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There were many more, like Captain Pierre de Landais. He was a Captain in the US Navy during the Revolutionary War. Originally a Rear-Admiral in the French Navy, he was an associate of General Lafayette from the American Revolutionary War. He participated in capturing the British ship Serapis alongside John Paul Jones but faced allegations of insubordination and actions that undermined Jones' efforts. Due to that charge, he was never granted a pension by the U.S. Congress, and consequently, he had to resign from both the French and American Navies. He protested until his death that he was innocent of the charges against him – they buried him in the Churchyard cemetery.

The room was an octagon with off-white walls featuring faint light blue designs and a high gloss finish. A beautiful crystal chandelier hung from the vaulted ceiling.

“I understand completely,” Smythe said, “But a word of advice. Don’t wait too long to get back to awake dreaming. You may find it difficult to start up again.”

.
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by    

Aidan Gregory

It was just after eight p.m. Ruby was locking the front door of her dress shop, Ruby Ceit Fashions. It was all hers. Alton and Foster had folded their art exhibit side of the store. 

She was in a hurry because Alton had asked her the day before to meet him at a cocktail party in Brooklyn Heights.  

He and Foster had worked in the Philbin’s Brooklyn office that day and were already networking at the party.  

Ruby worked six days a week from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m., 9 p.m. to 3 p.m. on Sundays. She closed the shop on Mondays. 

Her social life had been lacking. A couple of hours of socializing would be enjoyable. And she was always looking for new clients.

Ruby was doing well with her shop after three years, but in New York there were always new fashion trends to keep ahead of and she was good at spotting them. She was developing high-end women’s clothing. 

A taxi dropped her off in front of a large nineteenth century brownstone one block from Atlantic Avenue in Brooklyn Heights. It was three stories and occupied an entire corner. She had texted Alton to meet her at the front door. 

Alton had gone into advertising with Foster. They worked for the Philbins most of the time. He and Foster had finagled their way into writing scripts for tv commercials and other ads. They focused on humor. They had worked freelance on multiple ads and almost landed a Superbowl spot. Next time. 

Alton met Ruby at the door. Tall, lanky, handsome, and sharply dressed. 

Ruby was standing back a few feet from the door under the subdued lighting of the expansive porch chandelier. "Nice blouse!" Alton exclaimed, "That's a new one. Looks great!" It was a roomy laser cut light silver cashmere blouse with buttons on the front and puffed sleeves. The laser cuts were alternating diamond shapes around the waist. 

"Yes, thank you. While you were snoring, I sketched it. Lily and I made it in minutes today," Ruby replied. Alton chuckled as Ruby walked through the front door. 

Alton stayed at Ruby’s a few days a week. They had been together for over three years, and he was talking about marriage. She was thinking about it. 

Once inside, the refurbished interior impressed Ruby. There were several rooms leading off the main hall, but most of the guests were in the large main living room. There were probably fifty people scattered throughout the first floor, all well dressed and chatting amiably. 

Ruby kissed Foster on the cheek. He too was casually dressed, but up to the minute concerning men's fashion nuances. She noticed his black hair was thinning. 

Alton introduced Ruby to people that he and Foster knew.

The owners of the home had made their way from room to room greeting everyone. They were now sauntering toward Ruby, Alton, and Foster. 

Simon and Shawna Philbin, a nice-looking couple in their fifties, owned a large advertising agency in Brooklyn with an office in Manhattan. They had a sizeable turnover in personnel and freelance contractors were always coming and going, so they held cocktail parties every few months to schmooze. 

They stopped and exchanged pleasantries with Alton and Foster, then Simon said to Alton, "Who's the swan?", while looking at Ruby. 

"Simon!" Shawna said in faux contempt, "Alton told us all about Ruby Swan." Simon smiled and shook Ruby's hand, and they all launched into small talk. 

After a few minutes Shawna began raving about Ruby's blouse then other women gathered around her. Ruby's gorgeous red-black hair draped over her blouse was stunning, and it made the blouse stand out even more.

Alton was taking it all in. People gravitated to Ruby. She was beautiful, but easy to talk to. There were times when he had to pry men away from her. 

More drinks on trays were carried through the guests by the caterer servers and 'pigs in blankets' were mixed in with other Hors d'oeuvres which made people chuckle.  

After two hours of networking and small talk, the clinking of ice in rock glasses began to dwindle, and the New Yorkers knew the party was over. 

And just like that, they all began herding toward the exit, thanking the Philbins on their way out.

Alton went outside with Foster and another man. Ruby was still chatting with some women about fashion trends as they walked out and down the front steps. 

Alton was standing at the bottom. "Hey," he said affectionately, "I was about to go get you. Foster just left." They walked along the sidewalk toward Atlantic Avenue where they hailed a cab. 

"The Philbins are a colorful duo," Ruby said. 

"They really enjoy what they do, and they want everyone to have fun. Open up. Be creative," Alton said. 

"Something like those two bums you hung around with. Hanky and Muddy, or something?" Ruby asked. 

Alton laughed and said, "Swanky and Puddle.”  

When they reached Bowery and 3rd Street, near Cessily’s apartment, Alton's phone vibrated. 'Brandon- 10 am. Westies Cafe, Columbus Ave. Alton texted back, 'Awesome' and added a thumbs up emoji. 

"Foster", he said to Ruby, "Big day tomorrow. We may have a new client." 

"That's great," Ruby replied in an upbeat voice.  

"It's Awesome! Good luck to us!" Alton said, then kissed Ruby and got out of the cab. Ruby smiled. "Call you tomorrow," he said and waved.    

Alton was staying with his sister Cessily. Her roommate, Shelby, had gone back to Minnesota, and he was paying half of the rent.   

Cessily was already asleep. She started at eight in the morning. Two years before she had started working as a child psychologist’s assistant in a children's hospital.  

Alton laid clothes out for the morning, washed up, then unfolded his tri-mattress onto the living room floor.  

The next morning Ruby was in her shop arranging three 15-yard bolts of cashmere fabric. One in light silver, one in martini green, and one in navy blue. She put them on a table next to her large diode laser bed. 

She had the stockroom bathroom enlarged, called it a lady's lounge, and she cut fabrics in there. The smoke would go out of the exhaust vent that was connected to the enclosed bathroom’s exhaust fan. After every use she or Lily would fold up the bed and tuck it away. 

The laser wasn’t an open flame, so it wasn't exactly against city ordinances. They didn't use it every day, and only for an hour or so when they did.  

Ruby had programmed the design for her latest blouse (the one she’d worn to the cocktail party) the day before into the laser cutter software. When the laser was ready, she tried a test spot on a small piece of cashmere. It looked fine. She and Lily made three petite, nine medium, and three a bit larger.  

Ruby laid them out on shelves near the shop windows, and put them on half mannequins, too. She received so many compliments on her blouse the night before that she was sure they would sell quickly.  The sale price was $450.00 each.  

The inside of the shop was a delight. The walls were custom-painted street scene murals Alton had painted, with gorgeous models wearing clothes that Ruby had designed. And the murals were all in 3d! Customers loved the murals and would say that they felt as though the shop was three times larger than it looked. 

That same morning, Alton hurried out of the apartment building and over to Bowery to hail a cab. He was going uptown to meet Foster and the potential client. He was nervous because this contact could be huge for them. But they were going to torpedo the Philbins and that was making him apprehensive. The Philbins had been good to him and Foster, but Foster assured him that this was standard operating procedure in New York City while doing business. 

Foster's former colleague, Brandon Rhymes, had recently begun working for a big ad agency. He needed help with a new ad.

He had been wooed to last night’s cocktail party by Shawna Philbin, who had done business with him before.

Foster had spoken to him briefly at the party, and Brandon had winked at him. Foster understood. If Foster played payola with him, the Philbins would be history. Earlier in the evening Brandon had probed Simon for payola, but Simon played dummy.  

They met outside Westie’s café and after cordial handshakes, they sat at a small table together. The May sky was lit up by bright morning sunshine and it was warm enough to sit outside. 

Alton sat on the edge of his chair, his elbows on his knees. Foster shot him a glance, and he sat up straight. Brandon suppressed a chortle. 

Brandon got down to business and explained what he was looking for. It was a new men’s hair growth solution, and it actually worked, he said. But the last set of commercials didn't excite balding men to buy the product. The commercials were too edgy with shocking humor. 

The company that owned the product now needed to attract consumers or sell it. 

Humor, Brandon said. Not too goofy or sophomoric. Not degrading or insulting. Endearing, with a good laugh, was the goal. Brandon added to Foster, "Maybe you could try the product. Before and after pics, while you're developing the ad." Then Foster remembered why he didn't like Brandon. Disliked him immensely.   

They had worked together at an ad agency and were always competing and thwarting one another. The reality now was that Brandon clawed his way into a lucrative position, with a contract. 

Years before, Foster struck out on his own and did all right. His best ad was Alton's giant 3d painting of Ruby. 

Brandon knew that Foster needed the opportunity he was offering, and he was going to enjoy extracting a pound of flesh from him. Foster would have to swallow his pride because it was quite possible that he and Alton would be catapulted into the big leagues of multi-media advertising.  

The meeting went well. Foster and Alton would need to come up with an idea and a presentation in a couple of weeks. 

At the dress shop by the end of the day, many of the new blouses were sold. Lily had gone home, and Ruby was busy with paperwork at the counter. There were a few customers browsing around.  

At just about 7 p.m., Shawna Philbin walked into the shop. "What a fabulous shop, Ruby! Look at those murals!” she exclaimed.

Surprised, Ruby said, "Hello Shawna! Thanks for coming in." After they exchanged pleasantries, Shawna began sincerely gushing about the clothes. 

Shawna tried on a few skirts and blouses while asking Ruby's opinion. She had a mane of almost copper colored hair, and she fretted about what color clothes she should buy. Then, out of nowhere, she dropped a hand grenade and said, "Simon heard through the grapevine that Alton and Foster had breakfast with a potential client of ours today. At a cafe in Columbus. They had toasty bagels, a variety of cream cheeses, and a carafe of hot coffee on a warmer," she paused for a moment then said, " It was an unauthorized meeting."  

Ruby was stunned and immediately lost her smile. "I-I don't know what to say-" Ruby began, but Shawna said,

"Don't worry about it. I'm sure you had no idea. And it doesn't really matter anyway because this guy Brandon hinted at kickbacks, and we don't like to play that game-not anymore. A few times when we started out, we did, but now we don't. Gifts. Lunches. Dinners. Yankees, Mets, Jets, Giants, Rangers, and Knicks tickets. That usually does it. Sometimes we offer our ski condominium for a weekend to a large client, but no cash back. It's gauche and word gets around. Simon had the idea that Foster would have no qualms about wooing a client, gauche or not, because he's done it before. Not with us but with another agency.  

“Simon believes Foster and Alton are going to knock one out of the park again, as your ad did." Ruby smiled again. " But you might want to mention this to Alton. If he wants to stay in this biz, he and Foster better not do it again and Simon will expect cooperation, as needed, or word leaks out that Brandon Rhymes was our customer, and other roadblocks." Ruby stopped smiling again. "Just business in the Big Apple, Ruby," Shawna said.

Shawna abruptly changed the subject. "These are all your designs?" Shawna asked. Ruby, still shocked by that warning for Alton and what that could mean for him, composed herself and said they were. She had other brands scattered around the store, but her clothes held the spotlight. 

"I like everything you've done. No, I mean it," Shawna said, "You're going to have your own brand out there. That's what you're planning." Ruby half- smiled and looked away. Shawna smiled and said, "I'll take this gorgeous black skirt and this even more gorgeous navy-blue blouse." 

About an hour later, Alton was standing in front of Ruby's apartment building as she was getting out of a cab. 

"Hi beautiful," he said. He tried to take her hand, but she pulled away. 

"The name Shawna Philbin ring any bells?" Ruby asked. 

Alton, shocked, said, "What happened? Is this about the client meeting today? " 

" Shawna came into my shop and said you two crooks stole a client from her, "she said. 

"She said crooks?” He asked. 

"No. She did say not to do it again, since you and Foster know many of their clients. They are going to expect now, or they will use their connections as roadblocks against you, if you do it again." 

Alton was quiet. "Go home tonight. I have things to do," and Ruby turned toward the door. 

" I'm sorry, Ruby. I didn't mean for this to happen," Alton said. 

"I know. We’ll talk tomorrow," and she keyed her building’s entrance door. 'You could have at least warned me,' she thought, then went in. 

Ruby loved Alton. She really did. He was different from Marcus. She remembered enough to know the difference. Marcus was privileged. He was raised in the top one percent. He became a captain of the industries he was in. Very smart investments and partnerships. He built a huge fortune from his family's substantial fortune. 

Alton still had an air of privilege about him, or maybe more like confidence. Either way, she thought, it was probably because he was raised at a country club. He had good manners but not as refined as Marcus. Alton could be boisterous, but he was aware of that, and he could dial it back. All in all, he was a good young man. He had said he loved her, and of that she was certain. 

Ruby went up to her second-floor condominium, showered, and changed into baggy warmups.    

After chatting with her roommate, Alyssa, and tidying up, Ruby prepared her bedroom desk with a sketchpad and pencils. She turned on the desk lamp and switched the ceiling fan light off. 

She stood at the foot of the bed; the space she used for yoga stretches. She began her ritual the same way each night. 

When she was about to sketch, she would stand up straight, close her eyes and breathe deeply. Then she would focus on an idea she had been thinking of lately. A street trend. Casual clothes that were decades old. Extravagant gowns from the Victorian Era. After a time, ideas would form. Smoky images. 

She would eventually sit and Croquis, or sketch. After finishing she would tuck the sketches into a drawer of her desk. At the end of the week, she would go through and decide what to discard and what to keep. 

She loved that bedroom. She was comfortable there because it was hers as a child.  

Her parents met in NYC decades before at an acting studio on Bank Street. There were always classes and skits going on, and they enjoyed the theater.  

They had both recently graduated from college. Her mother had a degree from NYU in Ancient Studies. She landed her first job as an assistant curator at The Frick Museum. Her father had a master's degree in finance from Brown University and had recently started working as an executive assistant at a venture capital firm in the financial district in Lower Manhattan. 

By the time they had married, a year later, they could afford a two-bedroom condominium in the NOHO section. Ruby was born a year after. 

Ruby only lived there until she was six, but she could remember it. They were fond memories. But her mother was raised in New Jersey on the border with Bucks County, Pennsylvania, and wanted Ruby to have space.  

They kept the condominium and leased it. Her father worked at his company’s office in Princeton, New Jersey, commuting to the Manhattan office once or twice a week.  

Ruby turned off the light and climbed into bed. Before she dozed, she reminded IT that she was not doing her dreaming service until she finished her summer designs.  

She had been tasked by Smythe (whom she still only met in dreams) with searching for conjuring sticks and stones downtown. Over the past year she found quite a few of them. She would email their whereabouts to Smythe who would then send someone to retrieve them in the waking world. She understood that these gates added to the mayhem in the streets. 

It was an easy enough task, if not a little boring. She remembered things, now and then, of her previous life as Sweteryun, and the amazing things she had done. But that type of work required late nights. Now, she wanted to focus on her business. 

That Saturday at 7:30 p.m. Ruby closed the shop. She had some things to do and wanted to try and get to bed early.

Her mother had asked her to come alone early that Sunday, before the backyard barbeque. Alton, Foster, and Cessily would meet up with her in the afternoon. 

The next morning Ruby picked up her pre-packed overnight bag and called a sedan to take her to her family’s home in New Jersey, near Princeton. She left at 7 a.m. The ride took an hour and a half.  

Their house was new twenty years earlier and built on a large piece of property within a cul-de-sac. It was a two-story four-bedroom center hall with plenty of baths.  

The developer could not cut down the large trees in the development that provided summer shade and fresh air. Town ordinance. And the house was bordered by a patch of wood. 

The landscaping was lush and the young red maple at the front of the house had just started  blooming.  

The American flag flew from the flagpole near the front door. The only other neighbor with the stars and stripes flying were the Smiths, a few houses away. 

When Ruby arrived, her mother was at the front door to greet her. It had been a couple of months since they’d seen each other, and they hugged. 

The interior decor of the home was in the Traditional Style and was very tastefully done. Ruby complimented her mother for the new wallcovering in several of the rooms.

They went into the kitchen, and her father was already making her favorite breakfast. Blueberry pancakes. Ruby kissed her father on the cheek. Ruby had seen her father Steve a few weeks before when he stopped into the dress shop to share a short lunch break with her. 

They sat together in the sunlit kitchen nook and chatted while sipping fresh coffee and munching on pancakes. Ruby and Sophie each had one medium pancake, with warm syrup and butter. Steve had a stack. 

Sophie had asked Ruby to come early so they could go to their local chapel together. She had a premonition that Ruby was involved in some out- there spiritual work and that it was getting dangerous for her. Most of Sophie’s circle at the chapel would have a good look at her and include her in the next few, or more, novenas. 

They were talking about all kinds of things when Sophie noticed the time. The service was at 10 a.m. It was 9:40. They quickly washed up and jumped into Sophie’s car. 

'Our Lady of Patience' was a tiny chapel not far from their house. It was off the main road and set in a grove of oak trees. 

Sophie turned off the main road. The tires made a crunching sound on the chapel’s white gravel driveway. About one hundred yards through the trees, Sophie slowly parked her car in the parking area. It was almost 10. 

Blue sky and mid-morning sunlight created a dreamy atmosphere around the chapel. The chapel was painted in a lovely shade of cream with white trim. The flower beds were in full bloom with True Lavender, Zinnia, Daffodils, Petunias, Tulips, and Sweet Peas.  

It was the second Sunday of the month, and an Episcopalian priest was going to offer mass at the antique chapel. He was all prepared and began as soon as Sophie and Ruby sat down. It was not a tiny chapel. It could seat fifty congregants. The congregation was always a small clique of women.  

The minster began and after a series of prayers one of the ladies went to the economical electric organ next to the altar. She played hymns and everyone sang. After the psalm the minister began his Sunday sermon at the lectern. 

From the beginning it was a tongue lashing at the insane evil in the world. 

He suddenly paused and looked toward Ruby, and her mother. Ruby shifted in her seat. 

The minister, a large man with greying hair and hazel eyes, had known Ruby since she was an infant.  He had baptized her. 

He had heard she was living in Manhattan and owned a dress shop. He had a feeling she was going to do something in the world, other than the most important job of raising children.  

The news of the violence in New York, against women and children especially, roiled him incessantly and the instant he saw Ruby enter the chapel he thought of that news again. 

“This society we’re living in today, in my opinion, and I believe I can say this in this chapel, is an expression of demonic tempters and evil spirits plaguing us. Along with the drug culture and the outright practicing of satanism, a sick, violent death cult on the big city streets and elsewhere has arisen." The priest paused. 

"One of the most famous Christian sermons of all time - 'Sinners in The Hands of An Angry God'-was written around the time of the first Great Awakening, during our colonial era, by Johnathan Edwards who was a theologian and a Congregationalist. 

“Edwards's aim was to teach his listeners about the horrors of Hell, the dangers of sin, and the terrors of being a lost soul. There have been many such sermons throughout the ages. Among other messages in the text, their sudden and unexpected destruction is inevitable, but then the rest of us are caught up in it with them when society collapses. History proves this again and again. 

“Sadly, there are millions of lost souls who were never taught this and were never taught about salvation through Christ.  

“They become predators for evil. It's obvious they are sick and enjoy inflicting pain. But regardless of what their upbringing was, or the lack of, they have no right to abuse the weak and innocent. 

“It's also obvious that we are on our own, when it comes to justice these days. But we have congregations of good souls who can pray and beseech the Lord to send Angels and apply justice His way." Again, he looked toward Ruby. This time her mother shifted in her seat. 

He continued, "I'm asking everyone here to pray fervently for God, and His Son Jesus, to have all the Archangels and Legions of Angels descend on these poor misguided souls and bind them with the Light of Heaven to make them stop their abuses. Spread the word to all the faithful. “He looked toward Ruby again and said thought to himself ‘And If that doesn't work, then by any means necessary.’  

He then continued for a while longer in the same vein.  

When the service was over, Ruby did some catching up with some of their close neighbors who were smiling at her nervously, as was her mother. They then walked outside to the Blessed Mary Shrine on the side of the chapel.  

It was a garden shrine surrounded by flowers in winding beds and a white gravel walkway. There was a short wooden bench, and they sat down in front of the Blessed Mary statue that was within a Blue Grotto. Late morning sunlight filtered through the early spring leaves.

Sophie didn't want to bring it up at breakfast, but she was worried about Ruby staying in the city. Ruby explained that she was taking cabs door to door and the shopping mall had good security. You just had to keep your eyes open (and carry a can of mace, she thought, but didn't say). 

This was not comforting for Sophie. "Can't you open the shop out here? You know Princeton has exclusive shopping districts, and other towns, too," Sophie said.  

"I know," Ruby replied, " If things get worse than they are now, I'll close up and open another out here."  

They were quiet again then Sophie said, "Have you heard from Cillian Mondragon lately?" Ruby wasn’t sure why her mother brought up Cillian.

“No. Not since he left,” Ruby replied.

When Sophie first met Cillian at the opening of the dress shop, she had a hunch that something was going on between Ruby and him. Months later, while visiting Ruby, she asked her about him. She knew that Ruby always had incredible intuition, and she was expecting something along the lines of a remembrance of a past life with him, but not what Ruby had told her!  

Ruby explained that her former self, Sweteryun, had become so adept at spiritual endeavors that she contacted her in the future and showed her who Cillian was after Ruby serendipitously met him at the coffee shop she had worked in. 

Sweteryun had explained that Cillian was a warlock and couldn't die permanently for hundreds and hundreds of years.  

Ruby said that a plutonic friendship had developed and that eventually she got him to tell her what she had begun to suspect. A new dimension was opening in A on a lower level. It was less populated and energetically less aggressive. An entire world that was still in order, as compared to this world, had gone almost completely insane. 

This her mother already knew. The Shift was being demanded. Ruby had told Sophie that Cillian had gone there a few years before.

Ruby didn't talk about her dreaming service or about Smythe and The Service. She hadn't told anyone. It wasn't that she didn't trust her mother, but she had a feeling she was being tested on her ability to keep silent, and that the Monitor's Desk was watching her. 

But her mother knew she was doing something and by the concerned looks the members of her circle were giving Ruby, she would definitely be included in the weekly novenas.  

They left the chapel and for the rest of the day Ruby helped prepare for the barbeque. 

Foster and Alton had to finish some work on Sunday morning for the Philbins and later in the day they hired a sedan and picked up Cessily. They arrived at Ruby’s family’s home at 5 p.m. Micheal Williams had arrived ten minutes earlier. They were empty-handed because Sophie had said not to bring anything. 

After shaking hands, or hugging, everyone moved to the large den at the back of the house. 

In a few minutes, the ladies came out of the kitchen with pre-dinner snacks. Beer and wine coolers were in a Viking boat shaped ice bucket called a swoop.  

Alton mentioned a new client and the older men wanted to know all about it, but they didn't ask how they met the client. Foster offered that he was a colleague from years before. 

Steve went out and fired up the large outside grill then came back in for the steaks. He went back out to cook them and the men followed. 

The conversation changed to sports and their golf outing the next day. Steve, Alton, Cessily and Foster were taking Monday off.  

The marble rib eye steaks were specially delivered from a butcher near Somerset, PA. When they had originally moved into the house, someone had told Steve about the tender corn-fed beef in that area and that it was the best you could buy. No need for tenderizers. 

Sophie had set the patio table earlier. Ruby and Cessily helped bring out the side dishes. They had tossed green salad with a cherry tomato vinaigrette dressing, Southern Style potato salad, Cowboy Caviar, a small dish of Lemony Cucumber Couscous Salad, homemade baked beans with smoked bacon and tangy BBQ sauce, and deep-fried steak fries. 

The sun was almost down, and the low watt solar powered string lights strung around the ivy-covered patio pergola slowly blinked on. On the table Sophie had lit two unscented candles in light yellow mosaic tea light candle holders. 

The high wooden privacy fence around the patio and swimming pool was also draped with vines, flowering plants, and solar string lights. Steve had turned the lights on in the heated pool and jacuzzi, and a mist was rising in the cooling air. He had also plugged in on the two seven-foot patio heating lamps for comfort. Soft rock music quietly played through the outside stereo speakers.  

Everyone sat down and began chatting to the person next to them. 

Ruby picked up her wine glass and tapped it lightly with her knife, “A toast. A toast, please, " Everyone stopped talking, " I'd like to toast Alton and Foster on acquiring their new client." And she clinked her glass lightly against the A-1 bottle. Her mother and Cessily tittered and said 'Cheers' and 'Good Luck' together with the men. 

Alton and Foster weren't sure if that was a sarcastic dig or a real toast. She had told Alton she wasn't mad anymore but hadn't spoken to Foster about the Philbin incident, yet.  

She was mad at them for the way they got the client, but she was really mad that they had to steal. They should have been able to find that type of client under less politically correct circumstances. Anyway, she had a beaming smile for them both and all was well. The slightly worried look that Alton had been wearing disappeared. 

The conversations went on through dinner, mostly about the young people's careers. When it was Cessily's turn to be questioned Alton couldn't help but interrupt. "Cessily has a new boyfriend named Robbie," he said.

"That's right," Ruby said, "But no one has met him yet."  

Cessily blushed. She more than liked Robbie, but there was a problem. She did not like living in the city anymore. The random violence had become insane. She had completely dropped her anarchist act only days before she met Robbie at the children's hospital. 

He was an NYPD detective investigating domestic abuse at the time, which was also getting to her.  She didn't want to bring any of that up at dinner. 

She was also riding cabs door to door.

"My job is challenging, but I enjoy it. Robbie is a great guy. I'll bring him around soon." And that was all she offered, but she did mention a street fair she and Robbie had gone to a couple of weeks before. She didn’t mention the natural magnetism between them.  

Everyone had dug into the tasty dishes and the oohs and ahhs were heard repeatedly, especially after tasting the ribeye steaks. They actually melted in their mouths. 

"How in the heck did they get these so tender," Foster asked. 

"Organic feed," Micheal said, " I tried to find a butcher in the same area for the club, but they're small butcher shops and they couldn't handle the volume. The cattle are sold by local farmers, who also have the best organic produce.”

The conversation went from butchers and farmers to other topics, but eventually to golf again and how the guys needed to brush up on their game. On the upcoming July Fourth weekend, they had a match against one of Steve's colleagues from the Manhattan office.  

His name was Richy Aiello. He had membership at a Northern New Jersey golf club, and he challenged Steve. 

Steve knew that Alton and Micheal were scratch golfers, and he had heard that Foster was, too. Foster had been golfing at his family's club since he was a youngster. 

After the dinner ended and the table was cleared Sophie brought a Bavarian Chocolate Cake from the kitchen and set it down. Micheal had picked it up at a German bakery in Doylestown earlier in the day. 

More oohs and ahhs.  

The evening wore on, and the conversations stayed light and humorous, over tea and coffee.   

It was getting late and tee off was at 9 a.m. at Micheal's country club. Everyone thanked Sophie and Steve for a great dinner. 

Alton and Foster went with Micheal and Cessily. Ruby stayed with her parents. She was tired out. She said goodnight and went to her old bedroom.  

The Williams household was on the country club property. The main house, on an old estate outside of Doylestown, PA, had been converted into a club house. There was a smaller house on the property, an oversized Craftsman's Bungalow in fine condition. Micheal and his wife Laura had moved there when Micheal landed the club manager's job. They planned on moving to a larger home.   

They liked the neighborhoods near the club and years later, before Cessily started first grade, they started to look for a bigger house, but Laura suddenly fell ill from the rare Brugada syndrome. Alton was three. 

She held on for two years.  

Laura passed when Alton was five, and Cessily was nine. Micheal decided to stay on the club property so he could keep an eye on the children. 

When Foster walked into the Craftsman’s Bungalow, he was impressed. Micheal, a tall, fit man with blond hair, had spent the last few years renovating the kitchen, the baths, the hardwood floors and he had removed all the old paint and varnish from the woodwork including the crown moldings.  

At first Foster grinned and pointed at the large print ad of Ruby. Micheal had framed and mounted it on the wall in the entrance hall. It was next to the painting Alton had done of the polaroid that Micheal had taken at the beach of him, Cessily, and their mother decades before. 

The living room decor was in Contemporary Style. The dining room was decorated in Traditional Style and the kitchen was in Rustic Style, with two sets of sliding doors. All the other rooms were also newly painted and decorated. 

They all complimented Micheal.

The next morning, after fruit and grain cereal, the intrepid golfers struck out for the driving range on the other side of the club grounds. On the way out, Foster commented on the exterior paint job. Micheal and Alton had painted the house and trim in various colors, something like a Gingerbread house, but not as busy. It was almost ready for a freshen up coat.

Cessily had painstakingly painted the wide array of garden gnomes scattered around the flower beds in front of the house. She also painted the mailbox that was a miniature house, in the same color scheme. They too needed freshen up coats. 

When they were at the end of the front flagstone walk Foster turned around and took it all in, admiring the large front porch and the porch furniture. "Home, sweet home," he said. Micheal and Alton smiled. Bittersweet memories for Micheal. 

Cessily stayed home. She was going to meet everyone at 1 p.m. for lunch at the club. 

Cessily spent part of the morning on the phone discussing patients with her supervisor. 

Later, as she was looking through old photos of her mother, she wept wishing she could have told her that she was in love with Robbie. 

She would tell Aunt Beverly who was an old friend of her mother’s and helped her father raise her and Alton. She only lived five minutes away.  

Beverly found out after she got married that she was barren. She and her husband figured they'd adopt, but Beverly kept putting it off.  

Cessily had texted Aunt Bev at noon, and they agreed to rendezvous at the large portico in front of the club at 1 p.m. 

Beverly was a handsome woman with light brown hair. She had always been a little on the heavy side, but she was an attractive woman. Ed, her husband, was a fine-looking middle-aged man with ginger hair. What was left of it. 

After hugs they climbed the wide front stairs of the luxuriously landscaped old country styled mansion. 

The entrance foyer had two small wing walls with ceiling to floor Corinthian columns on either side. Beyond the foyer was the large center hall with a marble floor and a grand marble staircase that had a blue and gold runner with brass fittings. 

The ceiling over the staircase was open to the second floor where the offices were located. There was a large window at the top of the stairs and sunlight poured in. 

There were two well-appointed sitting rooms on either side of the stairs. The walls were painted in various pastels and/or tasteful wall coverings. 

At the back of the staircase there was a door that led into the dining room. 

The room was fifty feet by thirty feet with twelve-foot ceilings. The back wall was a huge window, and the members could look out at the 18th green while dining. The walls were painted in pastels with more tasteful wallcovering and wainscotting. 

Micheal had the club radio on, and The Beatles' 'Across the Universe' floated on the air. It was Monday, caddie’s day, and the club was closed.

There was playful cheering for them by the others as they walked into the dining room. 

After everyone got acquainted, Micheal urged them to help themselves to a buffet table loaded with cold cuts, Swiss and American cheese, large rye and pumpernickel bread, sandwich spreads, condiments, Cole slaw, and potato salad. Fountain soft drinks were available at the small wet bar.   

Two round club tables with linen clothes were pushed together and everyone found a chair. 

Foster was introduced to Beverly and Ed. Bev asked him where his date was, and he said he was a confirmed bachelor. Bev said she could remedy that with local church socials, but Foster said no thanks and that he only dated city women. That ended that discussion. 

Everyone was enjoying the sandwiches, especially Alton. He had made a triple-decker Sloppy Joe and was devouring it.  

The conversations were about who’s doing what and where and how their careers were going, and then about marriage. A lot of people, Alton and Ruby's age, were engaged or getting married. Beverly waited for the right moment and said, " So when are you two love birds tying the knot?", and she looked at Ruby. Ruby looked at Beverly and said to herself 'traitor'.  

Ruby knew, as Sophie and Beverly did, that Beverly was Sweteryun's mother! She was Adelia Barry! But now she was Alton's mother, surrogate or not, and was on his side when it came to nudging marriage.  

It would be too time-consuming to delve into all the relationships between the two tables, but they all knew each other from past lives, and they would come back to the world and rectify their past relationships, and check items off their bucket lists. 

The men, as usual, were mostly clueless to this fact of life, but the women were very adept. Ruby and Sophie had found out that Beverly was Sweteryun's previous mother about three years before. Sophie wasn't jealous, and Ruby was not drawn to Bev as a mother. Things were different and the past was gone. They had become close, mostly by phone and text. 

"We talked about it a few weeks ago. I think I'm almost ready to hire a salesgirl. The hours I work-", Alton cut in- "Everything is fine. We both want careers first." It looked like Bev was going to say something when Foster said to Alton, "How about a tour of the club?" They excused themselves. 

Alton led Foster into the adjoining large bar room. The decor was basically the same as the dining room but had a thirty-foot wooden bar with a classic shiny brass foot rail. The wall behind the bar was loaded with all kinds of booze. There were also three triple tap keg towers on the bar. 

They then walked down a hallway and into a fabulously decorated oversized banquet room that had a vaulted ceiling with concealed lighting shining up. It was decorated with many different pastels, and the carpet was a deep red with elaborate gold patterning. The room looked like a wedding cake, of a sort. Off to the side of the reception room was a light and airy smaller room with many windows that the ladies used to play bridge. 

They back tracked through some other smaller, well-appointed meeting rooms and then back toward the foyer. In the room just before the foyer, there was a large color photo of the founder of the club, Abe Walton. He was with his wife and three sons, all in golfing attire.   

Alton did a double take at Rory Walton. He hadn't seen the photo in a while. He was the youngest Walton, and he was still an active member. Foster commented on the wallpaper behind the picture that had characters in it like in the Wind in The Willows novel, but in golfing attire. “How weird is that?”, he said. 

For whatever reason Rory was always curt with Alton, even nasty. When Alton was younger, he spoke to his dad about why Rory didn't seem to like him, and Micheal replied, "He's like that with everyone. But always remember, I have full membership with this club and that includes my family, you and Cessily."  

Foster had already been to the locker room area and the gym, so they walked back behind the grand staircase and back into the dining room. 

The ladies were still at the tables chatting while Micheal brought Steve and Ed into the kitchen to show them the brand-new appliances and epoxy flooring. 

Alton and Foster wanted to play a few more holes. They announced to the ladies that they were going back out onto the links and excused themselves once more.  

The first hole was a par four dog leg. Foster teed first and hit the ball to the bend in the fairway, but in the rough. Alton overshot the bend but stayed on the fairway.  

"We're going to need to get more practice games in," Foster said. "Yeah. We need to get back to the mid-70s, " Alton replied. The first nine holes Alton scored an 81, and Foster scored an 84. 

They picked up their bags. No carts would be allowed at the upcoming competition. They walked down the picturesque fairway lined with many tall trees. The grass was as green as the groundskeeper could make it and it was cut to perfection. All this under blue skies. 

"You know that picture of the Waltons? “Alton began, "Rory was the youngest and was already balding. How about a golf themed promo for the hair growth gel? Lots of guys golf all over the country, and lots of guys are balding." Foster laughed but agreed with him. " That's a great idea! We could show golfers of all ages growing their hair back." And they expanded on the idea for a pitch. They had other ideas they were also considering. 

Back at the club, Micheal, Steve, and Ed passed by the tables and informed the ladies they were going out to look at the new line of club cars.    

The ladies, who had sat closer together, were discussing many topics, but Bev got around to asking the obvious to Cessily. "How long have you been in love with Robbie?" she said. 

Everyone smiled. Cessily hesitated then said, "It's been growing for a few months. The problem is, I don't like the city anymore. It used to be so much fun, only a few years ago. Now it's terrible, as Ruby knows. Just monsters walking around causing random violence. They say it's almost as bad as the '70s and 80s. Robbie said the courts are too easy on the monsters." Ruby smiled at the 'monsters' comment. Apropos. 

Late in the afternoon everyone was saying goodbye under the large front entrance portico. 

A sedan rolled up to the front door. "Try and make it to granddad Steve's for Memorial Day," Sophie said to Ruby. 

"Sailing and a round of golf," Steve said to Alton. Steve hailed from the Westerly, Rhode Island area. 

“That will be fun," Ruby said, "It will probably be Sunday and Monday again." 

After many thanks, the city folk piled in the sedan and set off. 

Earlier, before they left the country club, Ruby found an opportunity to speak to Foster about the Philbin incident. Alton had gone to the locker room.

She just wanted assurances that he wouldn't do it again, with Alton. She wouldn't try and tell him what to do with his business. 

“Ruby. Simon was talking to Brandon when, from across the room, he gave me a look and nodded his head toward Brandon. I maneuvered my way over to them and began asking Brandon about this and that. We had already spoken briefly earlier in the evening. When Simon walked away, Brandon winked at me.

“It wasn't long before Brandon said that he was looking for someone for this hair growth campaign and he got straight to the point. He wanted a kick back. That's when I realized Simon was giving us the campaign, but I knew there would be fees of some sort. 

“Now it looks bad, and rumors have gone around that we muscled in on a Philbin client, but soon Simon will put the word out that all has been rectified and then we will work on some of their campaigns, for free. They're good people and I plan to work with them for a long time, " he paused, then said, "I did something like this already, I know how it goes. And Shawna just wanted to rattle Alton through you, so he doesn’t try anything on his own. He’s still learning the business." Ruby just frowned and shook her head. 

Ruby went back to work, and the weeks flew by. Ruby helped Lily make Ruby’s custom designed beach wear that would go on display in only a few weeks. Swim-skirts, crocheted and cotton cover ups, a few racy tussle tank tops, and quite a few beach dresses.  

The Sweteryun Summer Dress was back for the third year. Ruby had altered the design slightly each year, and it sold like hot cakes, even in the early spring.   

Ruby had decided to get back to awake dreaming. She didn't realize that Cessily wanted to leave the
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