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Dear Reader:

Lust, Pride, Sloth, Gluttony, Greed, Envy and Wrath. The seven deadly sins, and the seven sections of Exit by Phillip Thomas Duck—a fascinating tale of a man who married for money, only to discover that he was the one being used. A man who is addicted to sex and cannot keep himself from crawling inside of the nearest pair of available and willing thighs. A man who is given power, only to have it snatched away by unforeseen enemies in the most unexpected places. A man with no one to trust and no place to turn to, so he…exits.

Have you every thought about vanishing? Simply walking away from the life that you have, without telling a soul? I have often wondered, out of all the people who turn up missing constantly, how many of them actually walked away. I believe that the number is greater than any of us suspect. Sometimes circumstances can become too heavy; sometimes life can become too difficult; sometimes there seems like there is no solution, so you…exit.

Exit is intriguing, captivating, and explosive. Duck is a master storyteller with a poetic style of writing that will keep readers riveted until the very last page. With an intricately woven tale and alluring erotic sequences, Exit is an excellent thriller, full of suspense. I am confident that you will enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed editing it.

As always, thanks for supporting myself and the Strebor Books family. We strive to bring you cutting-edge literature that cannot be found anyplace else. For more information on our titles, please visit Zanestore.com. My personal web site is Eroticanoir.com and my online social network is PlanetZane.org.
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CHAPTER
ONE


She caught him completely off guard with her request. Describe pain. He frowned for a brief moment. Just a moment. Then his eyes were on her, searching every inch as though it were the first time. She was naked from the waist up. Skin the muted brown of hot chocolate mix. Small breasts with oversized nipples. A gym membership physique, sleek and toned. Beautiful hazel eyes that forced him to swallow every time he looked into them. A smile he’d only ever seen in movies. Always on the face of the bad guys.

Or bad girls.

Her white silk blouse was draped over the back of the lone chair in the hotel room, bra neatly folded over that. She’d eased her peach-colored skirt down an inch past her hips, just as ready as he was to get right to it. But then she’d stopped abruptly. Made her request.

Describe pain.

He was already fully naked himself at that point, his penis as erect as a flagpole. He glanced at his watch. Forty-five, fifty minutes tops, then he needed to be back at the office. A half-completed proposal was waiting for him on his desk. There wasn’t nearly enough time remaining in the day to finish the proposal before tomorrow’s early morning meeting. Responding to her ridiculous request would chop up what little time he did have.

“Why?” he asked her, aggravated. One word, that’s all he’d give her. Maybe she’d get the hint, cut this nonsense short. Get to what they both came here for. What they both desperately needed, wanted, desired.

“Haven’t heard from you in weeks,” she said, softly. Her normal speaking voice was distinctive. Husky. Sexy. Full of something he couldn’t ease away from no matter how hard he tried. Which wasn’t very hard in most cases. “The time apart has left me…thinking,” she continued. “Seems like lately I’m constantly in thought.”

“Can’t we discuss this some other time?” he asked. “I want to make love to you.”

She nodded. “Ditto.” And as if to underscore the point she went ahead and eased the rest of the way out of her skirt.

“Damn.” He licked his lips, his eyes trained below her waist. “No panties, baby. Damn.”

She smiled, repositioned the skirt in front of her like a cover. “I want to do this. You know I do. But I need you to answer me.”

“Answer you?”

“Describe pain,” she said for the third time.

He shook his head, frowned, sighed, and studied her. She looked about as serious as he’d ever seen her. There was no way beyond this without humoring her. “You want me to describe pain?”

“Yes,” she said, nodding vigorously. “Please.” She bit her lip. “And I’m very sensual, as you know, so I need to know what it looks like to you. How it feels to the touch. How it tastes.”

“This is ridiculous,” he complained. “Right now? You can’t possibly be serious?”

Her smile said she was and wasn’t.

At one time he would have said that pain smelled like coppery blood or musty sweat. That it was colored black, or at the very least a dark, dark blue. That it tasted either salty or bitter. Like gravel to the touch.

“Now,” he said, “It’s the color of hot chocolate mix.”

“Mmmm,” she said, licking her lips.

“Smells like Burberry perfume and”—he sniffed the air—“some kind of strawberry fragrance shampoo.”

She folded the skirt, turned briefly and draped it over her blouse and bra on the back of the chair. Rotated back facing him with the movie smile in place. He’d always liked her shaved clean. His eyes drifted down. As they say, smooth as a baby’s bottom.

He took a step forward, his eyes glazed over like a drunk’s.

Her husky voice broke the trance. “Don’t stop, please. Go on, continue. Smells like Burberry perfume. Strawberry shampoo. And? How does it feel to the touch? Do tell.”

“Soft,” he whispered. “Soft as warm butter.”

Another step forward.

She took her own step backward, asked, “Tastes like?”

“So good,” he said.

She smirked. “I’m afraid that isn’t a suitable answer, Jeremy.”

“It’s going to have to suffice,” he said, without noting the emphasis she’d placed on his name.

“Uh-uh. I need an answer. If you don’t have one…” She started to move toward the chair, presumably to retrieve her clothes. Get dressed. Leave without giving him the pleasure he desired.

“Strawberries,” he blurted.

She smirked again, accompanied it with a low laugh. “I’m sensing a theme. You already used that one, chief. Come again.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“Come again. I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that redundancy. Strawberries are stricken from the record.”

She was a frustrated attorney in his estimation. Had an associates degree in culinary arts that she didn’t use, a decent enough job at the post office, though, but couldn’t keep silent during an episode of Law & Order to save her soul.

She’d always been more trouble to him than she was worth. And he believed she prided herself on that fact, strangely enough. That it gave her pleasure to know that he’d promised himself, more than once, to leave her alone. And yet here they were. Again.

Another broken promise.

“Tastes like?” she prodded.

“Sweet,” he answered. “It tastes sweet. But cut with something…”

She said, “You say sour or bitter, I’m out of here, Jeremy.”

“Less sweet,” he said.

Now she chuckled. “You must want me badly.”

Was that correct grammar? Did it matter? Did anything anymore?

“I do want you badly,” he said. And this time when he moved to her she didn’t back away. She fed him a breast. And then the other. He cupped them both at once. Squeezed them together and deepened her cleavage. Sucked them hungrily, until the nipples were small stones on his tongue.

“I have girlfriends that hate how men fixate on breasts,” she managed, her hands on the back of his head, guiding him into her, “and never move on from them. But I love having my nipples sucked. Ten minutes, twenty, it doesn’t matter to me one single bit.”

She talked too much, he noted.

More trouble than she was worth.

But he lifted her suddenly, carried her to the bed. She would’ve preferred being under the covers, he knew, but when he eased her knees apart and lowered himself down around her waist the small things were forgotten.

“Baby,” she whispered.

He kissed behind her knees. Her inner thighs. Her stomach. Worked upward. Her armpits. The inner bend of her elbow. Her ribcage.

Creative.

“My nipples, baby,” she begged, directing him.

He sucked them again, flicked at the hard nipples with his tongue, teased them with his fingertips.

A moment later he moved away. Reached for the nightstand. His wallet on top of the Gideon Bible they left in every room.

“Baby?”

He stopped mid-reach, turned to her, tried to keep his tone neutral. “Yes?”

“I want to feel you inside of me.”

“I can’t do that,” he said.

“Why, baby? I’m not sleeping with anyone else. And you—”

“Okay,” he cut her off, not wanting to get into that. That was tricky business.

“Really?”

“Yes.”

Another broken promise.

When he eased inside of her, she released a deep, shuddering breath. That released breath was music to his ears. It inspired him. He grunted with each stroke. She moaned with every other. A synchronized duet. A rhythm borne from many sessions of inspired lovemaking together.

It lasted several minutes.

The particulars of their moves didn’t matter. Missionary. Doggystyle. Reverse Cowgirl. Insignificant.

They were both satisfied. That’s all that mattered.

He lay there afterward, his skin sticky with sweat, a congealed puddle of his semen painting her inner thigh. He’d done his best to pull out. As if that mattered. And to his credit, after, he didn’t get up right away. Waited a few minutes. Then it was off for the quickest of showers. Enough to wash away her scent. Burberry perfume, strawberry shampoo. He didn’t ask her in with him to shower. That would’ve defeated the purpose, he supposed. He couldn’t afford to carry her scent, to leave with one of her stray hairs.

She waited patiently for him to come out of the shower.

Waited until he had his pants on fully, zippered and buckled; waited until he’d shrugged himself into his shirt, was preparing to button it and dash back to his office.

“Will it be weeks before I hear from you again?” she asked.

“I’ve been so busy…” he explained, pausing and searching for the right addition.

“Work,” they said in unison.

He was smiling at their shared word.

She wasn’t.

“It’s been a hectic time at work for me,” he added.

“And where is work again?” she asked.

He’d never told.

He didn’t then, either.

He buttoned his shirt, turned and looked at the one table in the room.

“Looking for your BlackBerry?” she asked.

He didn’t answer. Distracted, frowning and continuing to look.

“I have it,” she said.

Still, he continued to look.

“Must’ve left it in the car,” he muttered.

“Zero seven, twenty-one,” she said, and he turned to her, hearing her finally.

“What?” he said.

“You really shouldn’t use your birthday as a pin code,” she said, beaming. “I figured it out even though you made it a bit difficult for me. You naughty boy, you.”

It took a moment, his face a mask of confusion. But eventually he understood. “You have my BlackBerry?” It wasn’t really a question.

“I do, baby.” She held it up. He padded barefooted across the carpet, snatched the BlackBerry from her slender fingers. “Not nice,” she chastised. “You could’ve broken one of my nails. Then I would’ve been pissed.”

“Don’t play games,” he said. “I have all kinds of work on that phone.”

“Battery’s running low,” she said. “You have a charger in the Chrysler 300C?”

Their eyes met.

“You never did quite fit with my image of a man that drives a Toyota Camry,” she said.

Another lie he’d told her. A pointless lie. But that’s how it worked.

He didn’t speak.

“MRF provides all of its top executives with a Chrysler 300C,” she said, using his company’s name, letting him know she knew. “Must be nice. Any other fringe benefits?”

He wanted to say something, but couldn’t find the words.

She smiled. “The look on your face is priceless. I’m tempted to snap a pic with my phone and text it to Rachel.”

Rachel.

His wife.

He swallowed, asked, “Who are you?”

“Karla Savage. Same as I’ve always told you.” She increased her smile, despite the tenseness of the moment. “You, on the other hand, have told one lie after the other. Haven’t you…Michael Palmer?”

Jeremy Kitteridge.

The false name he’d given her.

An old buddy from college. Easy to remember.

He asked, “What do you want, Karla?”

Trying to play it cool.

“You,” she said.

“You know now that’s not possible.”

“You mean because of your marriage?” she said, smiling that wicked movie smile. “A snag is all.”

“Karla, I’m very—”

“You even think about apologizing now and I will cause you some kind of deep pain, Michael.”

“What can I do?” he asked.

“Erase the moment you lied to me about your name. Erase the moment you lied to me about your marital status. Give me back every single moment of these last few weeks that I’ve spent…mad at you, furious with you, delirious for you to call, desperate to feel you inside of me. Give it all back. Every single moment. Every single thought. Erase every single lie. Can you do that, Michael?”

“Karla…”

“What?” she snapped.

The quickness of her reply took him by surprise. As usual when it came to Karla, he was totally unprepared. “I, I…” He stopped himself, ashamed of the stutter in his voice.

“This is what’s going to happen,” she said, her voice strong and confident. “I love you, despite it all. I won’t pretend that the feeling is mutual. I’m your definition of pain.”

“Because you represent my weakness,” he said quickly.

“What foolishness are you talking?”

“I have an addiction,” he said.

“That’s your explanation for us?”

“I don’t enjoy lying, Karla. I don’t enjoy the deception. The deceptions I should say, because they pile up on you rather quickly. I promised myself after our last time together that I wouldn’t call you again.”

Broken promises.

“Right now I feel remorse,” he added. “And not because you’ve found out I lied. I always feel remorse after I’m with you.”

“Ouch,” she said in a tone that was truly wounded.

“It’s not personal,” he said.

“No,” she said, speaking in a mocking voice. “Why would I take that personal?”

“It’s like I’m in a trance,” he went on. “I don’t even remember riding the elevator up here.”

“You remember riding me, I bet.”

“Don’t be crass, Karla.”

“Certainly,” she said, smirking, snickering, “because crass is so beneath you.”

“It’s not about you,” he said, ignoring her tone. “It’s about the thrill of all of this. Sex is my drug of choice. My addiction has wrestled the control away from me. It makes all of my decisions for me, and it’s dumber than a goldfish.”

“Are you trying to hurt me, Michael?”

“Trying to help you understand.”

“You love your wife?”

“Desperately,” he said. “I can’t begin to imagine my life without her.”

“And yet you’re here with me. Not for the first time.”

“Weakness. Sickness. Nothing more.”

“Nothing more?” She let the words hang in the air like swamp mist. His words actually hurt more than the actual betrayal. His words would be what she played back in her mind, over and over and over again.

He knew this, and tried to move to her. Apologize with his touch.

“Just go,” she said, jerking away.

“Karla, please.”

“And you work for your father-in-law,” she said. “I’m sure he’d be happy to hear how you’re treating his only daughter.”

“You’ve been doing your homework,” he noted, nodding, his lips pursed. “If I wasn’t involved, I’d be thoroughly impressed.”

“I can imagine. Go, please.”

“Can I trust this will stay between us?” he asked.

“Don’t hold your breath on that, chief.”

“Karla?”

She grabbed the Gideon Bible so quickly he couldn’t react. Tossed it overhand at his head. The heavy book grazed his temple as it flew past. That would’ve impressed him as well, if he wasn’t involved.

“Go!” she screamed.

“Karla, I need some assurance this will not leave this room.”

“Don’t worry, Michael. I won’t upset your precious lie of a life.”

“Why don’t I believe you?”

She flashed her smile, let it speak for her.

“I am sorry,” he said.

It was genuine. He realized she recognized as much because she quickly turned away from him. He suspected the last thing in the world she wanted to feel was sympathy of any sort for him. In her mind, liars probably deserved absolutely no sympathy.

“Karla?”

She continued to look away. Ignoring him with every ounce of her being.

He gave up after several more attempts, eased the hotel door closed behind him. Out in the hall, and despite the door’s thickness, he swore he actually heard her crying on the other side.



CHAPTER
TWO


He was beyond sorry. Sick. Frustrated. Angry with himself. Remorseful. Always, afterward, there was a heavy dose of regret. The most recognized symptom of addiction, he understood, was that it caused the addicted to do things they wished they hadn’t done. Many would scoff at his struggle, chalk it up as plain old lust. But it was much deeper than that for him, a severe struggle that cut all the way to the bone. He’d sought treatment from a specialist up in Belmont, Massachusetts. Was prescribed to Prozac and Celexa for a time. But with that controversial drug treatment came a slew of unwanted side effects. Headaches, nausea, dry mouth, insomnia, the occasional bout with diarrhea. Stubborn weight gain. And no wane in his libido. No drop off in his sexual urges. Truth be told, his desires might’ve actually grown.

It had taken that effort though, to save his marriage. Rachel had discovered one of his earlier affairs, a month-long ordeal with a woman that worked as a manicurist in the salon where Rachel went to have her hair styled. It had been a disaster from the very beginning. He agreed to Rachel’s demand that he seek treatment without any pushback whatsoever. Rachel would have left him otherwise. And now, as far as his wife knew, he had gotten a satisfactory handle on his problem. Another revelation of infidelity would topple everything they’d built together. The best thing that ever happened to him would be gone in an instance. Because of an instance.

Fair perhaps.

But not something he could stomach.
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Yet another surprise in a day bursting with them. He was somehow three-fourths of the way through his proposal, subsisting on coffee and nerves. His thoughts marred by the confrontation from Karla, uncertain as to whether anything he’d written in the proposal actually passed muster. Whether it was even coherent. Whether it did the job of selling the company’s strengths.

Then the surprise came.

Incoming call. Caller ID flashing Mi Amor backlit on the screen of his BlackBerry. A Chopin ringtone. One of the composer’s twenty-one nocturnes. Very romantic music.

Rachel.

Michael ran his tongue over his teeth, wet his mouth, answered, “To what do I owe this pleasure?” Normal tone. Cheery even.

“Baby?”

Rachel’s tone and word choice made him think of Karla, and despite the loveliness of his wife’s voice, a voice he’d loved from the very first, he frowned in displeasure.

Regret. Always, afterward, there was a heavy dose of regret.

He managed, “Yes, baby, it’s me.”

“Expected you home an hour ago,” she said, without accusation. “Are you out for drinks?”

He leaned back in his leather chair. The springs sang a sad note. Everything today, from lunchtime on, had a note of sadness attached to it. “At work still, I’m afraid.”

“Really?”

“Yes.” The pool of light from his computer monitor was the only break in the dark of the office. In the path of the light was a picture frame on his desktop. An 8 x 10. The only personal effect in the entirety of the space. Turned at an angle so he could see it from nearly any vantage. Rachel.

Looking at it now, the rhythm of his heart changed. Picked up its pace. He doubted that would change even fifty years from now. Other women gave him a momentary thrill, certainly. But the thrill of Rachel could only fit inside a box big enough for a lifetime of memories.

“Are you listening to me?” she asked.

He said, “What?” and immediately regretted it. The last thing he needed was for his wife to believe she was secondary in his thoughts.

“I said, ‘all work and no play,’” she replied, a song in her voice. This song not the least bit sad.

“Any suggestions to correct that?” he asked, playing along. “Dinner,” she said. He could actually hear the smile in her words. “Our place.”

Our place.

Was it still theirs? They hadn’t dined there in close to a year. Michael strained to remember his favorite dish. Remembered Rachel’s without struggle. Seared yellowfin tuna, dusted with wasabi butter and ponzu sauce. Citrus herb rice and stir-fry vegetables. Then, slowly, his own favorite meal came into focus. Braised short ribs, with creamy mashed potatoes, roasted Farmer’s Market vegetables. Everything beyond delicious.

“Will you be done reasonably soon?” Rachel wondered.

He glanced at the computer monitor. Three-fourths completed. Eight a.m. presentation meeting. Arriving at work at his usual time, seven-thirty, would mean disaster. Reprimand. He’d been entrusted with this proposal. Solo work. No one else to blame. No one to point fingers at. Behind because of his proclivities. It would take much more of the evening, working, for him to save face. His broken promises had gotten him here.

“Finished now,” he said, using his mouse to scroll to the top toolbar and save the document. “You have thirty minutes to get beautiful for me. That leaves you twenty-nine minutes to just sit on your hands.”

That was dusty, too. Covered with cobwebs. He hadn’t said it to Rachel in close to a year. At one time it had made her smile. He hoped it still did.

“Michael?” she whispered into the phone.

“Yes?”

“I love you.”

And she disconnected before he could reply.

He pocketed his BlackBerry and picked up the picture frame. A smile for the ages. The most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on. “I love you, as well,” he whispered to the image.

He meant it.
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Two-story Colonial with vinyl siding, jewel-tone colors, modest decorative moldings, exterior spandrels. Rocking chair front porch, hung with flowered pots. A two-car garage, barely.

Rachel was waiting for him by the garage. High school redux. A first date.

She wore a dress that fell to just above her knees. Michael knew it well. Nude color, silky material, it left no mystery to the fullness of her breasts or the width of her hips. Her two-inch heels

brought out the definition in her calves. Over the dress she wore a black coat with a furry mocha chocolate collar. The coat hung open like a door with a broken hinge. Thank God for small miracles, Michael thought.

Rachel’s skin was the color of honey, a perfect complement to the dress. Hair a shade or two darker, streaked with near blond highlights. It trailed down to her shoulders. The only description for the color of her eyes was light. Lighter even than Karla’s. Looking into them was like looking into a pool of water. They made you dive in. They made you lose pieces of yourself. Made you think. There’d be things remembered, and a mad dash to add to those memories. There’d be thoughts of things that inspired smiles, and things that had made the tears flow. The full spectrum. That was Rachel’s eyes.

They kissed at the passenger side of the Chrysler, and then Michael opened the door and she wiggled inside, a trail of vanilla musk seasoning the air. He softly closed the door and looked to the sky for some reason. Ink black and salted with stars. A bitterly cold day had yielded to a reasonably cool evening. The air smelled the way he imagined peace and calm would.

Describe peace and calm.

“An evening with my wife,” he said aloud, smiling.

He stepped around the back of the Chrysler and was about to open the driver door. It yawned open before he got his hand on the handle. Inside the sedan, he could see Rachel stretching across the seat to open it for him. He smiled again and settled inside.

“Spoke to a woman about interior aesthetics today,” she said at once. “She believes she can redesign the inside of our house and make it more attractive to sellers.”

Michael glanced at the T-style FOR SALE sign planted on their front lawn. Eight months on the market. No takers thus far. One close call that neither of them talked about anymore. Rachel as ready as ever for an upgrade.

“Interior aesthetics,” he said, pulling from the curb. “Sounds expensive. And unremarkable.”

“My initial reaction as well,” Rachel admitted. “But her phone pitch was flawless. After speaking with her for a little over two minutes, I was completely convinced. I’m inclined to give her a chance.”

“Someone you found in the Yellow Pages?”

“Actually she found me.”

“Yeah…?”

“She combs through real estate listings and calls the homeowners who have had properties listed for some time without a sale.”

Michael nodded.

“Maybe it was her voice,” Rachel said.

“Her voice?”

“Like a jazz singer’s. And she speaks in this melodic way that just…”

Despite himself, Michael licked his lips.

“She spoke about the psychology of beauty,” Rachel went on. “In terms of what choices we make for everything. Even toilet paper holders. If we make all of the right choices, the house will lull buyers.”

“Sounds sexual,” he said without thinking.

Rachel slapped his arm. “You’re worthless. Do you know that?”

“Totally,” he said, smiling.

Then they fell into silence. A void that was more intimate than any words they might have spoken. His right hand was clasped in her left. She fingered it absently with her thumb. Little circles that were charged with erotic feeling. After a time he heard a low hum in her throat, almost imperceptible. Her spirited mood painted his own dark mood until it was the color of white cake frosting.

How could he have put his marriage in jeopardy again? Why did he continue to break promises he made to himself?

The answer came quickly.

Sickness.

Addiction.

He thought of all the naysayers, realized that even he could occasionally count himself among that number. But there was no other possible explanation for the bad choices he made. Always, afterward, there was a heavy dose of regret. Shame even. A promise to never let it happen again.

And then it did.

And the cycle continued.

Regret. Shame. Promises he’d eventually break.

Candace. Davida. Ingrid. Melissa. The list went on and on.

Hannah. Dawn. Jennifer. Kim.

Kim.

What a disaster that had been.

Their last time together there had been tears and threats. Advil threats. She’d swallow an entire bottle’s worth if he broke it off as he was saying he had to. She’d wondered why he had to. He’d said because.

Rachel was his because.

So he’d broken it off with Kim and she hadn’t swallowed the Advil and life went on.

Then.

There was always a then.

Karla.

After Kim, the K that started Karla’s name should’ve served as a warning, an omen, a harbinger of bad things to come.

But.

There was always a but.

He’d settled into the situation with Karla with such familiarity and ease he convinced himself it couldn’t possibly be wrong.

“What are you thinking about?”

Rachel, pulling him from his thoughts.

“The romantic dinner I’m about to have with my beautiful wife,” he said without missing a beat.

“Liar.”

“I’m wounded.” His free hand came off of the steering wheel for a moment, and he pressed it to his heart to illustrate the point.

“An incredibly accomplished liar,” she added.

If she wasn’t smiling he would’ve truly been wounded.

The truth hurts.

The fact that she could smile and joke—and about him lying—was a true testament to just how great this woman was. She kept no record of wrongs. She forgave.

“I’ve lied to you before,” he said, serious all of a sudden. “And thankfully you forgave me. It’s not something you’d ever have to worry about happening again.”

The crinkles at the corners of her mouth nearly broke his heart. She nodded, squeezed his hand and looked out her window.

He thought she might be fighting off tears. He was on the verge of doing so himself.

Instead, he focused on the road. Dark. Back roads. Residential. Sprawling estates that put his own neighborhood, a more than decent one, to shame. English manors and Shore colonials and new constructions. Homes built for New York bankers and industrialists one hundred years prior. On land rumored to have been bought from Native Americans with rum as currency. Most of the homes sat on two or more acres of manicured land. And inside all of the properties were the amenities of the wealthy. Home theaters, wine cellars, radiant heat. Outside: guest houses, pools, brick patios.

Rachel’s posture changed. Strength came to her shoulders and the tears from before were quickly forgotten. As they traveled on through the near darkness he could see her eyes focusing, looking beyond the stately gates that fronted most of the properties, through the tall standing trees, straight to the homes built hundreds of yards back from the road.

“Beautiful homes,” he said.

Rachel simply nodded, didn’t speak.

Two minutes later he’d reached the commercial strip. Bagel deli, brokerage house, two expensive restaurants. He passed them and came upon a traffic light that flashed red just as he approached. He braked easily and looked off to his left. Ice cream parlor, the lot choked with Mercedes and equally luxurious sedans and SUVs. And beyond the ice cream parlor was the Oceanic Bridge. Just before the bridge a handsome structure crackling with activity.

The light flashed green and he turned left.

Salt Creek Grille. The lively structure.

Their place.

A waterfront restaurant. Just beyond it was the Navesink River. A pool of black dotted by the occasional light. At the base of the restaurant were a grove of boats docked to moorings.

Michael turned in, joined a line of cars inching toward the front of the restaurant, valets waiting to take their keys and park their cars for them.

“Our place,” Rachel whispered.

Michael squeezed her hand.

“I’m sorry I went silent on you,” she said. “I was caught thinking.”

“About?” But he knew.

“Selling our home,” she said. “Maybe moving to a town like this.”

“A town like?”

She smiled. “Okay. Here. I have my heart set on moving to this actual town. There, I said it.”

“We’ll toast to interior aesthetics,” he said. “Maybe your girl will work magic for us.”

“Woman, Michael. Girl sounds so chauvinist.”

“Your woman,” he corrected.

She smiled again.

“You’re happy,” he said, like a question.

“I am. Thanks to you and—”

“Me, huh?”

“The flowers, of course. The last thing I expected from you today. And then on top of—”

He frowned. “Flowers?”

“White stargazer lilies. Simple but sweet note: ‘With love always.’” Her tone softened and then faded completely. She watched him for a beat. “Have I gone and made a fool of myself? You didn’t send the flowers?”

“Flowers?” he said again, smiling. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

And he didn’t.

But one thing he’d learned well was the ability to think on his feet. Freelance. And do it without missing a beat. “I’d like to know who’s sending my wife flowers though,” he said. He raised his voice to a deep baritone. “I’ll kill him if I find out.”

Rachel laughed, punched his arm. “Be serious.”

“He’ll see just how serious I am,” he said, still with the exaggerated voice.

“Whoever he is, it’s you that have my heart,” Rachel said.

Michael nodded. All he could do. His mind was bursting apart at the seams but he couldn’t let Rachel know.

Who had sent the flowers?

Was this some kind of double play? Rachel having an affair and rubbing his nose in it? No. That couldn’t be. That wasn’t Rachel’s makeup. She wasn’t anything like him.

There had to be an explanation for the flowers.

He said, “I do love you.”

“Took another man sending me flowers to get you to realize?”

“No,” he said. “I knew from the first moment I met you. Every day is simply a reminder.”

“Oh, Michael.”

One car in front of them. He inched forward.

“We’ll make the toast right away,” he said. “I’m determined to get you the house you want.”

Rachel nodded. “To Karla. May she work her magic.”

“Karla?”

Surprisingly no hitch in his voice.

“Karla Savage, interior aesthetics expert,” Rachel said. “Our savior…knock on wood.”

He swallowed and smiled.

Without missing a beat.

There was the explanation for the flowers.



CHAPTER
THREE


Trust, but verify.

Reagan, if she wasn’t mistaken. Seems as if she remembered those words being attributed to the former president, in some class she’d taken or book she’d read or show she’d watched. Either way, they were certainly words to live by. She’d trusted Michael, but there’d always been something that didn’t quite add up, plus an inner voice that told her to verify. And so she had. Discovered more than she ever thought she would. No, that was a lie. Discovered what she’d always feared. Something about the relationship had always rang false.

Married.

She’d traveled that road once before and it wasn’t a pleasant journey. Emotional, dark, soul deadening. She’d emerged from that relationship worse for the wear. Left to question her own sanity, and worse yet, her morals, as Patrick went on living a lie with Elizabeth. Elizabeth. In an ugly moment after she discovered Patrick’s duplicity, she’d called his house phone, introduced herself to Liz. And was promptly told by Patrick’s wife that she preferred to be called Elizabeth. Insisted upon it, actually. Indignant about a name while her husband was out in the world sticking his thing in another woman.

The conversation started out on that wrong note and proceeded to go south. By the end Karla was calling Patrick’s wife, Liz, every third word or so just to make the woman crazy. Liz, Liz, Liz. And it worked.

Or did it?

Karla was the one left crying and questioning herself afterward.

And here she was yet again.

Another wife.

Another phone call.

Different tack this time, though.

Interior aesthetics.

She smiled at the ingenuity of it all. She’d driven through Michael’s neighborhood. Saw the FOR SALE sign on his lawn. A quick Internet search. House had been on the market for over eight months.

Improved interior aesthetics would reverse that bad fortune.

Yeah, right.

She still hadn’t settled in her mind why she’d called his wife. Or why she was preparing herself to actually go meet with the woman.

Was it curiosity? See how beautiful Rachel was? She had no doubt Rachel was in fact beautiful. Michael wouldn’t settle for less.

Was it more than curiosity?

Was she about to destroy the façade of a happy marriage? Trample it with her pointy heels?

No.

Destroying their marriage wouldn’t change a thing.

Just curiosity, then.

She padded out of the bathroom into her connected bedroom, naked, skin damp and warm still from the shower. Never in a rush to put on clothes, the ringing of her cell phone served as a perfect distraction and excuse to remain naked a little while longer.

Karla trapped the phone in her hands, third ring, a caller that wasn’t in her contacts. Her generic ringtone.

Viva la Vida.

Coldplay.

Chris Martin did it for Karla in a major way. She had an affection for rough-hewn white boys, she supposed.

“Hello?” she said into the phone. Her tentative voice. She’d been told it was beyond sexy. Sexier even than her natural husky voice. An aphrodisiac. Like chocolate.

“Karla Savage?” Tentative himself, but not sexy.

“Yes?”

“Seranne’s,” he said. “I have a delivery for you. I’m outside your door. Should I leave it or redeliver when you can be home?”

“I’m actually home now,” she said. “Just stepping out of the shower.”

“I can wait a moment for you to dress.”

“I’ll be quick,” she said in a whisper. Toying with him.

Michael had left her sexually frustrated. She had to work the frustration off some way.

“I’ll be here,” he said, and clicked off.

Her blue terrycloth robe was spread out on the counterpane of the bed. She put it on, cinched it closed at the waist. A loose tie that fell open after just one step. She retied it in the same loose manner.

Seranne’s was a florist, according to the lettering on the side of the white van she found parked facing the wrong way in front of her house. The driver was sitting on her stoop. He hopped up to his feet as she opened the door, smiled casually, a quick glance at the front of her robe followed by a lopsided smirk that made her bite her lip.

He wasn’t bad looking.

Square jaw, haphazard tan, a day’s worth of beard stubble. Brown hair, blue eyes. Fairly tall. Rough hands held around the vase of the flower in a gentle way.

The tender care he gave to the vase with those masonry hands of his suggested something to her.

“For me?” she said.

He nodded, smiled deeper. “Someone’s got some sense.”

“You think?”

“Absolutely.”

“What are they?”

He told her and she immediately knew who had sent them. Touché.

She didn’t know whether to smile or frown. Whether to sign for the flowers or steal them from the driver’s hand and send them raining down into the sewer with shards of the shattered vase.

She signed for them.

“Have a great day,” the driver said.

She nodded and watched him drive off down the street, the wrong direction on a one-way.

She closed the door behind her, and lagged there in her foyer. Despite her best efforts not to, she held the arrangement to her nose. Fragrant. Lovely. Pretty as well.

Much prettier than they’d looked when she’d ordered the same arrangement online and had them delivered to Michael’s wife.

A card rested in the arms of the stems. She plucked it out, tore apart the small envelope, read it over several times. With love often enough.

A minute later she had her cell phone in hand. Dialing.

It seemed as though he picked up before one ring had even cycled.

“Sitting by the phone?” she said, laughing.

“Can we talk?”

“I’m listening, Michael.”

“I don’t want it to be bad between us,” he said.

“By definition, lying to me about your wife qualifies as bad, Michael.”

“I know, but I still don’t want it to be bad between us.”

“Worried I’ll suggest a burnt sienna color theme for your bedroom?”

Teasing.

She’d bought him a sweater that color. Last Valentine’s Day. Months later, he still hadn’t worn it around her. She questioned him about the slight, of course. He chalked it up to simply disapproving of the color.

Yeah.

That shirt was in shirt heaven somewhere, or rescued from some garbage can by some other soul, never having made it to the Palmer house for Michael’s wife to question.

“You shouldn’t have called my wife,” he said. “What’s happening between us doesn’t involve her.”

“I bet she’d disagree.”

“Leave her out of this.”

“A please would be nice.”

“Please.”

“Too late.”

“This ain’t a game,” he said.

“Ain’t?” She tsked. “What would they think at Brown if they heard you talking that way?”

Another tease.

He’d flaunted a Brown pedigree when they first met, but it turned out that he’d actually graduated from a small school in Connecticut. Nearly everything he’d told her in the beginning was lies. It seemed as though he’d carefully crafted together an entirely false second persona.

That qualified him as a psychopath in her book.

“I’ve made many mistakes with you. Can I apologize once more?” he asked.

What was that?

Actual pain in his voice?

She almost smiled. Almost. Instead, a strange thing happened. She felt some sympathy chirring in her stomach.

“I’m serious,” he said, just as she was about to reassure him that he had nothing to worry about. “Leave my wife out of this.”

“You could mess up a wet dream, Michael.”

“You better listen to me on this, Karla.”

“You don’t dictate anything to me,” she said. “You understand?”

“Again, this is a dangerous game you’re playing, Karla.”

“I could say the same to you, Michael.”

“I don’t want you talking to my wife,” he said. “And I certainly don’t want you seeing her.”

“Speaking of which,” she said theatrically, “I’m running late for that appointment. I want to look my best. I need to go pick out a dress. Something black would probably be appropriate. You think?”

“Forget all about this, Karla, please.”

“How much would that be worth to you?” she heard herself say.

Even she was surprised by the words.

“Blackmail, Karla?” His sigh filled her ear. “I didn’t know you could stoop so low.”

“Tell you what,” she said. “I’ll hold off on suggesting John Everett Millais reproductions and feng shui to Rachel today. But you work up some numbers and get back to me. And don’t take long. And the number should have a lot of your favorite number included.”

“My favorite number?” he asked, crestfallen, judging by his somber tone.

“Why zero of course,” she said, laughing. “Being that you are one, I’d think that would be a favorite. Have I misjudged?”

She disconnected the call before he could reply.

Laughed some more.

Satisfied.

Wishing she could have been there to see the look on his face. He could keep his money. She didn’t want it. But, boy, would she have loved to have seen his face.

That would’ve been priceless.



CHAPTER
FOUR


Twelve steps. Each one simple enough to understand, if not execute. Admit that he was powerless over addictive sexual behavior—that his life had become unmanageable. He’d admitted as much many times before, but now, with Karla breathing hot on his neck, he acknowledged it yet again. Next step. Come to believe that a power greater than himself could restore him to sanity. Divine intervention? Yes, without a doubt that was exactly what he needed. Next. Make a decision to turn his will and life over to the care of God. That divine thread again. If he came out of this unscathed, there was no doubt in his mind the praise and thanksgiving would rise to the heavens. “He who finds a wife finds a good thing.” That scripture had been written on the wedding invitations. He hadn’t forgotten. Next.

A tap at his office door paused his thoughts.

Reflexively, he inched aside the keyboard he hadn’t been using, and readjusted the computer monitor he hadn’t been looking at. He’d gotten in early that morning, rushed through the rest of the proposal from yesterday, finishing it on time for the early morning meeting. No one had said anything about it being rancid, so he considered that a victory. But it obviously wasn’t his best work. Now, burned out, the keyboard was just an ornament on his desk. Beyond it, Rachel’s framed picture, her high-watt smile, looked up at him. He cleared something from his throat and gazed over the picture’s top edge, to the doorway.

Joe Larkin.

Six-two, about one-thirty. Dark black hair kept several inches too long, probably thinking it made him look cool. It didn’t. The top of Larkin’s scalp was flaked with dandruff. Michael had two inches on him and inevitably when they bumped into one another, a fate Michael tried his best to avoid, Michael’s eyes would fall on Larkin’s scalp. Larkin wore yellowed jeans now, a plain white T-shirt under a navy blue blazer. Moccasins on his boat-sized feet. A goatee in need of a matching mustache hid his weak chin. His teeth were as yellow as butter and yet he was forever smiling.

“Mikey,” he said, smiling of course. “My tall brother-in-arms, how’s it going?”

Joe thought their shared well-above-average heights made them brethren of some kind.

Not hardly.

“Joe,” Michael replied.

“Stopped by to see if you could pull yourself away from the work and grab a bite to eat.”

The answer, every day, was no. Always.

Step four: make a searching and fearless moral inventory of yourself.

Michael glanced at Rachel’s picture again.

I don’t deserve you, he thought.

“Mikey?”

Admit to God, yourself, and to another human being the exact nature of your wrongs.

Another human being.

Michael looked up. Joe Larkin was already fading away from the doorway.

Another human being.

It was extremely close, but he supposed Joe Larkin fit the bill.

Michael said, “Sure. I’ll join you.”

Joe nodded. “That’s cool, Mikey. Maybe next—” He caught himself, drifted back fully into the doorway. “Did you say you’ll join me?”

Michael pushed back from his desk, stood, stretched, and then walked around the desk and across the distance of his office. He clapped Joe Larkin hard on the shoulder. Larkin’s mouth hung open.

“What do you have in mind?” Michael asked Larkin.

“I usually grab a couple of hot dogs,” Larkin said in an oddly mechanical voice. “There’s a truck over by The Galleria. But if you wanted something more—”

“Sounds perfect.” Michael clapped Joe’s shoulder again.

They made it to the parking garage without much conversation, and were confronted there with their first decision. Which car to take? Michael’s Chrysler 300C or Joe’s… Michael didn’t know what Joe drove, and Joe only knew Michael’s car because all of the top execs drove 300Cs. Even Karla knew that.

“Why don’t you drive,” Michael said. “Since you know where we’re going.”

“Sure.”

A tan Toyota Camry peppered with dents and bird droppings, the back seat overrun with magazines. Michael shook his head and laughed. Nearly slapped his knee, it was so funny.

“It isn’t much,” Joe protested.

“It’s fine. It’s not that,” Michael said. “Laughing because I’ve been driving a Camry for eighteen months.”

What he’d told Karla.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

Michael grabbed a handful of the magazines and brought them to the front seat with him.

“Wired, mostly,” Joe said.

“Crap. No Penthouse or Playboy?”

He chuckled as if he were joking.

As if.

“That’s at home with my DVDs,” Joe said.

“You have a lot of DVDs?”

“No more than normal.”

“Yeah?”

“Shyla Stylez, Katie Morgan, Ava Devine…”

Michael wasn’t familiar with any of the names. He filed them away in his head.

Porn, surprisingly, hadn’t become part of the equation yet.

He wondered why that had been the case. Everything he’d learned about his addiction told him pornography should’ve been a deeply ingrained part of his fabric by now. Surfing for Shyla Stylez at work.

“…Stormy Daniels. I love the big, fake, unnatural tits. I don’t care if they have surgery scars under ’em, don’t care if they’re so big they’re shiny. That’s perfect. Just be ginormous and I’m all in. They’ve got pimples on their asses and stretch marks and faces that look like a shoe imprint in dog poo, I can look right past all of that if they’ve got big juggs, man.”

“I know what you mean,” Michael said.

“My girl has big giant knockers, but they’re in a frantic race for her belly button. By the time she’s thirty, it’ll be all over; she gets an itch on her knee, she could scratch it with a nipple.”

“But do you have good conversations?” Michael asked.

“You kidding?” Joe said, sniffing through his nostrils. “She was an English Lit major, dude. She finds poetry in everything. One minute she’s talking about ‘most quiet need, by sun and candlelight.’ The next she’s down on her knees bobbing for apples.”

“Sounds terrific.”

“How long have you and Rachel been married?”

Rachel.

“Not nearly long enough,” Michael said and fell into a silence that Joe didn’t interrupt. The only sound in the Camry coming from Michael turning pages of one of Joe’s Wired magazines.

The truck was the length of two minivans, white, except for two big words painted on it in a color that resembled raw meat: Hot Dogs. It was parked sideways at the end of a relatively small lot, backed up by railroad tracks, and across those, a large warehouse structure that had been cut up into expensive little niche shops. The Galleria.

“Dirty water dogs,” Joe said. His voice carried the same enthusiasm as when he said Shyla Stylez, Katie Morgan, Ava Devine…Stormy Daniels.

Names committed to Michael’s memory now.
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