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    With a Double Oven




    By Alice Clayton




    “LOOKS LIKE IT’S JUST you and me, kiddo.” I nodded sadly as I looked around the empty house. Pillows arranged artfully, furniture placed just so, colors on the walls chosen with attention to detail bordering on the psychotic. My home was beautiful. My home was perfect.




    My home was lonely. I wandered from room to room with Mary Jane at my heels, looking at pictures in frames, adjusting magazine stacks, brushing a bit of dust that was almost imaginary from the top of a lamp. I surveyed my quiet world. Sighing loudly, it echoed through the space, and I walked towards the kitchen to make myself a lunch.




    Mary Jane nosed at my hand as I made a turkey sandwich, asking if she too could share in my lunch. Her big brown eyes blinked up at me, giving me her best “gimme” face.




    “Silly girl, you eat better than almost any dog I know,” I said, placing a piece of turkey where she could reach it. She licked my fingertips, smiled her doggie smile, and inhaled it in one bite. I smiled down at her, letting my fingertips now tangle in her soft brown hair, thinking of a very different Valentine’s Day.




    “Timothy, what the hell did you do?” I cried, spying the cardboard box with telltale air holes punched through the sides.




    “Just open it. Don’t analyze it, just open it.” He laughed, nudging it towards me.




    “Are you crazy? Whatever is inside that box, we can’t afford it!” I warned, approaching the box.




    “Maddie, sometimes you just have to say, ‘I want this,’ ya know? Besides, once we’re married and I’m a big time lawyer, we will be rolling in it. Now, open it before it opens itself.” He laughed as the package began to shake. Rolling my eyes at his impractical gift, I approached it and could hear whining from inside. My heart immediately began to melt as I tore the top off the box and gazed inside.




    There, perched on top of an old towel, was the sweetest little puppy I had ever seen. Black, with a brown stripe and white breast, the puppy yipped at us as Timothy and I peeked over the top.




    “I can’t believe you did this,” I said softly, already in awe as I picked up the puppy, which promptly licked my face.




    “Well, I thought you might like some company on the nights I have to work late,” he whispered in my ear as I cuddled the puppy to me.




    “We really can’t afford this, but somehow I’m not thinking about that right now.” I giggled as I kissed my new friend.




    “What will you name her?” he asked




    “It’s a her? Oh, I always wanted a girl!” I squealed as I set her down to explore her new home. We watched as our new charge investigated the tiny apartment, becoming fascinated with the dish-towel that was hanging from the oven. We both laughed as she pulled it down on top of herself, and then barked and looked back at us expectantly.




    “Mary Jane,” I whispered suddenly.




    “Mary Jane what?”




    “Mary Jane. That’s what we are naming her.”




    “Awfully old lady for a tiny puppy, don’t you think?” He frowned.




    “That’s why it’s funny!” I protested, picking up Mary Jane and delighting in the feel of her soft fur against my cheek.




    “Mary Jane it is. Happy Valentine’s Day, Maddie,” he murmured in my ear, wrapping his arms around my waist and pulling me back tight against his chest.




    “Happy Valentine’s Day to you, sweetie. I love you,” I whispered back, as the three of us cuddled close.




    Ten years, a wedding, a house, and a successful law career later, and now I was spending Valentine’s Day alone. I snorted as I dumped the rest of my sandwich down the drain, losing my appetite as I looked again at the note scrawled on the blackboard by the back door.




    Having dinner tonight with the partners, don’t wait up for me.


    Tim




    Is it possible to know, to pinpoint exactly when romance dies? As I sat in my lovely home, surrounded by my lovely things, I found myself wishing for the days when we had nothing but love, when we’d made sure we experienced love as often as possible.




    ***




    “Sweetie, what smells so good?”




    “You mean besides me?” I giggled, turning from the stove and smiling over my shoulder at my new husband, noticing the circles under his eyes, the way he hung up his trench coat as though it weighed fifty pounds. Everyone warned that the first year at the firm would be the hardest, and they were right. Eighty hours a week Tim was working, and we barely saw each other. The money that everyone foolishly thinks young lawyers make had yet to start rolling in, although I did the best I could to make our little apartment feel as homey as I could.




    “You always smell amazing, babe, but what’s that you’re cooking?” he asked, snuggling into me from behind and wrapping his arms around me. His chin perched on my shoulder as I stirred the sauce.




    “I splurged. Tonight you get meat sauce with actual meat on your pasta.” I laughed as he snuck an artichoke heart from the salad I had made.




    “Wow, and artichoke hearts! I don’t think we’ve had those since our wedding.” He laughed back, kissing my neck in the way that always made my knees weak.




    “I figured hearts were appropriate today,” I whispered as he made his way down my neck and gave me tiny kisses across the top of my back and shoulders.




    “Very appropriate,” he murmured. “Where’s that little milk bottle you picked up at the antique show?”




    “Under the sink. Why?” I asked, feeling the loss of his body as he pulled away from me. I turned to see him taking the bottle out and placing a single pink and a single red tulip into the bottle.




    “Sweetie, they’re beautiful.” I grinned, loving that I had a husband who remembered my fondness for tulips. Roses were easy; tulips were special.




    “You’re beautiful,” he answered, brushing my hair back so he could kiss on my neck a little more easily.




    “You’re cheesy, but I’ll forgive you if you keep doing that.” I moaned as I felt his teeth begin to nibble on my neck.




    “Happy Valentine’s Day, babe,” he said in my ear, making me smile at the sauce.




    “Right back atcha,” I whispered, dropping the spoon as he spun me around to kiss me fully.




    Having never managed to burn a meat sauce before, I wasn’t even aware that it could be done. But, an hour and several orgasms later, as we pulled ourselves off the kitchen floor, disheveled and wearing no clothes, the sauce was a reddish brown nightmare. The pasta no longer had actual shapes, but was rather a blob of cream colored mush.




    Valentine’s Day dinner that year turned into hastily delivered Chinese food, which we ate naked, perched on a blanket on the middle of the floor. We drank ginger ale out of our champagne flutes that were a wedding present. It looked the same as the expensive stuff.




    Why did we eat our dinner naked on the middle of the floor? Because we were newlyweds, and we could.




    I remembered that particular Valentine’s Day fondly as Mary Jane and I ran at the park. It’s so easy when you’re young and crazy in love to make everything romantic. It became more difficult, as the years went on, to make it a priority.




    I worked when Tim and I were first married. I’d graduated with a degree in English Lit, but worked for a catering company while he was in law school. I found that I really enjoyed baking, and as I learned more and more about the catering business, I began to make a name for myself with my old-fashioned cakes. Mounded high with frosting and multiple layers, I specialized in cakes that people remembered from their childhood: rich walnut-fudge, snowy coconut, thick red-velvet. They became quite popular, and I considered going into business for myself.




    But, after Tim began working at the firm, we were sure we would be starting a family soon. Once he was making enough money for us to buy our first little starter home, I gave up my job and threw myself full time into setting up house and…ahem…family planning. We had a lot of fun trying to get pregnant, although after a year or so of trying and no luck, I asked my doctor to run a few tests. We knew soon enough that children were not going to be possible for us, and we put family plans on hold while we decided what we wanted out of our life. We settled into a nice rhythm, and realized that we were pretty damn happy with just the two of us, with Mary Jane as our pseudo-child.




    By this time, Tim had begun to work his way up in the firm. We were able to purchase a newer, larger home, and as the years began to go by, the thoughts I had about running my own business faded away as I enjoyed the role of homemaker. I volunteered, I gardened, and I enjoyed my life. Sometimes people looked down on women who devoted their lives to creating a wonderful home, but I was proud of the home I had helped make for the two of us, and proud of my life.




    It wasn’t until the last year or so, when Tim began working even harder to make partner, that I started to feel lonely and a little obsolete. I began baking again, at first just for friends when they raved about something I had brought to a garden party, but then began to get asked to bake for children’s parties, or someone’s going-away party, and before I knew it, women were placing orders. I had been considering talking to Tim about trying to make a go at the catering business for a while now, and him forgetting Valentine’s Day was perfect ammunition.




    When I pulled into the driveway, I noticed Tim’s car was already in the garage. I looked at my watch. It was only 5:30, and he was never home this early. Most nights, I was lucky to get dinner on the table for him before eight.




    Mary Jane and I walked in through the kitchen, and even she was sniffing the air as though something was odd. I saw his trench coat slung across the back of the chair, but no Tim. I listened for him…nothing.




    “Timothy?” I called out, and then I heard a muffled “Ow!” from upstairs. Maybe he did remember it was Valentine’s Day after all, but I knew better than to get my hopes up. He had been so busy lately working on a new case; he was on track to make partner, and the hours he was working were becoming ridiculous. When his mind was on work, his mind was on work.




    Our marriage was a good one, but more and more lately I was feeling that work was coming first, and I missed having my husband at home. When he was first out of law school, the hours were expected. And we worked around it; even as newlyweds we found time to…well…connect. But lately?




    There had been no…connecting…at all for weeks, and I was starting to get a little nervous.




    “Ow!” I heard again from upstairs, and Mary Jane and I went to check it out. Maybe he was home early just to surprise me, maybe we could “connect” after all. Maybe we could…




    I stopped myself before my brain could get too carried away, as it would only lead to disappointment if he hadn’t remembered. I walked upstairs, calling out to let him know I was home.




    “Sweetie, what are you doing up there?” I cried, as Mary Jane raced ahead to say hello. The two of them were pretty funny together, and even she missed the long runs they used to go on.




    “Maddie? Hey, I’m in the bedroom,” he called back, and I made my way towards our room. He was in the closet, pushing past suit after suit, obviously looking for something.




    “Hey, babe, what are you doing home?” I asked, leaning in for a quick kiss. He popped his head back out of the clothing to kiss me quickly, giving me a glance at his blue eyes and curly blond hair before disappearing back into the suits.




    “Needed to pick up something for dinner, have you seen my blue tie? The one you got me for Christmas two years ago?” he asked, still digging.




    “Here, why are you changing ties?” I asked, reaching thru the mess he was making and selecting the tie almost without having to look for it. It was my favorite; the blue was the exact color of his eyes, deep, almost indigo. Elizabeth Taylor would be jealous if she ever got a peek at my husband’s peepers.




    “Eh, I dragged my tie through some soup at lunch today, and I can’t very well go out to such an important dinner with a soupy tie, now, can I?” He chuckled as he took the tie from me, unbuttoning his top button and slipping his old tie off. He handed it to me, and I threw it into the dry-cleaning pile, irritated all over again that he was still planning on going out for dinner.




    I stomped back into the bedroom and sat down on the bed with a huff, wondering if I should even bring it up or not. He worked hard, and he worked hard so that we could enjoy the spoils of a good life. But forgetting Valentine’s Day?




    “What are you doing for dinner, babe?” he asked, heading into the bathroom. I could hear the water running.




    “I didn’t really make any plans. I was sort of waiting,” I hinted. Mary Jane was sitting in the closet doorway, her head turning right to left as we talked, like she was watching a tennis match.




    “What’s that?” he yelled back, the running water making it difficult for him to hear.




    “I said, ‘I didn’t really make any plans. I was sort of waiting!” I yelled, laying back against the pillows and trying hard to bite back tears. I turned my face away from the bathroom door, punching at the pillow like a little girl about to throw a tantrum. And if he asked me one more time what I was doing for dinner, I may have thrown more than that.




    The water stopped in the bathroom, and I could hear him fumbling around.




    “Sorry, babe, water was running. Now what did you say?” he asked, and I could feel my fist clench. I rose up on one elbow, preparing to unleash hell.




    “I said, you forgetful forgetful man, that—” I swung around on the bed to see him standing in the doorway.




    Holding a handful of tulips. Red and pink tulips.




    “What the…” I exclaimed as he crossed the room towards me.




    “You really thought I had forgotten what today is, didn’t you? Silly woman.” He laughed as I perched on the side of the bed, my expression confirming his statement.




    “But you said…and your note said…and…what?” I asked, my thoughts confused and whirling as he sat down on the bed next to me and smoothed my hair back from my face. Handing me the bouquet, he placed his hands on either side of my face and kissed me. Long. Deep. Intense.




    “I love you, and I’m taking my best girl out for dinner tonight. So get dressed.” He grinned, kissing me once more just below my right ear, knowing that had always been the spot that made me blush.




    “Yes, and I’m taking my other best girl out right now, yes, yes I am!” he called to Mary Jane as she leapt to her feet at the word “out.”




    I clutched my flowers as I sat on the bed, watching my beautiful husband leave our bedroom. Mentally, I began running through the dresses in my closet, and I knew I had just the thing for tonight…




    ***




    I pushed back from the table and patted my tummy appreciatively.




    “That was the single best meal of my entire life.” I sighed, taking another sip of my wine.




    Tim had taken me to our favorite little Spanish restaurant, and we feasted like there was no tomorrow. Grilled shrimp, mussels steamed with chorizo, tiny veal and pork meatballs with Manchego cheese, followed by a pan of paella—it was shocking how much food we had consumed. I’d also had glass upon glass of sparkling Cava and was now working my way through a lovely little glass of port.




    “It was good, but I don’t think anything compares to the mangoes I ate off your tummy in Bora Bora last year,” he murmured, meeting my eyes over the rim of his glass as he finished off his own after-dinner drink.




    “Hmm, yes, that was rather nice. OK, vacation meals aside, this was pretty great.” I sighed, stretching out my legs and inadvertently rubbing his leg with my foot.




    “You trying to play footsie, Mrs. Foster?”




    “I wasn’t planning on it, Mr. Foster, but now that you mention it,” I teased back, nudging my shoe off and running my toes up inside his pant leg. He closed his eyes at the contact and smiled.




    “Don’t start something you can’t finish,” he warned, opening his eyes and gazing across the table with darkened eyes.




    “Who says I can’t finish it?” I smirked, running my foot up higher into his lap.




    “Will there be anything else?” our waiter asked, appearing at the table at the perfect time.




    “My goodness, no, this dinner was perfect.” I sighed again, letting my foot drop back down to my discarded shoe and sliding back into it. As I looked around the restaurant, I noticed once again all the happy couples. Valentine’s Day was certainly a manufactured holiday, but a holiday that celebrated love? I wasn’t complaining.




    “Thank you, I think we’re ready for the check.” Tim nodded.




    “Yes, more than ready,” I whispered, noticing the way his eyebrows rose.




    “Is that so?”




    “Mm-hmm.” I nodded, winking.




    “Good to know, babe.” He winked back.




    Moments later we were ensconced in his car, speeding home. His hand had taken up residence on my left knee, and he was making tiny circles with his fingertips, driving me crazy.




    “You really thought I forgot about tonight, didn’t you?” he said suddenly.




    “Yes,” I admitted.




    “I thought for sure you were gonna see right through the ‘having dinner with the partners’ thing. I just wanted to surprise you.”




    “I know, sweetie. It’s just that we…well…we haven’t had a lot of time for ourselves lately. For quite a while, actually,” I prodded. He clasped my hand and brought it to his lips.




    “I miss you,” he answered, turning to look at me now while we waited for the light to change.




    “I miss you, too,” I breathed, feeling tears prick at my eyes as I gazed at the only man I had ever truly loved. The only man that still made my skin shiver at his touch. The only man that would ever know me as well as he did, and the only man that I would love the rest of my life. “Take me home,” I whispered, bringing his hand to my lips now, kissing and loving him.




    “And then what?” he teased, eyes back on the road as we drove through the night.




    “Then you can just take me,” I teased back, my head falling backwards against the headrest as he stepped on the gas a little more forcefully.




    I giggled, adoring the fact that I could still affect my husband so.




    ***




    We made our way up the stairs, not turning lights on or off, too impatient to get to our room. Tim’s suit coat hung from the front door, my shoes were discarded somewhere in the living room, and my stockings were now hanging from the banister.




    “What the hell kind of knot did you tie in this?” he grumbled, fighting with the bow in my red silk wrap dress. We were momentarily delayed on the landing, hands frantic and mouths crashing greedily. Mary Jane had wisely retreated to her doggie bed in the kitchen.




    “Are you really going to let a simple knot stand in your way, big guy?” I chuckled, pressing my mouth against his ear and nibbling lightly, something that drove him crazy.




    “Oh, Maddie, I really did love this dress,” he answered darkly, pulling me back so he could look me in the eye. I felt a tug and then a cool breeze as he shredded my dress around me. I inhaled sharply and then stared at my husband, both of us breathing heavily. I raised an eyebrow at him, and that was all he needed.




    He attacked.




    Lifting me off my feet, he wrapped my legs around his waist and carried me up the rest of the stairs before I knew what was happening. He ran me down the hallway, knocking back and forth off the walls like a pinball as we laughed.




    “You gonna make it to the bedroom there, Mr. Foster?” I teased, as he pinballed off another corner and banged my hip into the doorway.




    “You got something against hallway floors, Mrs. Foster?” he warned, and he let his grip slip just enough that I began to slide down his body.




    “No!” I cried, and he smirked as he swung me back up.




    “Bedroom it is,” he answered, and threw me like a sack of potatoes onto the bed.




    “Oof! That was romantic,” I grumbled as I looked down at my tangled limbs and tattered dress.




    “I am getting to the romantic part, babe,” he murmured, unfastening his tie and dragging it slowly through his shirt collar.




    “Oh my,” I said, and a slow grin crossed his face.




    “You really are a sucker for this tie, aren’t you?” he chuckled, letting it fall on the end of the bed as he began working on his cufflinks.




    “Yep, it’s the blue,” I admitted, feeling slow warmth spread over my body as I gazed at my husband. He was as beautiful as the day we met, as beautiful as the day he proposed to me.




    “Have you seen my keys?”




    “Nope, not since you came in. They aren’t on the table by the door?”




    “No, I already checked there. Will you check my coat pocket, I’m gonna check in the bedroom,” he called out as he walked down the hallway. I grumbled to myself. Tim was always losing his keys, and our reservation was for 7:30. There was no way the restaurant would hold a table for us if we were late, not on Valentine’s Day.




    His trench coat was lying across one of the chairs in the living room, two feet from the coat tree I had placed by the front door. I had asked him again and again to hang up his coat when he came in, but I still hung it up for him most evenings. I thrust my hand into the pockets, moving towards the door as I searched for his keys. My hand ruffled through bits of paper, Tic Tacs, and grasped a…small velvet box?




    I pulled it from his pocket, hearing the floor creak behind me. I turned, already speechless, to see Tim on one bended knee, smiling hopefully at me.




    “What are you doing?” I whispered, tears already flowing down my cheeks.




    “Proposing?” he whispered back, reaching out to take the box from my trembling hand and opening it towards me. I gasped as I saw the perfectly round, perfectly me diamond sparkling back at me.




    “Oh, Timothy, yes yes yes!” I shouted, throwing my arms around his neck and hugging him tightly. So tightly that I toppled us both and we rolled in the direction of the kitchen.




    Laughing wildly, we came to rest in the doorway, and he exclaimed, “Now, I didn’t exactly ask you yet,” as he placed the ring on my finger. “Maddie, I couldn’t love you more. Be my wife?” he asked earnestly, nibbling on his lower lip the way he did when he was nervous. Or hungry. But tonight I was guessing nervous.




    “Can I say yes now?” I asked, gazing at the ring twinkling brightly on my hand.




    “Yes!” he shouted, and I shouted back, “Yes yes yes!”




    We clutched at each other, hugging tightly and kissing any part of each other we could reach without letting go.




    We missed our reservation that Valentine’s Day.




    Tim was making his way up the bed from the bottom. In my musings on Valentine’s Days past, I had missed most of his little strip show and now gazed down at him: his tousled blond hair, blazing blue eyes, and body as trim as the day we met. He was still stunning, and he began to sweep kisses from right knee to left. I watched his hand grasp my thigh. His wedding band looked wonderful against my skin.




    “Timothy?”




    “Yeah, babe?”




    “I love you,” I said simply, dropping my hand and raising his chin so he was looking directly at me.




    “I love you too, Maddie,” he answered back, turning his face into my hand and kissing my palm. “More than you will ever know.”




    He continued to kiss my palm, and I let my other hand come up to run my fingers through his hair.




    “Timothy?”




    “Yeah, babe?”




    “Can you take off the rest of this dress?”




    He stopped kissing my hand and smirked up at me. “I’m on it,” he winked.




    The dress was removed, leaving bits of red silk strewn across the bed and both nightstands. The rest of his clothes soon joined them, albeit in better shape than the dress.




    Tim was poised above me, his body strong and lean and perfect. My legs wrapped around his waist, and he smiled as he slipped inside me, slowly, gently, intensely. I sighed as I felt him.




    Even after all these years, there is still that moment when we are together again that makes me sigh. I hope I never lose that sigh.




    As we moved together, dancing our dance that we have done so many times before, but which always feels new and different and spectacular, I was reminded once more of my love for him. I knew my house would never feel lonely again.




    And later, when we were snuggled together, arms and legs wrapped around each other as tightly as they could be, I sighed again, feeling pure contentment.




    “I missed you,” I whispered, cradling him to my breast. Our chests rose and fell together, his weight on me wanted and wholly necessary.




    “Well, soon you won’t miss me as much,” he said, his voice muffled by my neck where his mouth was continuing to place tiny, sweet kisses.




    “What does that mean?” I asked quietly, my fingers weaving shapes and patterns on his back.




    “Oh, I didn’t tell you? I made partner. I can finally slow down a little.”




    I froze, and consequently he froze. Seconds later, I began to beat on him with a pillow.




    “You made partner! You little shit! How long have you know about this?” I yelled, forgetting that I was naked and yet still brandishing a throw pillow like a serious weapon. He laughed, trying to dodge me, and knelt on the bed in front of me, grabbing both of my hands to stop the attack.




    “A few days ago, but I wanted to wait and tell you on Valentine’s Day.” He laughed, noticing that now that I had stopped the assault, I was taking in what this would mean.




    More time at home. Less weekends working. Dinner actually at 6:30, maybe even 6:00. And more money.




    “Babe? What’re you thinking about?” he asked, moving closer to me on the bed and crushing his naked body against my own.




    “A Viking stove with a double oven.”




    “A Viking what?” he asked, coaxing me back down onto the bed with him. I perched on top of him, legs on either side. He loved this view of me, and I knew how good I looked.




    “A Viking stove with a double oven. That money is gonna come in real handy.”




    “You want to buy a new stove? We just remodeled the kitchen…Mmm, babe, what are you doing there?” he stuttered as I began to move above him. My husband? He had great recovery time.




    “Every good caterer needs a Viking stove.” I smirked, watching as his eyes grew wider.




    “Caterer? A Viking stove?”




    “With a double oven. Happy Valentine’s Day, Timothy,” I said, as he sat up underneath me and things began to happen down below.




    “Happy…Valentine’s…Day…babe…Mmm.”
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