the longest here,” he said calmly. “I worked with Eric cutting grass. I drove a cab. I worked at Home Depot. Don’t act like I sat around here and did nothing. I’m not gonna let you put that out there like you might believe it’s true. I have tried.”


“You did, Paul,” she conceded. “I won’t deny that. But—”


“There is no but, Gin,” he jumped in. “I have been through hell this year. You don’t know what it’s like to work all of your life and then one day, out of the blue, someone tells you that you can’t work anymore. You can’t provide for your family.


“That’s not a small thing, Gin. It hurt. It changed me. And now I have some money coming my way; I deserve to take a vacation. You do, too.”


He ain’t never lied, she thought to herself. Ginger was emotionally spent. Between her daughter being off to college and the drama Paul inflicted—and now his one hundred eighty degrees in attitude change—she thought she was in a bad dream. Going away with anyone would be an elixir to her doldrums. And to Napa Valley, the one place she and Paul talked about really wanting to visit?


“You really want me to go?” Ginger asked.


“Yes,” he answered.


“Well, if you really do, then you’d do this one thing for me,” she said.


“What’s that?” Paul wanted to know.


“Take my mother with us,” she said.


It was such an out-of-left-field request that Paul spat the wine in his mouth out onto the coffee table and a little on Ginger.


“Damn, Paul. That’s disgusting,” she said, using a napkin to wipe off her arm.


“I’m sorry,” he said. “You surprised me with that.”


Madeline Price, Ginger’s mother, lost her husband of 34 years about ten months prior, to a heart attack. He was working in the yard of their small ranch home near downtown Decatur, near Atlanta, with his wife, who went inside to fetch them some lemonade. When Madeline got back, her husband was facedown in the rose bushes, dead.


Her grieving was enormous and understandable. Theirs was a marriage the antithesis of most.


“I actually didn’t heard my parents argue or speak of arguing in their last twenty years together,” Ginger said. “If they were hiding it, they hid it well. You have seen them together—they were happy, like a fairy tale.


“So, taking her with us to the Wine Country would be really great for her. It hasn’t been that long since my dad passed and she’s done nothing but stay in the house. She needs to get away.”


“We need to get away, too, Ginger,” Paul said. “We really need this time. You think we can have the same experience with your mother there?”


“My mother being there won’t interfere with anything between us,” she said.


Ginger never took her eyes off of her husband and he never blinked. They were locked in, which was an advantage to Ginger, and she knew it. Paul melted at his wife’s eyes and her desires. At least he used to.


“OK,” he said. “OK. We’ll work it out. It’ll be good.”


Ginger got up from the couch and hugged Paul, a show of affection so rare that he closed his eyes as they embraced, so as to savor the moment.


Then he opened them suddenly and pulled away from Ginger.


“What if I invite my mom, too?” he said. “She and your mom can keep each other company, finally get to know each other and maybe even end up liking each other. And that would give us some space to do something by ourselves.”


Ginger was surprised; their parents were not close. They were not friends. There was no obvious dislike, but there was obvious unspoken discord.


“You didn’t get that much money and now you’re looking to spend it all on one trip?” she said.


“You weren’t concerned about money when you asked about bringing your mom,” Paul said.


“That’s not the point,” Ginger shot back.


“No, actually, it’s exactly the point,” Paul said. “I want my mom to come and suddenly you’re worried about the money I spend? Well, if your mom is going, my mom should, too. She needs to get away as much as any of us.”


Paul’s point made Ginger think—and soften her stance. She was at Brenda Wall’s the day after she told her husband when he came home from a round of golf: “I’m sorry. I’m moving out. I don’t want to be married anymore.”


And by the next morning, most of her belongings were in her new apartment in downtown Atlanta. She was that decisive. It was such a shocking move that she did not even get emotional about it.


“You’re right,” Ginger said. “Your mom and my mom both need to go someplace like Napa and clear their heads. It will be good for them. When?”


“I was thinking in a few weeks or so,” Paul said. “I want to research where we should stay, what vineyards to see and so on and so forth.”


“Paul, I don’t think we should tell them about the trip yet,” Ginger said. “Right now, I am agreeing to it, but I’m still not one hundred percent. I don’t know. A lot of stuff has happened and I can’t say I’m really over it.”
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