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  Chapter 1




  The Thursday night crowd at the Aztec Club was larger than usual. For the first time ever there was a good chance that the Chicago Cubs and the Chicago White Sox were going to win their respective league championships and meet in the World Series. The city was now in a constant state of revelry. Every bar in town was filled to capacity as the fans waited for the playoff games that were going to begin on Saturday afternoon.




  The big problem with this possible historic event was that Cubs fans hated the White Sox and Sox fans hated the Cubs. Since the Aztec Club was on Chicago’s south side, most of the twenty-something people who went there on a regular basis were White Sox fans. However, there were a few like Rich Swenson who crossed the imaginary line that divided the city to support the Cubs. So, in the last few days Wally Carelli, the owner of the Aztec Club, was constantly on alert and looking for ways to divert his customers’ interest in the upcoming games so he wouldn’t have to break up any fights. Wally was a large, solid man who could handle himself in any type of confrontation; fights were not good for business.




  That afternoon, Wally had rearranged some of the tables lining the walls near the jukebox to make the dance floor big enough to accommodate ten couples. Tonight the Aztec Club was holding a number of dance contests. Some of Wally’s regular patrons had brought in music and were judging the various contests. At the moment, the final round of a twist contest was taking place.




  Tom Lawrence and Cathy Senese were judging the contest which had expanded to three rounds because so many people wanted to compete. All eyes were on the last three dancing couples who had survived the eliminations. Mr. Cub Fan Rich Swenson, and his sometime girlfriend, Margie Tucker, were competing against Sammy Turner and the girl of Sammy’s dreams, Melissa Lawrence, who hadn’t gotten around to changing back to her maiden name when she divorced Tom. The third couple was middle-aged and had just come into the bar for the first time that evening.




  The Aztec Club was decorated with a Southwestern theme. It had a large bar that curved nicely around the main area of the club. Beyond that, in the back, there were elevated booths where occupants had a good view of the main bar area. Wally’s wife had insisted there be no pool tables or video games in their club.




  “This is a social club where people will come to talk and dance,” Ellen had told Wally when they purchased the building and remodeled it ten years ago. At the beginning, Ellen and Wally had run the bar together, but once it was successful, Ellen had hired a bartender to take her place and turned her attention to other interests.




  Cathy tugged on Tom’s arm until he bent so she could whisper in his ear. Tom nodded and went over, twisting his hips a little as he moved. He tapped the middle-aged gentleman on the shoulder, eliminating them from the competition.




  Now only Margie and Rich and Sammy and Melissa were still twisting to the music recorded in the early sixties by Chubby Checker. Sammy was an exceptionally good dancer, and Melissa’s lovely face was a mask of concentration as she tried to copy her partner’s fancy gyrations.




  Wally delivered a draft beer to a gentleman at the bar and looked over his head to see that Tom and Cathy were apparently having some type of disagreement. Both of them were White Sox fans, so Wally assumed it was about the last two dancing couples. Tom stepped forward, but Cathy pulled him back and ran forward herself, heading toward Margie and Richard. Tom quickly stepped in front of Cathy and tapped Sammy on the shoulder. Sammy and Melissa stopped dancing and stared at Tom in disbelief.




  “The winners of the twist contest are Rich and Margie,” Tom announced loudly.




  “Shut up, Tom,” Cathy yelled. “Sammy and Melissa are the winners.”




  Rich stopped dancing and pulled Margie over to Cathy’s side. “You can’t do that. Tom already declared us the winners.”




  “I’m sorry, but you weren’t the best dancers.”




  “That’s right. Sammy and I were the best,” Melissa shouted in a shrill voice.




  Tom towered over his ex-wife and spoke menacingly. “I’m the judge and I say you’re a loser.”




  Encouraged by the argument, other people began to yell out their opinions on who should have won the dance contest as Sammy grabbed Tom by the arm and pulled him away from Melissa.




  “How would you like to lose some teeth?” Sammy said quietly. Sammy was several inches shorter than Tom, but he was a construction worker and very muscular. Tom was a computer tech who sat at a desk all day. His days as a star basketball player on his high school and college teams were long gone. While daily trips to the gym kept his body firm, Tom didn’t have the muscle that Sammy displayed.




  Reading the look on Sammy’s face, Cathy jumped between him and Tom. “No violence just because my co-judge let his emotions rule his head.”




  “I’ll tell you what rules Tom’s head,” Melissa shouted. “It’s that little thing between his legs! And I do mean little!”




  The crowd roared with laughter at Melissa’s remark. Tom took a step toward Melissa, who took refuge behind Sammy.




  “You bitch,” Tom said, trying to reach around Sammy and grab Melissa’s long auburn curls.




  “Touch her and you’re dead,” Sammy warned Tom.




  Wally jumped over the bar and hurried toward the group, all of them long-time patrons of his club. This argument had the potential of being much worse than any disagreement over the Cubs and Sox.




  Wally intended to get Cathy out of the way and insert himself between Sammy and Tom, but Cathy pushed on Tom’s chest and moved him back a few steps.




  “Come on, Tom,” Cathy yelled over the noise of the crowd that was still joining in the argument. “We all know Melissa didn’t mean that literally. It’s common knowledge you’re hung like a horse.”




  This statement elicited another roar of laughter from the bystanders as Tom put his arms around Cathy. “Thank you for noticing, sweetheart. Do you need a ride home tonight?”




  Cathy turned to Wally. “Do something, please,” she whispered.




  “I say it’s a tie. All four finalists get a bottle of my best champagne. Gentleman, step up to the bar and collect your prizes.” Wally signaled to Ned, one of the other bartenders working that night to get the champagne for the winners.




  Cathy wriggled away from Tom and pushed her way through the crowd to escape to the ladies’ room in the back. Tom started to follow her, but Melissa jumped in front of him, blocking his way.




  “So that’s how it is. The ink’s not even dry on our divorce papers and you and Cathy are fooling around. Not that I care, mind you. I got me one hell of a guy.” Melissa glared up at Tom and then hurried to join Sammy who was collecting their prize. She threw her arms around Sammy’s neck and gave him a long kiss.




  Tom’s face tightened with anger and Wally grabbed his arm. “What are you drinking, Tom? Judges get free drinks.” Tom pulled free of Wally, turned quickly and headed out the door.




  Chapter 2




  The next morning at the insurance office where Cathy worked as a bookkeeper, a few co-workers were gathered in the employee’s lounge listening to Cathy’s account of the dance contest.




  “So, you like this Tom? You going to go out with him?” Molly from the file department asked.




  Cathy shook her head. “No way. He’s still hung up on his ex-wife and I think she’s still carrying a torch for him.”




  A dark-haired girl named Renetta, who had the desk next to Cathy’s, smiled at Molly. “Cathy has her eye on the new sales trainee.”




  “He’s so good-looking,” Molly said. “If I weren’t married…” Molly stopped talking as the office manager entered the room and pointed to the big clock hanging on the wall. The girls left the lounge and reported to their respective departments.




  Later that morning, Renetta walked back to her desk after a trip to the restroom. “Cathy, he is sitting back there looking absolutely gorgeous and very bored. What are you waiting for?”




  “A good excuse to go to the sales department. I don’t want this to look too obvious.”




  “Well, you’d better think of something fast, because Fran Scrader has been parading past him in that tight skirt all day. He’s probably asked her out by now.”




  Cathy stood up and grabbed a folder from her desk. Today Cathy had dressed in a navy blue skirt with a pale blue blouse that hung loose over the waistband. Instead of the flat shoes she usually wore to the office, Cathy had worn a pair of three inch heels, thinking that the extra height made her look slimmer and showed off her shapely legs. Cathy wasn’t a knock-out like Melissa but she was pretty enough to attract a good share of attention from guys of all ages. She had shoulder-length brown hair that she often pulled back into a ponytail, but this morning she had used extra conditioner so that it hung sleek and straight. She had also taken special care with mascara and eye-liner to bring out the startling blueness of her eyes.




  “Okay. Here goes,” Cathy told Renetta.




  Renetta had been happily married for twenty years and was the mother of two teenage girls. She treated Cathy like she was one of her daughters, always interested in Cathy’s social life and romances. “I live vicariously through you and your friend, Margie,” Renetta had said on more than one occasion. “I need lots of details.”




  Cathy walked through the office, smiling and nodding at people as she passed their desks. She arrived at the doorway to the sales department and took a deep breath before she entered. The office contained several desks. Three of them were occupied by the senior sales staff. Pete, Ira, and Joe had all been with the company for a number of years and were friends inside and outside the office. All three were good-looking and good-humored enough to charm their customers into buying insurance policies on homes, cars, and businesses.




  Pete looked up and whistled at Cathy. “You’re looking good, sweetheart. Got a hot date for lunch?”




  “Maybe,” Cathy said coyly.




  “She just wants to give us old guys a thrill,” Ira said.




  “Actually,” Cathy told him, “I want to charm you into turning in your expense reports on time for a change.”




  So far, Kevin who was sitting at a small desk at the back of the room studying an insurance manual hadn’t even looked in Cathy’s direction.




  “Not guilty,” Joe said, running a hand across his bald head. “I turned mine in yesterday.”




  “Yes, you did, Joe,” Cathy said a little louder than necessary, wanting Kevin to at least look up and be aware of her presence. “And your reimbursement check is already made out. Pete and Ira, however, won’t be getting checks this month. I’m closing the books in an hour.”




  “I need an extension,” Ira said. “My dog ate some of my receipts and I have to recreate them.”




  “That’s the same excuse you used last month,” Cathy told him.




  Since Kevin still hadn’t bothered to look at her, Cathy walked over and stood in front of his desk. The description, tall, dark, and handsome definitely fit Kevin and he was dressed impeccably in a gray suit, pale pink shirt, and dark gray tie. His hair was black and curly and fell over his forehead in a manner that made Cathy want to brush her fingers across it. His eyes were dark and mysterious and he finally raised them to look at Cathy. His smile would melt an iceberg, Cathy thought as he favored her with it.




  “Can I help you?” he said in a deep baritone voice.




  “Oh, well,” Cathy stammered. “I know you just started, but I wanted to check and see if you had any expenses to report and if you needed any help filling out the report.”




  Kevin shook his head. “Not really. I’ve been in the office all week.”




  “Okay, but if you have any questions I’ll be happy to answer them for you.”




  “Thanks, Cathy.”




  “You’re welcome.”




  “Wow, did you hear that, fellas?” Pete said loudly. “Kevin’s getting special treatment. She never offered to help me with my report.”




  Cathy turned away from Kevin and looked at Pete. “That’s because I know that you’re beyond help, Pete.” Everyone laughed, including Kevin, and Cathy felt like she had scored some points with him. “Okay, but I was serious about closing out the books this afternoon. No reports, no expense money.”




  “I think this girl has an adding machine for a heart,” Ira said.




  Satisfied that she had made an impression on Kevin, Cathy started past Pete’s desk toward the doorway. She looked over her shoulder and answered Ira’s last remark. “That’s the only way I can keep you guys honest,” she said.




  The men laughed again and then because she was looking over her shoulder at them instead of where she was walking, Cathy’s foot hit Pete’s wastebasket. This resulted in the basket tipping, and as Cathy raised her foot again, one of her three inch spiked heels somehow got caught on the rim of the wastebasket.




  Cathy started to trip and stagger forward, struggling to keep from losing her balance completely and falling on her face. Just then, one of the file clerks came through the door carrying a stack of files and Cathy plowed right into him. The file clerk and Cathy ended up on the floor with folders and papers flying all around them.




  Pete, Ira, and Joe were laughing too hard to help her, but Kevin ran over and lifted Cathy to her feet. “Are you okay?” he asked with true concern in his voice and in his eyes.




  Cathy nodded, too mortified to speak, and limped back to her own desk.




  “What happened to you?” Renetta asked as soon as she saw the look on Cathy’s face.




  Cathy quickly sat at her desk and buried her face in her hands. “I made a fool of myself,” she said softly.




  The rest of the morning passed with agonizing slowness as people kept coming into the bookkeeping department to make a remark or a joke about Cathy’s mishap in the sales office. She took the kidding good-naturedly, pretending that she was unfazed by the accident.




  “The boss is dictating a memo,” Ira said when he delivered his expense report to Cathy just before lunch. “He’s instructing all employees to keep their wastebaskets secured under their desks to avoid accidents.”




  “Get out of here, Ira,” Renetta told him. “Or there’s going to be an accident involving my foot and your butt.”




  Ira just laughed and winked at Renetta. “Sounds kinky!”




  “Well, so much for making a good impression on the new guy,” Cathy said. “Let’s go out for lunch, my treat.”




  Cathy and Renetta left the office and went downstairs to the coffee shop in the lobby of the building. They settled down at a table for four. As they looked over the menu specials for that day, Kevin approached the table and asked if he could join them.




  Cathy was too surprised to answer, so Renetta invited him to sit down.




  * * * *




  Wally entered the Aztec Club by the side door next to the parking lot and heard someone pounding on the front door. He looked at his watch and saw that it was after five, an hour later than he usually opened for business. He walked to the front and unlocked the door to admit Tom, Rich, and Sammy who hurried to their usual places at the bar next to the front windows.




  “What’s going on, Wally? We’ve been outside for twenty minutes already,” Sammy complained.




  “Sorry, boys.”




  “Maybe his missus insisted on a matinee,” Tom said.




  “Yeah, that was it,” Wally answered.




  “Again?” Tom asked. “You two are the horniest old couple there ever was.”




  Wally laughed and went behind the bar and began filling the mugs of draft beer his three regular customers always had on their way home from their respective jobs.




  “Tom’s just jealous because he’s not getting any. You’d better give him that beer on me,” Rich said.




  “How about me, Rich?” Sammy asked.




  “Get lost, man. You think I’m made of money or something? I owe Tommy from yesterday.”




  “Yeah, I know. A little bird told me about you—cheap, cheap, cheap,” Sammy replied, putting some cash on the bar.




  “You guys line up a bookie to take your bets on the playoff games?” Wally asked.




  “I’m not messing with the playoffs. I know a guy in Vegas. He placed a bet for me on the Sox to win it all,” Tom said.




  “The same guy put one down for me on the Cubs to win it all,” Rich said. “Who’d you bet on, Wally?”




  “The season’s not over yet. I’ll wait and see who wins the playoffs and ends up in the series.”




  “The Cubs are going to do it this year,” Rich said.




  Tom laughed. “You’ve got a lot of faith in a team that hasn’t won for over a hundred years.”




  “It’ll make the win all the sweeter,” Rich replied.




  “I bet a hundred on the Sox. How much did you bet on the Cubs?”




  “Twenty bucks.”




  “Shows your lack of confidence in your team.”




  Rich stood up. “How about you and me make a side bet, Tom?”




  “Sure. I’ll take your action. How much, another measly twenty?”




  Rich ran a hand through his short blond hair and glared at Tom. “I’ll bet you five hundred dollars that the Cubs win the World Series regardless of who they play.”




  Tom stood up and faced Rich. “Done. Wally, you’re our witness.”




  Sammy shook his head. “Five hundred bucks? You guys are crazy. I’ve got better things to spend my money on.”




  Rich laughed. “I’ll bet you’re talking about Melissa. Ooh, la,la. How about that lip-lock she threw on Sammy last night? I thought we were going to have to hose them down.”




  Tom leaned forward and looked past Rich to Sammy who was suddenly staring at the jukebox against the far wall. “Come on, Sammy, spill it. Don’t let the fact that she’s my ex-wife intimidate you. She’s a hot chick. Give us all the torrid details.”




  “Shut up, rat brain. Melissa’s a nice girl; that’s why she dumped you,” Sammy said heatedly, turning back to glare at Tom.




  “Like hell she did. I dumped her because she’s a dumb broad who never knows when to shut up.”




  Sammy jumped to his feet ready to fight Tom.




  “Sit down, Sammy,” Wally said calmly. “I’ll buy you another beer.”




  Tom grinned. “Sorry, pal. I didn’t mean anything against you. Melissa is a free woman; you go right ahead and make your move.”




  “Who said I was making any moves? We’re friends, that’s all.”




  “Sure, no hard feelings,” Tom said in a friendly tone as he headed for the restrooms.




  “Hey, Sammy, now that Mr. Crude is gone, tell me what’s really going on with you and Melissa,” Rich said in a low conspiratorial tone.




  “There’s nothing to tell. She needs someone to talk to, and I’m it.”




  “Man, I don’t believe you. You’ve been carrying a torch for this girl for years, yet you do nothing. You let her run off and marry Tom.”




  “What could I do? She wanted him, not me.”




  “That was then, this is now. You got a second chance. Don’t blow it.”




  Wally set another beer down in front of Sammy. “Look, Sammy, I wouldn’t say this in front of Tom, but I think Melissa really has a thing for you.”




  Sammy rubbed his face. “Or maybe she’s just playing up to me, trying to make Tom jealous.”




  “Why would she do that?” Rich asked. “There’s a dozen guys who come in here every night that are better looking than you. If she was just trying to make Tom jealous, she’d go after one of them.”




  “Thanks, Rich. Your pep talks are so encouraging.”




  Wally reached under the bar and got a telephone and placed it in front of Sammy. “Come on, Sammy. Call her right now, and ask her out tonight. Take her some place where you can relax without Tom watching your every move.”




  “Yeah, Sammy, go ahead and call her,” Rich said. “Five bucks says she’ll go out with you.”




  “No. Tom will be back any second.”




  Wally removed the phone and reached in his pocket and pulled out some change. He held it out to Sammy. “Here you go, Sam. Use the pay phone in the back. It’s nice and private.”




  Sammy looked nervous. “What if she’s not home?”




  “Then I get my money back.”




  “Okay, but when she tells me to get lost, Rich owes me five bucks.”




  “You got a deal.” Rich smiled and nodded toward Tom who was making his way back to the bar. Sammy slid off the stool and waited for Tom to take his seat again and then hurried off to make his phone call.




  “Hey, I almost forgot,” Wally said to Tom and Rich. “You two got some mail here this morning.”




  “What kind of mail?” Rich asked.




  “Letters in pretty pink envelopes. Now where the hell did we put them?”




  “Hell, don’t let Melissa hear about this. She was always saying the post office should deliver my mail here because I was never home.”




  “Maybe that’s why she’s your ex-wife,” Rich told him.




  Wally continued to look around the bar area. Then he shrugged and got the telephone and dialed a number. While he waited for the number to answer, an attractive woman in her early forties came through the door.




  “I’m looking for Wally,” she said, glancing at the three men.




  “Hang on, honey,” Wally said. “I’ll be right with you.” Then, he turned his head and spoke into the phone. “Hi, sweetheart, how are you doing? I’m sorry, didn’t mean to tire you out.”




  Tom and Rich started making kissing noises at him. Wally grabbed a wet bar towel and threw it, hitting Rich in the face. Tom howled with laughter as the woman watched their antics with an amused smile.




  Rich removed the towel from his face and sighed. “That’s just the kind of kisses I like, nice and wet.”




  “Sorry, sweetheart,” Wally said into the phone. “The boys are jealous that I get to talk to you, and they don’t.” He paused to listen again. “Anyway, the reason I called was to ask you where those letters are that came for the boys.” He nodded his head. “Oh, yeah, that’s right. Thanks, honey. I’ll see you soon.”




  Wally hung up the phone and put it back under the bar.




  “Ellen hasn’t been around lately,” Tom said. “I miss her pretty face.”




  Wally shrugged and smiled. “Ellen has retired from the bar business. She keeps busy with other things.”




  “Does she have a younger sister you can fix me up with?” Tom asked.




  “Sorry, buddy, my Ellen is an only child, one of a kind.”




  “Excuse me.” The woman, who had been waiting for Wally to finish his call, moved closer to the bar. She was small in stature, a strawberry blond with loose curls framing her pretty face. She was dressed in a neat pair of black slacks and a red cotton-knit top with a scooped neck. Around her neck was a gold chain with a dolphin hanging from it. The dolphin on the chain was a larger version of the ones that adorned her ears.




  Wally turned his attention to her. “Oh, sorry, honey. What can I do for you?”




  “My name is Luann Simmons. They sent me over here from Celebrity Bartending School for the job.”




  Wally frowned. “What job?”




  “You don’t have an opening for a bartender?”




  “No,” he replied, avoiding the clear blue eyes that were looking at him suspiciously.




  “You already hired someone to replace Ned?” Rich asked. “He just quit last night.”




  Wally gave Rich a silencing look. “Ned was just joking. He always says that.”




  “Then why did you call Celebrity and ask for a replacement?” Luanne asked.




  “I didn’t. There must be some mistake.”




  “Okay, I get it, mister. You have an opening, but not for a woman. Thanks for nothing.” Luanne turned to leave.




  “Hey, hold on a minute. I don’t want you thinking I’m against women.”




  “I love to be against women, the closer the better,” Tom said.




  Luann shook her head angrily and hurried out the door.




  “Wait till Cathy and Marge hear that Wally refused to hire a female bartender,” Rich said sternly. “They’ll organize all the women and picket this place.”




  “And who the hell is going to tell them?” Wally asked.




  “The lady who just left. Luann Simmons is Margie’s aunt. I talked to her this afternoon and she told me her aunt was coming here for a job.”




  “Oh, I’d better go after her. You guys watch the bar for a few minutes.” Wally flipped his tall, broad frame over the bar and headed for the door.




  “Hey, wait a minute. What about our letters?” Tom called out.




  “Oh, yeah. They’re in the cash register because the perfume was smelling up the whole bar.” Wally hurried over to the cash register and took out the letters. He threw them on the bar and ran out the door after Luann Simmons.




  Chapter 3




  Wally emerged from the bar and looked up and down the street. Luann was at the corner, waiting for a bus. Wally sprinted toward her. Luann saw him coming and turned her back on him.




  “Hey, miss, I’m sorry if I gave you the wrong impression. It’s nothing against you personally.”




  Luann turned to face him, anger still shining in her eyes. “Yes, it is. You’re one of those insecure jerks who views a strong woman as a threat to his manhood. Well, fine, who needs your stupid job?”




  “You’re right. I acted like a jerk. I apologize.” Wally paused and looked at Luann expectantly. She just stared at him coldly, and then turned her back on him again. “Listen. I really am sorry. You need the job bad, huh?”




  “Not that bad.”




  Well, that’s good. Bartending is no job for a classy woman like you. Working nights, taking a lot of guff from a bunch of smart-ass guys. You’d be better off in an office, a nice day job.”




  Luann faced him again. “I have a retarded son and I spend my days with him. My sister has agreed to keep him at her house at night. He goes to sleep early and doesn’t have to be monitored so closely. I went to bartending school so I could get a job working nights because that’s what I have to do.”




  “What about the kid’s father?”




  Luann closed her eyes for a second and then opened them again and looked directly into Wally’s dark eyes. “My husband died three months ago.”




  “I’m sorry,” Wally said quickly. “Look, maybe I was too hasty. You can have the job.”




  Luann took her handbag and swung it at Wally, hitting him in the arm. “Don’t feel sorry for me. And don’t do me any favors.” She turned away again and started walking swiftly away from him.




  Wally watched her shapely figure move down the street for a few seconds before he hurried after her.




  * * * *




  Back in the Aztec Club, Rich and Tom were still sitting at the bar. They each had a pretty pink envelope setting in front of them.




  “These letters smell like hooker heaven,” Tom said, making a face.




  “So, you going to open yours or not?” Rich asked.




  “Sure. Right after you open yours.”




  “I’ll bet it’s some kind of a joke. Probably one of Margie or Cathy’s stupid stunts.”




  “Okay. We’ll both open them on the count of three.”




  “Ready? One, two—” Tom’s countdown was interrupted by the sound of Sammy singing an unidentifiable tune. He was walking toward them and doing a few dance steps as he moved. Tom and Rich quickly put their letters out of sight.




  “What’s that smell?” Sammy asked when he arrived at his seat.




  “Nothing. Just residue from a lady bartender that was in here a few minutes ago,” Rich told him.




  “Wally took her outside to talk to her,” Tom added.




  “Oh, well tell him good-night for me. I have to leave,” Sammy said. He picked up his beer mug and took a sip then set it down and pushed it away from him.




  “So early?” Rich asked.




  “Yeah, and by the way, here’s the five bucks I owe you.” Sammy threw a five-dollar bill in front of Rich. “See you guys tomorrow.”




  As soon as Sammy was gone, Tom and Rich pulled the letters out of their pockets, but before they could open them, the outside door opened and Margie and Cathy came in. Once again Tom and Rich stashed the pink envelopes in their pockets.




  “I swear, Margie,” Cathy was saying,. “I’ve never been so embarrassed in my life.”




  “I know, but it worked out okay didn’t it?”




  “Hi, girls,” Rich said. “What are you doing here so early in the evening?”




  “I need a drink,” Cathy told him. “Where’s Wally?”




  “He’ll be back in a few minutes. He’s outside talking to Margie’s aunt,” Rich replied.




  “Is he going to hire her?” Margie asked.




  “I wouldn’t count on it,” Tom said.




  “Darn. She’s needs a job. My uncle died three months ago with no insurance, no nothing.”




  “Tough break,” Tom replied.




  “Wally should hire a female bartender,” Cathy said. “She’d be an asset to this place.” Cathy stopped talking and sniffed the air, walking closer to Rich and Tom. “What’s that smell?”




  “My new after shave,” Rich said quickly.




  Margie moved closer to him too. “It is not. It smells like cheap perfume. Okay. What’s going on?”




  “None of your business,” Tom said, standing up and grabbing Rich’s arm. “Come on, Rich. Let’s go. Catch you later, girls.”




  Cathy and Margie said good-bye and moved to other side of the bar and sat down. As soon as the door closed behind Rich and Tom, the girls broke into a fit of laughter.




  “I think they’re falling for it,” Cathy finally said after they gained control.




  “Did you see the way they were trying to hide them? I had all I could do to keep a straight face.”




  “Oh, but they’re going to play it cool. Run off and read their letters in private. Maybe we should follow them?”




  “No, let’s be cool ourselves. We’ll know soon enough if they fell for it.”




  The outside door opened again and Wally and Luann entered together. Luann walked over to the girls and gave Margie a quick hug.




  “Congratulate me. I got the job here,” Luann said.




  “That’s great,” Margie told her.




  “Good move, Wally,” Cathy said as he opened the portion of the bar against the wall that allowed him and Luann to go behind it. “You’re a prince. Your wife is one lucky woman.”




  “That’s what I keep telling her,” Wally agreed.




  Chapter 4




  Tom’s apartment was very small and looked like a cyclone had passed through it. Newspapers were strewn around and the kitchen area connected to the living room had dirty dishes everywhere. Since Melissa had kept the apartment and the furniture she and Tom lived in as a married couple, Rich and Tom were sitting on lawn chairs in the living room. The only luxury item Tom owned was a brand new flat screen television mounted on one wall. As usual, it was tuned to a sports program, but the guys were too intent on the letters they had removed from the pink envelopes to watch TV.




  “So what do you think?” Rich asked.




  “It’s a gag,” Tom answered, waving the letter in the air.




  “Yeah. You’re probably right. We’ll look like first-class idiots if we act on this.”




  “And that’s exactly what they want.”




  “Who?”




  “The broads that sent these letters. I vote for Cathy and Margie. They’re both demented.”




  “Hold on now, Tom. Margie’s all right. I don’t think it’s her.”




  “Oh no? Why not?”




  “Because she likes me.”




  “Right. And Cathy loves me. I’m telling you, they’re trying to get even with us for the night we took them to that wedding.” Tom grinned and started to sing, loud and off-key. “Down on the farm, down on the farm. The pigs asked for you.”




  Rich nods and sings the next line. “The cows all said Moo.” He stopped singing and looked at Tom. “They did take your car that night.”




  “And left it in a tow-a-way zone. Cost me a hundred bucks to get it back.”




  “So maybe that was payback enough for them. Margie is still going out with me and like I said, she likes me.”




  “How much does she like you, Rich?”




  “Not that much, but I’m a patient man.”




  “So, you’re not getting any either?”




  Rich shakes his head. “Maybe we should consider taking a chance on this invitation that has been extended to us by the Pink Ladies.” He waved the letter in the air. “Maybe these women are legit. Maybe they did see us in the Aztec Club and have the hots for us.”




  “I think they’re probably hookers. Why else would they call themselves the Pink Ladies and promise us…” Tom paused to read the phrase from his letter, “…the most sensual and satisfying sexual encounter of our lives.”




  “Ooh La La,” Rich said. “I think we owe it to ourselves to at least check it out.”




  “They want us to meet them Tuesday night. We won’t be able to go until after bowling, but my lady said to show up after nine.”




  “Mine says the same thing. Do you think that’s a little strange?”




  “Not really. They’re obviously friends who know we’re friends and want the four of us to get together. Maybe they’re a little shy and need some support.”




  “That’s logical. We’ll do it,” Rich told him with a lazy smile. “Tuesday night after bowling.”




  * * * *




  Back at the Aztec Club, Margie couldn’t help but laugh as she listened again to Cathy’s story about tripping around the sales department with a wastebasket on her foot.




  “Did you get hurt?”




  “Just my pride. I got teased about it for the rest of the morning. So, even though I brought my lunch, Renetta and I went down to the coffee shop to eat. I just wanted to get away from the office. Then, Kevin came into the coffee shop, walked right over to our table and asked if he could join us. I was so flustered I couldn’t speak.”




  “So you had lunch with him?”




  “Right. And he never mentioned the wastebasket incident.”




  “Obviously, he’s a true gentleman. What did you talk about?”




  “I didn’t say much, but fortunately Renetta is never at a loss for words. They chatted away about movies, TV shows and I don’t know what else. After lunch, Renetta went to the bank with the day’s deposits and Kevin and I went back to the office together. That’s when he asked me out.”




  “For this weekend?”




  Cathy nodded, her eyes wide. “Needless to say, I was stunned, but I managed to nod my head in agreement. We’re going out tomorrow night. He suggested dinner and a movie.”




  “That’s great. What are you going to wear?”




  “I don’t know. I’m still so shocked that he actually wants to date me I haven’t thought that far ahead.”




  “What about that dress you wore to the wedding last month? That looked spectacular on you.”




  Cathy shook her head. “I ripped the hem when we climbed out the bathroom window. Besides, that date was such a disaster, I’ll probably never wear that dress again. For some reason, I classify my wardrobe as lucky and unlucky based on whether I had a good experience or bad when I wore it for the first time. The wedding with Tom was one of the worst dates I’ve ever had. Which, as you know, is why we sent them those letters they got today.”




  Margie nodded. “I just hope we haven’t gone too far.”




  “Margie, they had too much to drink and were singing that awful song and imitating the barnyard animals in it.”




  “You’re right. I almost died when the woman in the ladies’ room said she was the bride’s mother and was going to have security throw them out of the hall.”




  “It’s a good thing that bathroom was on the ground floor and we were able to get the window open.”




  “We did take Tom’s car though,” Margie reminded her.




  “And left them with no transportation.”




  “It served him right for drinking so much and giving me his keys so I could be the designated driver. I think he was drowning his sorrows over his break-up with Melissa.”




  “And what was Rich’s excuse?”




  “Just supporting his buddy. You know how guys are.”




  Margie nodded. “And he should have been supporting me, the girl he was out with. You’re right. Taking the car wasn’t enough.”




  “We’ll need to follow them after bowling next Tuesday,” Cathy said. “I’ll switch cars with my dad that night. Tom and Rich won’t recognize it.”
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