

  




  [image: cover]




  THE STRAWBERRY FIELD




  by




  Barbara Jean Ruther




  TORRID BOOKS


  www.torridbooks.com




  




  




  


  





  Published by


  TORRID BOOKS
 www.torridbooks.com 


  An Imprint of Whiskey Creek Press LLC





  




  Copyright Ó 2016 by Barbara Jean Ruther




  




  Warning: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.




  




  Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher.




  




  No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.




  




  ISBN 978-1-68299-213-5




  




  




  Credits




  Cover Artist: Kelly Martin




  Editor: Dave Field




  




  Printed in the United States of America




  In Appreciation




  




  My heartfelt thanks for the time-consuming contributions from Millie Evans and Jerry Ruther.




  BJR ~ Author




  




  




  




  




  




  PREFACE




  




  The character of Alyssa, in this story, is derived from studies about siblings with totally opposite physical, mental, emotional, and social characteristics. I imposed the trait of sadomasochism to Alyssa’s nature after reading about people with those tendencies. Research into the subject brought to light individuals and cults who derive pleasure, especially sexual, through inflicting or receiving pain. You can imagine how it stirred my curiosity, especially since I dread the needle prick of a blood test.




  The Strawberry Field is the story of two sisters—Beth, outwardly a ray of sunshine, repressing sadness and fear. Hopelessly yearning for a child, she is married to the narcissistic, deceitful, too handsome Raymond James. Alyssa, with a wickedly mean personality, was born unhappy, challenging the patience of everyone unfortunate enough to be near her. Alyssa is the uncontrollable mold that suffocates the basket of fresh fruit.




  At nine years old, in fourth grade, an overweight classmate, angry with the incessant, teasing insults from Alyssa, stabbed her in the shoulder with sharp scissors from the Art Room. She laughed loudly, enjoying the injury. Later, she discovered there was a name for the pleasure of pain—sadomasochism. She spent her life cultivating the craft.




  We meet them at the memorial service for Elizabeth Alexander, widow, mother of Beth and Alyssa.




  The death of Elizabeth sends three people on new paths in their lives.




  BJR ~ Author




  Chapter 1




  




  The solemn dark-clad mourners filled the gazebo and spilled out the arched door, leaning inward to hear Elizabeth’s old neighbor, Charles, tearfully give the eulogy she had requested of him and written herself.




  The clouds were dark and low, seeming to push the air into the ground. The heat and humidity combined forces, causing shoulders to droop like wilting petals. People couldn’t be sure of their next breath.




  It was a proper day for a funeral.




  The white wood gazebo, sides flush with climbing roses, stood in the center of a carefully tended garden where Elizabeth Alexander usually had her afternoon tea, either alone or with her friend, Charles Sullivan. Her Siamese cat, Sam Number Two, had always been nearby, napping in a shaded spot, preferably on the cushioned circular bench. Elizabeth’s white toy poodle, Sugarfoot, fifteen years old, slow and quiet, had been happy to lie at her feet, biding his time until offered a little piece of banana bread.




  Today, Charles supported a tired back against the frame of the gazebo, let his head hang until his chin rested on the red suede vest, tight over his broad chest, and blocked the mourners from his mind as vivid memories went back to his afternoons in Elizabeth’s garden. “These flowers are my reward for the years of protecting and watching over them,” Elizabeth had said to Charles every day during the short blooming season.




  “And having tea with you, my dear Elizabeth, is my reward for living past my expiration date,” he had answered.




  After tea, she would walk with him on the flagstone path that wound through the garden, holding his arm as he stepped carefully, haltingly. He leaned heavily on the thick, carved cane he had picked up in some exotic country as a souvenir, never thinking he would someday need it. She praised the perfection of the roses and bent down to inhale their scent, pointed out the newly opened daylilies and the paper-thin petals of the graceful poppies. Then she led him to the back of the yard where her husband, Christopher, had planted six Viking apple trees, six Reliance peach trees, and six Bartlett pear trees, all recommended by the nursery to survive the cold Chicago-area winters. She picked two plump, almost yellow, but not quite ripe pears and rubbed them on the leg of her khaki pants. She and Charles then sat on the white wrought-iron bench and ate the crispy fruit.




  He’d laughed at her cleaning method and said, “I hope the birds haven’t pooped on these pears.”




  Indignantly she had answered, “Do you know why so many children have allergies today? Their mothers want them to live in a sterile world. Everything they eat has been disinfected. If a piece of bread falls on the floor, it is thrown in the garbage. Kids are fed over-washed organic fruits and vegetables. They have built up no resistance to germs. A little dirt is good for you.” She took another bite of the greenish-yellow pear. “In two more weeks, these pears will be so perfectly ripe, the juice will drip from our chins.”




  He’d smiled, thinking of her allergy theory and knowing he was eating a green pear, not yet ripe, simply because she had handed it to him. Why would he refuse? He loved her and thought, Maybe there’s some truth to that mysterious thing called fate...the circumstances that led me to a friendship at this late stage in my life, filling an old banged-up tin can with flowers.




  The setting could have been a picture from Better Homes and Gardens come to life, as was the town of Clarington Hills, a horsey suburb an hour out of Chicago, where each ample house boasted a swimming pool or a tennis court or a paddock, or any combination of the three. But Elizabeth had opted for a floriferous display with an orchard, and her centerpiece gazebo. It was a surprise every spring when the snow piles finally thawed and the recurrent flora sprouted up in a celebration of green, as if to boldly defy the colorless winter that had kept them imprisoned in the frozen ground. And then to prove its audacity, the greenery produced abundant color. The garden covered half an acre in the back of the two-story, white-columned amber-brick house where Elizabeth and Christopher had raised their two daughters. A thick hedge of peonies bloomed in a profusion of cherry pink and snow white. The blooms, as big as mixing bowls, grew across the front yard, leaving two openings for the circular driveway, then continuing down both sides and into the back of the huge yard. Elizabeth had spent hours in her garden working alongside her helper. “Diego, I love the feel of earth on my hands,” she often told him. “It’s like we’re taking part in the miracle of growth.” She had designed the layout on graph paper according to scale, labeled the desired flowers, carefully drawn the flagstone walkway, and placed the gazebo in the center. I will call this little part of paradise Contentment, a place to relax with a sigh and a cup of Earl Grey tea.




  Elizabeth had felt she and Christopher didn’t need a tennis court. They belonged to the Green Hills of Clarington Country Club and “a swimming pool is too dangerous with lots of babies running around.” Lots of babies that never arrived. But one baby had come, Beth, then five years later, Alyssa. Christopher had consoled her. “I know you want lots of children. I’m sorry that hasn’t happened for us.”




  “I’m happy to have our two girls,” the ever-optimistic Elizabeth had replied.




  Now, on this gloomiest of days, Charles mentally prepared himself to read the poem Elizabeth had given him only two weeks ago. The pain from pancreatic cancer had confined her to bed, and the morphine had given her the relief of a drowsy state. Still, as Charles had sat by her bedside in an uncomfortable French boudoir chair, she’d put her hand on his arm and in a raspy, hushed voice had said, “Charles, on my desk is a poem for my daughter, Beth, but she will not be able to read it out loud. I want friends to hear it, to let them know I have accepted death. I don’t want a religious service, but invite my friends to walk in my garden. My spirit will be lingering there. Then read the poem and scatter my ashes around my lovely garden that gave me such pleasure.”




  As he’d kissed her damp, warm forehead, she had whispered, almost out of breath, “Thank you for your short but cherished friendship, Charles.”




  Charles knew both daughters and also knew they had opposite personalities. Elizabeth had shared her innermost thoughts and feelings with him, and he was a most attentive listener, providing compassion and sympathy. Beth had been the joy in Elizabeth’s life, and Alyssa the pain she’d endured. Two daughters, five years apart in age, eons apart emotionally—the rose and the thorn.




  Inside the gazebo, Charles Sullivan, actor extraordinaire, straightened to his full six feet two inches and said, “Ladies and gentlemen.”




  To himself he said, My dear Elizabeth, I shall summon the strength to carry out your request and give my final soliloquy for you, for you have taken my heart with you.




  The group turned toward the trained, smooth, stage voice, to the aged but still distinguished-looking actor. His thick white hair swayed as he talked, as if a slight breeze had seeped into the screened, circular structure and uplifted him for his difficult task. His head dipped like a symphony conductor’s with the weight of his grief but back up with the beat of his words. He showed a barely visible smile for Elizabeth, as if she was watching and he was letting her know he would complete her bidding. “I give you the writing of Elizabeth Alexander as she composed for this most grievous day.”




  He wiped his teary eyes with his knuckles, took his reading glasses from the inside pocket of his navy blazer, cleared his throat, and read Elizabeth’s farewell with poise and dignity, as though he was giving a serious reading on the New York stage.




  




  The Cycle of Life




  




  I have listened to the lonely wind




  as he whispered to me through tall pines,




  and have known the warmth




  of the sun’s glow, encircling my shoulders




  like comforting arms of a friend.




  I plucked each petal of the dewy, soft pink rose,




  dismantling her like a dancer in seven veils,




  searching for her mystery.




  One day I cupped a baby bird in my hands,




  felt his tiny heart beat with fear




  as I placed him back in his twig-home.




  I have cried the unbearable joy—




  my newborn asleep on my breast,




  our hearts intertwined, locked into




  impenetrable force of Mother/Daughter.




  




  The end of my time may bring some sadness,




  as in the passing of summer,




  but be renewed when gentle snowflakes




  touch your cheek, refreshing your mind




  to continue your own journey.




  Let my ashes float free so some small speck of me




  may join soil in the valley




  and accompany apple blossoms into fruit,




  or perhaps nourish a field of sweet strawberries,




  my memorial, to soothe your sorrow.




  In remembrance of me lift your face to the breeze




  and let it ruffle your hair.




  Watch young birds, challenged by bravery,




  take flight and learn from their courage.




  Inhale the scent of fresh velvety roses




  and close your eyes, so the memory




  of them, and me, will linger in your soul.




  




  As my ashes scatter,




  think of laughter we shared




  and know you overflowed my heart with joy,




  like snow thaw fills the mountain creek




  to sate the thirst of new fawns.




  All life must end




  as even luminescent green hummingbirds,




  who delight us with their return in Spring,




  one May fail to show up.




  As sure as one life ends, another begins,




  and someday your Spirit will join mine.




  Together we will watch your children’s children,




  choosing their own path,




  continuing their own cycle.




  




  The sobs that overcame Beth added to the sorrow of bowed heads of Elizabeth’s friends who were spilling out of the gazebo. Beth’s husband, Raymond, a Cary Grant–looking, too-handsome type, put an arm around her shoulders and led her to the wide, stone-paved terrace where a caterer was setting out a buffet lunch on oblong white-clothed tables.




  * * * *




  Beth was the elder of Elizabeth’s two daughters, a pregnancy that was yearned for but had taken five years to accomplish. When Beth was finally born, the overjoyed Elizabeth held the pink-bundled child close to her breast and whispered, “Little clone from my body, I will give you my heart and my name. I will protect you like the mother bird holds her young under her wing until you fly off into your own world.” The newborn looked into her mother’s eyes as if she understood the promise.




  * * * *




  Now, after greeting Elizabeth’s friends, and the reading by Charles Sullivan, Beth sat with Raymond and Alyssa at the ornate wrought-iron and glass-top table on the covered terrace overlooking the screened-in gazebo and the carefully tended backyard. Elizabeth’s friends had eaten and left but their sad smiles stayed behind, hanging in the air like a gray atmosphere of depression. Beth was quiet, sullen, grievous, staring through the humid haze to the small orchard of fruit trees at the far back, sunk in the deep thought of her loss—her mother, her best friend. Alyssa interrupted the silence. “I think it’s bizarre that Mother wrote her own eulogy. It was embarrassing. I have never heard of anyone doing that, and why did she leave the service to that rickety old man? People should just die and certainly forget ridiculous recitations or ceremonies.”




  An anger long suppressed in Beth finally boiled to the top. She had always ignored her sister’s nasty comments, excusing her with, “Oh, that’s Alyssa,” but this time the criticism of their mother enraged Beth. It seemed to her that Alyssa wasn’t feeling any sadness, wasn’t even mourning.




  Of course Alyssa wasn’t mourning. She felt no grief, no sorrow, no loss. To Alyssa, her mother was an inconvenience, a ridiculous obligation to acknowledge a person in charge of one’s life, even if only financially. She thought, Thankfully, that’s over. How annoying that my inane sister can’t realize she is now released from a suffocating bond.




  Raymond turned as Beth uncharacteristically screamed at Alyssa, “Stop, stop—right this instant. You have been rude to our mother all your life. She and Dad let you get away with your harsh, cruel behavior because they thought you would become a nicer person as you got older, but you became even more discourteous, especially toward Mom. You are mean and spiteful. She never deserved your criticism, and it caused her great pain. Now it shall end. You are never to talk unkindly about her or dishonor her character in my presence. From this day on, her memory will be held with high respect.”




  Tears filled Beth’s eyes. She had never been bold enough to defy her sister, had never confronted her, mostly because she was afraid of Alyssa, who had been a constant threat all her life. Now grief empowered Beth, but Alyssa merely sloughed off the comments as though she hadn’t even heard.




  Beth inhaled deeply, calmly stood up. It had helped her to finally speak what was on her mind. She walked into the house and up the stairs to her old room, where the memories of growing up were stored in every corner, stashed away for rainy days of remembering. The bedroom had changed through the stages in her life—the canopied white crib replaced with the adolescent youth bed, pink and green floral wallpaper became stark-white walls with travel posters—the old train station clock at Musée d’Orsay, the Great Wall of China, the Taj Mahal—all places she’d hoped to visit with a handsome husband, never to happen. Her favorite reading space was at a large bay window, a cushioned window seat strewn with pillows of pinks, purples, greens, violet. It was an inviting private nook, a place to avoid the sinister eyes of her sister, a place to snuggle under a cozy afghan by the frosted window and read from the piles of books stacked around her room.




  She sat in her window seat looking down at the garden, the gazebo, the shriveling leaves of the pear trees revealing intricate bird’s nests, and the memories of her childhood kept flashing in her mind like slides being projected on the wall. She remembered holding the ladder when her mother wanted to put a fallen baby bird back into its nest. That was her mother, deeply concerned about life, even little creatures. She saw her father carrying an early-morning breakfast tray for her mother to the gazebo, both in robes, hushed voices, but then laughter; always when they were together, there had been laughter. Beth remembered thinking she would marry a man exactly like her father, who would love her completely, as her father loved.




  She looked around her room and thought of her mother’s advice: “Read, read, read, it will take you wherever you want to go.” She escaped into the lives of other people—Marie Curie, Helen Keller, Amelia Earhart, Anne Frank, Mother Teresa, Rosa Parks. So many escapes, it wasn’t normal, I shouldn’t have had to avoid Alyssa, but I truly feared her. I was older, bigger, but I still considered her dangerous. She had an evil look on her face that made me cower.




  Beth’s thoughts went back to when she was five years old and her parents had brought her baby sister home from the hospital. They had promised a sister who would look to her for help, depend on her, adore her. The baby cried day and night for three months, only giving all a relief when she finally fell into an exhausted sleep. “Colic,” they explained. In a daze of fatigue, their mother finally gave in to her husband’s insistence to hire a nurse. Beth watched, longing to hold her sister, yearning to feed, kiss, talk.




  As a little girl, Alyssa had been prone to temper tantrums and throwing herself on the floor, screaming and pounding her fists. When Elizabeth tried to pick her up, Alyssa would kick and bite her. “She will grow out of it,” Elizabeth would announce hopefully. Later, Beth would think, She’s never grown out of it. She’s still the same dreadful child. Mom could never do enough for her, and she was horribly disrespectful to our kind and loving father, refusing to acknowledge his thoughtful gifts or even his compassionate words. Elizabeth would try to explain the rude behavior to her exasperated husband. “She is just going through a stage. It will be over soon.”




  Elizabeth and Christopher were rewarded for their patience but not with a mellowing of Alyssa. No gentleness or loving kindness came with age and maturity. Their compensation was the continuous efforts of young Beth to put the joy of a child into their life. She would draw pictures, glue flower petals and leaves to the artwork, add messages of her love and present them to her parents, often including a rose from her mother’s garden. Because Beth couldn’t bear to increase their burden, she never related to her parents Alyssa’s mean antics or nasty words—“Be careful what you eat, I plan to poison you.” “You’re so stupid, your brain is made from jellyfish.” “My friends laugh at the way you dress, dorky.”




  As Alyssa got older, the reports from the school principal and her teachers caused Elizabeth and Christopher to seek advice from psychologists, but Alyssa refused to keep appointments. When she was grounded for her malicious behavior, she would simply sneak out through her bedroom window. When she lost the privilege of using her phone, she would take Beth’s phone, knowing Beth wouldn’t tell. Beth was careful to keep distance, at least some space, between herself and Alyssa. She not only wanted to avoid confrontations, but she was afraid of Alyssa, who would hit her with a book or whatever she was carrying as they passed in the hallway outside their bedrooms. Many times she held scissors high like a dagger and smiled wickedly. Even if Alyssa had no intention of using them as a weapon, it was the cringing and look of fear she had induced that she enjoyed.




  Beth never told her parents that Alyssa had broken all of her exquisite cut-crystal perfume bottles. One by one she had tossed the lovely collection in the air, letting them land on the sandstone-tiled bathroom floor. The spiteful prank left a dangerous scattering of sharp shards. Beth knew that in Alyssa’s mind, she had successfully punished her sister—for being a loving daughter, for her perfect report cards from school, for being too pretty, but most of all for the years of never showing any anger. Her actions communicated her thoughts clearly: Let’s see if this can raise some rage.




  Beth had quietly held the dustpan while the housekeeper swept the fragments into it, and decided she would wait until she had her own apartment to have fragile collectibles. The housekeeper reported the incident to Elizabeth, who put her arms around Beth, knowing she endured pain caused by her sister’s uncontrollable malice. “My darling, after you graduate from college and have your own place, I will start a collection for you of the most beautiful antique perfume bottles.” They felt helpless, not knowing how to handle the problem called Alyssa. Elizabeth and Christopher wordlessly seemed to agree that the only solution, with determined patience, was to bide the time until Alyssa left for college. Afterward, they would buy her a condominium and give her an allowance. They were ashamed to admit, even to each other, they wanted her out of their house and perhaps out of their lives.




  Beth began a countdown—the days until she would leave for college. However, a conflicting feeling kept coming to her, the disturbing fear of leaving her mother alone with Alyssa. She discussed her worry with her father, who confided that he also didn’t trust Alyssa and promised he would no longer play golf with the guys unless Elizabeth had plans with her friends. “When Alyssa and your mother are at home, I will be at home. I will take good care of your mother, my college girl.”




  * * * *




  On the terrace, Alyssa moved to a chair closer to her brother-in-law. He wore a bored expression, and she was familiar with the feeling. She had always been bored at this house. She thought, It’s the perfect time to offer him some excitement. He hasn’t shown any interest in me before today, but now he doesn’t have Mother looking over his shoulder. He’ll get my message.




  * * * *




  Raymond and Beth, both thirty-five years old, had been married for ten years but not yet had children. During those ten years of monthly disappointments, Beth would go to her mother for comfort, and Elizabeth, with her usual positive attitude, assured her that pregnancy would happen. She reminded Beth it had taken five years for her to arrive and another five years for Alyssa. “We are just slow to conceive, don’t stress yourself about it. Soon I will be Nana to a sweet little girl. I will buy her too many pink dresses, and you will tell me to stop spoiling her. I wish your father was here to overindulge her with me.” They both laughed, realizing that Elizabeth was talking about a nonexistent grandchild.




  * * * *




  Alone with her brother-in-law on her mother’s terrace, Alyssa was sitting in the pink and orange multi-flowered fabric, cushioned wrought-iron chair next to Raymond, thinking, He’s too handsome and sexy for my dull sister. I’m sure she doesn’t appreciate his attributes. Humidity had engulfed the area and Raymond had removed his jacket, rolled up his shirt sleeves, and unbuttoned several buttons on the top of his shirt, revealing a provocative chest with just enough hair. Alyssa leaned toward him, got his attention, and pointedly let her eyes wander over his muscular arms, bared chest, and down to his lap. He smiled, knowing the look. She had always flirted with him at holiday family gatherings, but he had never encouraged her. He used to think, I’ll stay with the older daughter, who has the best chance of inheriting the bulk of the estate and will probably be named executor, in control of the trust. This younger daughter will be under her sister’s thumb, and I’m not going to jeopardize my gold mine for a fling inside the family when I can get sex outside the family anytime.




  Raymond looked at Alyssa, thinking she wasn’t the same wild kid rebelling against her parents, seeking adventure in forbidden seas. Now she sailed calm waters, with a well-thought-out destination of her own choosing. He’d always felt she wanted to have sex with him, probably so she could throw it in her sister’s face, but that would cause a divorce and certainly make their parents angry with him. But the parents weren’t there anymore, so he no longer had to make a show of being the dedicated husband. He was sure the rebel daughter had experience, which could be fun. He suddenly felt tired of the pretense and knew his wife would be depressed, sullen, crying as she had been all week. He no longer had the patience for it, especially as he looked at Alyssa and saw the expression he had seen many times on women who wanted him: I’m finished here, let’s have some excitement!




  “Alyssa, let’s go to the club,” he said. “They haven’t closed the pool yet, and we can swim a few laps to cool off. Isn’t the heat and humidity stifling this afternoon? Go get your bikini, I’ll meet you in the car.” It was generic talk per chance it was overheard, could have been said to anyone, purposely made like it was a hot, boring afternoon and any company would suffice.




  Alyssa went into the house without hesitation, giving him no chance to change his mind. She and Beth kept some clothes in their old bedrooms at their parents’ home, just to be prepared for a change of plans. Raymond sat for a moment, casually retrieved his jacket by the collar, flung it over his shoulder, and walked on the hand-laid flagstone path around the side of the house to the circular driveway in front of the garage. As Alyssa passed through the foyer, she saw Beth’s purse on a chair. She opened the flap, reached inside and took Beth’s wallet. There was no plan, only the thought of how much trouble it would cause her; replacing credit cards, driver’s license, cash. She came out the front door with a small tote bag hanging from her shoulder, got in the car at the same time as Raymond. He smiled. “That was fast.”




  “I’m ready.” She displayed the same wicked smile as when she’d shattered Beth’s collection of perfume bottles. She had been unconcerned about that mess and now was unconcerned about any consequences from driving off with her sister’s husband. She hoped Beth saw them from an upstairs window, wished she had seen Beth as she hurried down the stairs, so she could have said, “Ray and I are going to the club,” because it would have contained mean, implicit intention to hurt.




  Beth heard the footsteps scrambling down the stairs and hoped Alyssa was leaving. She didn’t want to confront her again. She walked slowly down to the main floor, into her mother’s bedroom, and sat at Elizabeth’s ornate French-style desk that stood in the center of a huge bay window where she would look at her gazebo, surrounded by New Dawn climbing roses, and jot down notes for poems she wanted to write later. There were still a few fully bloomed flowers with ready-to-drop petals hanging on to their last days, but the leaves were turning yellow and Beth knew a cold wind would be the end of them for this year. She thought, My mother wouldn’t like to know I am moping around here. I’ll take some of the food from the caterer to Charles, talk to him for a while, make sure he’s okay. I know losing his good friend is going to be difficult for him.




  Beth walked out of the spacious bedroom, holding herself erect as she knew her mother would expect, into the kitchen. The caterers had left labeled containers of leftover food on the granite countertop. She glanced outside at the unoccupied terrace, felt the lonely quietness, the empty calm of loss. She decided that Alyssa and Raymond had probably gone to play tennis. She certainly didn’t have the energy or the desire to see people at the club or to play tennis, so she was glad they had left without her. She did, however, feel like talking to a friend about her mother, someone who would listen to her reminiscences about their long lunches with laughing gossip, the shopping excursions when they’d bought unnecessary, silly items, like the time they came home with little glass birds for their desks. They had unwrapped the treasures to show Beth’s father, who rolled his eyes, then listened to snickering as they told him they had bought something for him and offered a half-eaten box of chocolate creams. Laughing, he always said, “You two girls can’t be trusted out together.” He was, of course, happy his wife and daughter enjoyed their frivolous outings and a close relationship that somewhat relieved the tension Elizabeth endured, caused by Alyssa. For her parents, Beth was the sugar on the bitter-lemon tart.




  Beth picked up two containers marked “Curry chicken salad” and “Melon balls and sliced strawberries,” walked out the front door over to Charles’s house, and rang his doorbell. Leaning on his cane, he reached for her with his free arm, drew her to his wide, comforting chest. “Come sit with me, my dear girl, and we shall awaken memories of our beloved Elizabeth.” Even his voice was like a bear hug.




  * * * *




  Raymond drove his white BMW convertible, Alyssa in the front passenger seat, past the Green Hills of Clarington Country Club. “Where are we going?” she asked as they passed the entrance gates to her parents’ club. She didn’t care where they were going; she had finally caught the attention of her sister’s husband, and she planned to make the most of it. She would show him what he had been missing. Raymond sensed her desire, her craving for adventure, excitement, felt her looking at him, and knew that she would follow his lead as easily as a trained dog wanting to please. He thought, This is going to be fun. I deserve it. The atmosphere around Beth is morbid; it’s bad for my health. I need laughter, merriment. I bring my own amusement to the party, and today my amusement is sitting in my car.




  Raymond drove into the parking lot of the Sunset Acres Country Club. “This is where I’m most comfortable, Alyssa. I have lots of friends here, they’ll like you.” He saw the flashy red BMW that belonged to Joel Wolfe and knew he would be at the pool following an afternoon of tennis. “Bring your bag, Alyssa—you can change in the ladies’ locker room. I want you to meet my best friend.” He put his arm around her shoulders, pointed to the locker room door, and met her at the other side that led out to the pool area.




  They joined a collection of young men and women, so fit, so blatantly tanned, laughing loudly showing straight, sparkling teeth as if they were being filmed for a toothpaste commercial. It was a reckless, carefree group, spoiled, bored, looking for new thrills to produce even more stimulation in their indulged lives. Each one was without noticeable flaws, as if they had been culled from a group and only the perfect selected.




  The women had long, radiant, straight hair that draped down their backs, and they swung it around as they talked like heavy fringe on a shawl being flung over their shoulders. They wore skimpy bikinis that revealed flat stomachs and bodies toned to perfection. Smooth, loofahed feet pedicured with shiny red polish rested on a male thigh. They were animated dolls just lifted from tissued boxes. Basically they looked alike, without any individualism making one stand out. It caused them to diligently vie with one another for attention, compete for the crown of being chosen.




  The men were arrogant, cocky, overbearing, and confident; after all, they were the ones being vied for. They drove impressive, fast cars and had affluent parents, which gave them the confidence to misbehave. Some of the men were married. But these young women liked being chosen for sex by a married man. It was an exciting challenge to play the game, contend, strive to be the superior one, possibly persuade him to leave his wife for her, which would be proof she had won. Also, these sex partners enjoyed seeing him at club parties, where he would be accompanied by his wife. They would smile at him, perhaps with a slight nod, with eyes that quickly surveyed the body, acknowledging their sexual feats, their secrets.




  Alyssa, however, stood out from this group of women like the new kid on the block, totally self-absorbed. She was content in her own style and wouldn’t think of conforming, becoming one of the group. She reveled in her diversity, looked down on the look-alike girls as if a queen among commoners. Alyssa had inherited her father’s thick, wavy hair and she kept it cut short, so it fell into natural dips, swept back in place with gel, layered close in a brush cut to the nape of her neck. It was a style that stayed the same from the moment she ran a brush through it after stepping out of the shower, outlasting wind, rain, hats, and exploits in her bedroom. It was naturally dark brown, but she dyed it black. She liked to wear eyeliner at the base of her thickly mascaraed eyelashes, upper and lower, and the whole effect was exotic-looking. Alyssa was a jogger, which kept her legs muscular and her body shapely with zero fat. She had full, round, firm breasts and large, sensitive nipples that became hard when she wanted sex, which was as soon as she spied the object of her desire. She often had a full-body wax and liked standing naked to flaunt her smooth curves for protuberant, raspy-breathing, impatient men—whom she caught off-guard with a leather-belted wallop across their bare chests, followed by a canyon-echoing laugh.




  Raymond had yet to discover Alyssa’s enjoyment of giving and receiving pain. He saw himself as the suave, smooth-talking, urbanely sophisticated, ultimate sexually desirable, perfect specimen of man, always the leader, in charge and all wrapped up in a handsome package. There was a big surprise for him bundled up in Alyssa’s flirting. She was craftily alluring the insect into her web of dark, secretive intrigue. Once the bedroom door was closed, he would be astonished to realize he was not the leader, nor would he be in charge.




  Alyssa and Raymond stopped at thick-cushioned lounges near the pool, and Joel came over when he saw them. Raymond made introductions and told Alyssa to relax on the lounge while he and Joel ordered margaritas at the pool bar. Joel leaned close to Raymond’s ear. “Wow, can I have her tonight?”




  Raymond laughed. “She’s been giving me the look for years. Tonight, I’m going to indulge myself.”




  * * * *




  Beth Alexander and Raymond James had met at the Chicago Life Fitness and Physical Therapy Center where Beth was an ardent physical therapist. She researched up-to-date therapy for each injury that was assigned to her and kept her craft current by attending workshops. She had told her parents, “I don’t want to be the society girl with an allowance, I want to earn money and support myself.” Her father adored her, was impressed by her independent spirit, and told her they wanted to help her, would always be there for her. “Please keep your credit card that you had during college. We are happy to pay for your clothes and other charges.” Beth was frugal in her spending, as she had been in college, so her mother regularly took her shopping.




  Raymond had injured his rotator cuff, the muscles that encircle and support the shoulder, when he had overreached for his tennis opponent’s blistering backhand and fallen on his shoulder. After surgery, his doctor sent him for therapy to get the shoulder moving again. Raymond had been assigned to a young male therapist with a bodybuilder’s physique who led him in a series of exercises, combined with massage and electrical stimulation. Raymond dreaded the painful exercises three days each week, but he contented himself by intently watching a tall and very pretty therapist lead her patients through rehab exercises. One long wall of the room, packed with machines, was mirrored for patients to watch themselves do the exercises correctly. The time passed faster for Raymond when he watched Beth in her shorts or tights that revealed long, shapely, athletic legs. Her long, dark-blond hair was neatly banded at the nape of her neck, with lighter streaks that glistened under the bright lights. After three weeks of therapy, Raymond requested he get transferred to a different therapist, preferably the female. The receptionist smiled and put him on Beth’s schedule.




  As Beth demonstrated exercises she advised him to do at home on the off days he wasn’t at the Therapy Center, he thought, If I must do this boring therapy, I can at least enjoy the view.




  Beth was serious about helping her patients with their rehabilitation, pushing with encouragement—the conscientious teacher wanting her students to advance.




  With the new therapist as his romance-challenge, Raymond looked forward to each session. “Will you play tennis with me and be gentle, so I can build up my game?” he asked, flirtatiously, flashing his perfect-teeth smile and flaunting his golden tan. Beth, a serious competitor, had played first court on her college tennis team, and opponents had become well aware of her powerful two-handed backhand that could go down the line or crosscourt without any warning. At her parents’ club, she played first court, singles, in the ladies’ league. Raymond stirred her competitiveness and she thought, He’s offensively cocky, I would love to beat him. But she said only, “I don’t play tennis gently, so if you want to play with me, you’d better concentrate on your therapeutic exercises.” Her feistiness aroused him.




  Raymond had asked around about Beth Alexander. He didn’t want to waste too much time on a working girl; a few sexual encounters were all that interested him, but when he researched her father, his interest jumped to a new level. He decided she was worth putting some energy into the pursuit—and he was fueled for the race.




  At six feet tall, not as tall as the handsome movie star, Cary Grant, Raymond had comparable good looks. He liked to let his thick, dark-brown hair grow long enough to fall over his ears and hang windblown-messy across his forehead. It made him look vulnerable, like an innocent schoolboy, and it tempted women to get close enough to push the disorderly hair back into place. They were seduced by his handsomeness and well-proportioned athletic body, and then he would turn on his charm, which he had practiced and perfected. The charm led to sex, and sex without a commitment was Raymond’s goal, unless there was money involved. He was scouting for an heiress, a trust fund—after he tired of the current woman, that is. When the sex turned cold and boring, he was ready to move on to the next female challenge. Pursuit and conquer was his modus vivendi, his way of life. Raymond was like the spoiled child with overly indulgent parents who doled out too much candy, except he was the one permitting the excess, allowing himself too much candy.




  Raymond graduated from Illinois State University, where he was popular on campus but academically at the bottom of his class. For male friends, he singled out fellow students who came from wealthy families and who probably would fall into the family business after graduation. He thought, A good friend in the family business will be a good place to get a job without the hassle of job hunting. Also, they would belong to country clubs and he could get himself on their guest lists and have no obligation for membership charges, simply sign tabs with the friend’s name. Of course—and very important to him—country clubs were where the daughters, who would come into trust funds, could be found.




  Exactly as Raymond had plotted, after graduation he got a job with the Lobo Insurance Agency, owned by the father of his classmate, Joel Wolfe. Both young men worked at the agency writing policies during the week, partied at their favorite singles bars every night, and played tennis at Sunset Acres Country Club on weekends, where Joel’s father maintained a family membership. For Raymond, the country club was his dream come true. He signed Joel’s name to his bar tabs and impressed the girls with his build in a Speedo swimsuit. Joel considered Raymond his best friend, and when Mr. Wolfe presented Joel with a new BMW, a gift for his promotion to Partner at the Lobo Insurance Agency, Joel gave his three-year-old BMW to his best friend, Raymond James. Luxuries came easy in Chicago’s sumptuous suburbs.




  Chapter 2




  




  Charles led Beth through his two-story black slate foyer, arduously, due to the accumulated extra weight after retirement bearing down on fatigued knees. In the kitchen, he put the leftover food in the refrigerator and pulled out a chair at his breakfast-room table for the lovely young woman, the daughter of his best friend. He had always enjoyed the company of beautiful women, and they brought out his most charming manners—leaning toward them, looking into their eyes, being attentive. These were traits he’d had all his life and even now, at eighty-five, he still made a woman feel she was important, that she had something worthwhile to say.




  * * * *




  Charles Sullivan was born in Wales and had come to the United States with a troupe of Shakespearean actors who had been engaged to perform on the New York stage. He had been singled out and embraced by the reviewers. The audiences had returned many times to enjoy his clear, brisk, stage voice and handsome face. Shakespeare companies sought him for their productions, and he traveled to Montreal, Seattle, Sydney, and back to New York. Three times before he was fifty he had married and divorced glamorous, deep-voiced, velvet-dressed actresses, but none of them wanted to give up stage time to have children. One of his uncles, the youngest of his father’s siblings, who had followed a young college student to the United States then married her, had bought a house in Clarington Hills, died, preceded by his childless wife, and left the house to Charles, his Americanized nephew. At that time Charles had been retired for ten years and was living in his co-op apartment in New York City. He came to Clarington Hills intending only to meet with a realtor and sell the property. He drove from O’Hare Airport through the grassy suburb with white wooden fences and bushes of gigantic purplish-blue hydrangeas, each bloom a hundred-flower bouquet. The tranquility filled him with a peacefulness he felt was missing from his life. That had been five years ago when he was eighty years old. He had walked through the carved, shellacked front door of the red brick two-story Colonial-style house, out the back French doors to the huge semicircular bricked terrace that reminded him of a stage. He stood in the center, and as dozens of rose bushes looked up at him, he knew he had found his last audience.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





