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‘65 Love Affair

 


Easter morning ushered in blustery,
chilly weather as the sun flitted amongst the clouds. The afternoon
warmed to the low forties by the time Elliott Warden drove to his
sister’s house for a four o’clock Easter dinner. It was four
thirty.

Macayla Barnes, Elliott’s new
girlfriend, prattled endlessly about everything from the
insufficiency of her disability checks to the new blue high heels
she wore. She also burned through two cigarettes on the trip.
Attempting to tune out Macayla, Elliott changed the station from
Oldies 104.3 to Z 95.5 and caught the beginning of Paul Davis’s
“‘65 Love Affair”.

“The year I started dating
Donna,” Elliott reminisced. Macayla failed to detect his drifting
attention, his thoughts meandering into memories of a relationship
long past. He listened to the lyrics and identified each and every
parallel between them and his own high school romance but then said
to himself, “Long gone, idiot.”

Elliott arrived at his destination
seconds after the song ended and the disc jockey transitioned into
a commercial. He exited his red 1975 Ford LTD – the last car his
father ever drove – and stared at the grayish-blue clouds rushing
across the Michigan sky.

“Em’s gonna kill me,”
Elliott muttered as he closed the car door. Six-foot-two-inches tall and lean-bodied, the
thirty-seven-year-old sported black hair and a constant five
o’clock shadow. He wore his characteristic jeans and t-shirt, blue
and black respectively, but also donned a battered navy pea coat
with the collar turned up and the buttons unfastened.
Making his way to the passenger door,
Elliott opened it for Macayla.

“Are you sure Em’s okay
with me coming?” asked Macayla as she climbed out of the car and
the wind tussled her voluminous mass of
blonde curls. She immediately produced a lighter and stuck a
cigarette between her bright red lips. Three years Elliott’s
senior, Macayla’s attractiveness was intact yet frayed subtly
around the edges.

“Yeah, just don’t call her
Em,” Elliott said while studying Macayla’s curvy figure. She lit
the cigarette and inhaled as he added,
“And finish that cigarette before we go in the house.”

Macayla stopped, tilted her head and
pondered Elliott’s statement with a billowing cloud of smoke. She
wore an acid-washed jean jacket and skirt with a blue, low-cut
blouse that curved over each breast and then plunged to reveal her
substantial cleavage.

“You didn’t tell her, did
you?” asked Macayla in mild irritation as she exhaled more smoke.
Elliott quickly shifted his gaze from her breasts to her
face.

“What?” Elliott asked. He
thought her silver, large-hooped earrings and blue eyeshadow
excessive but said nothing about them.

“You didn’t tell
Emma you were bringing
me today, did you?” queried Macayla. She held the cigarette away
from her body.

“Eh, she’ll be nice to
you,” Elliott replied. He lifted his eyebrows and said, “I’m the
one who’ll catch hell tomorrow when-.”

“Oh, shit, the wine,”
interrupted Macayla. Reaching into the vehicle, she grasped the
necks of two bottles and lifted them proudly into the air. She
looked positively trashy holding them up with a lit cigarette
between her lips.

“Well, like I said, Em
usually likes beer,” Elliott replied. He focused his thoughts on
Macayla’s latest sexual performance and thought, “It’s worth
it.”

“Yeah, but she’s really
gonna love this stuff,” Macayla insisted while shifting one bottle
to her other hand and holding the pair in her long fingers. She
grabbed her cigarette from her mouth and flicked ashes onto the
lawn.

“I could bail,” Elliott
said to himself hopefully. Remembering the empty state of his
refrigerator, his spirit dipped and he conceded, “Nah, that’s not
gonna work. But it’ll be worth it.”

“Elliott, it’s chilly,”
whined Macayla while childishly hopping up and down.

“Sorry, let’s get you
inside,” Elliott replied while escorting her towards the house. She
struggled to walk up the driveway on her high-heeled shoes.
Wrapping an arm around her waist to steady her, he said to himself,
“It’ll be worth it.”

******

Emma Hastings was beautiful. Her
comely countenance, her strong yet effervescent personality and her
large eyes, which seemed to flicker between green and blue,
enraptured all who met her. The dirty-blonde was tall,
five-foot-nine to be exact, and possessed an alluring slenderness
with curvy hips. Emma wore a dressy teal sweater and jeans, the
working mother preferring a casual approach to holidays.

Emma did not, however, feel
particularly beautiful or effervescent when she looked out the
dining room window. She instead felt a tide of vileness arise
within her heart.

“Holy big hair,” Emma
snarled as her brother opened the car’s passenger door and Macayla
disembarked from the vehicle. She watched the pair and sneered,
“Seriously, Elliott? Macayla Barnes?”

“Ya’ think he’d mix it up,
maybe throw a redhead in there once in while,” replied her husband,
David, a brown-haired, broad-chested and bearded bear of man
standing six-foot-four-inches tall. Emma turned and punched his
shoulder.

“Ow,” said David with a
chuckle as he fled the room.

“You’d better run,” Emma
warned him before turning her attention back to Elliott. She
wrinkled her nose and watched his approach with disgust, muttering,
“And so should he. Idiot.”

Straightening her body and breathing
deeply several times, Emma calmed herself and prepared to indulge
her brother’s latest romantic whim. She set down the water pitcher
on the dining room table and moved to the front door.

“You can do this,” David
encouraged her, the words of her rock stifling her sour mood at the
last second. Elliott knocked and opened the door.

“You’re late,” Emma
snapped while hugging him and kissing him on the cheek. She
centered herself before allowing her eyes to settle on Macayla;
with a poorly-feigned tone of welcome, she said, “And you brought a
guest.”

“Yeah, you remember
Macayla, from the club,” said Elliott. He stepped behind Macayla
and pulled the front door closed.

“Oh, yes, can’t forget
Macayla,” Emma replied. She said to herself, “Easily one of the
three biggest sluts who hang out in my club.”

“Hi, Emma!” exclaimed
Macayla, the towhead failing to detect Emma’s deceit. She held up
the two bottles in one hand like an experienced party girl and
announced proudly, “We brought wine!”

“Oh, goodie!” Emma
exclaimed. Macayla attempted to hug her but Elliott grabbed her by
the coat to prevent it.

“Hey! Elliott!” griped
Macayla as she stumbled backward. He caught and steadied
her.

“Just gettin’ your coat,
Cay,” Elliott said as he slid it off and hung it on one of the
foyer’s open coat hooks. He removed and hung his own coat to
complete the performance.

“Cay,” Emma thought bitterly.

“Oh,” replied Macayla as
she readjusted her outfit, “thank you.”

David appeared in the foyer wearing a
Detroit Tigers jersey and baggy jeans. He held out his hand to
Macayla.

“Hey, I’m Dave, Em’s
husband,” he said. Macayla’s eyes sparkled and she took his
hand.

“Wow, you got yourself a
lotta man here, sister,” said Macayla as she hungrily appraised
David’s physique. He felt the heat of his wife’s anger and
immediately pulled his hand from Macayla’s grasp.

“Hey, let’s uncork that
wine,” urged Elliott as he pushed Macayla past the Hastings and
into the kitchen.

“Yeah, I’ll take some,”
David said quickly despite despising wine. He grabbed his wife by
the waist and ferried her into the dining room, his strength barely
enough to restrain her from pursuing Macayla.

“If she calls me sister
again,” Emma warned.

“Stop being so pushy,”
protested Macayla as Elliott swept her further into the
kitchen.

“Pushy? Nah, I just wanna
try that wine,” Elliott replied. He searched for a corkscrew and
thought with less certainty, “It’ll be worth it.”

******

“So, Elliott, you ready
for opening day tomorrow?” asked David’s father, Tom, in an effort
to break the awkward silence. He knew David’s mother, Rose, was
uncomfortable with Macayla’s presence especially given her
experiences with Elliott’s past girlfriends. Feeling trapped
between Elliott’s latest fling, who sat to his left, and his wife,
who sat on his right, he told Macayla, “We’re huge Tigers
fans.”

“Cool, so I am,” Macayla
replied. She loudly gulped some of her cheap white wine.

“You guys are crazy,”
answered Elliott with a chuckle. He forced down some of Macayla’s
terrible wine, coughed and then said, “The high is gonna be in the thirties
tomorrow.”

“Davie and I haven’t
missed one in over thirty years,” Tom replied proudly after taking
a long pull from his bottle of beer. He bore a striking resemblance
to his son despite his thinning hair, graying beard and developing
beer belly. Rose was pretty and predictably tall with a long face
and lengthy, blonde locks. They both dressed conservatively, Tom in
a white shirt and blue tie and Rose in a pastel-pink-and-gray
sweater and black slacks.

“You and Dave look so much
alike,” commented Macayla. Elliott braced for an inappropriate
remark but it failed to materialize. He exhaled in
relief.

“You should see pictures
of Tom in his thirties,” responded Rose as the tension slowly
evaporated. Emma’s eight-year-old daughter, Tessa, skipped into the
room as Rose added, “They look like the same person.”

“Who do
I look like?” asked
Tessa while taking a seat next to Elliott. He, as usual, sat at the
end of the table farthest from the kitchen.

“You have your mother’s
face and your father’s eyes,” Rose answered. She smiled at
ten-year-old Lanie as she entered the room and said, “Your sister
does, too. But that beautiful, dark brown hair comes from your
Great Grandma Hastings.”

“She’s dead, right?” asked
ten-year-old Lanie as she parked herself in the chair next to
Tessa.

“Damn, Lanie,
blunt,” uttered Elliott
with a smirk. Rose opened her mouth to correct him but her
granddaughter beat her to the punch.

“Swear jar!” Lanie
shouted. Elliott gave her a dubious look and rummaged around in his
pocket. Producing a dollar, he laid it on the table.

“Here, that oughtta buy me
a few more,” grumbled Elliott.

“Naughty boy,” Macayla
rebuked Elliott in jest.

“All right, let’s eat,”
Emma said as she set a large dish of steaming scalloped potatoes on
the table. David entered the dining room behind her with a huge
platter of sliced ham. A chorus of delighted compliments
followed.

“This all looks and smells
so awesome,” said Macayla while offering Emma a grateful smile. She
offered the same grin to Elliott, touched his arm affectionately
and said, “I haven’t eaten this good in a long time. I really miss
family dinners since my parents have been gone.”

Emma, feeling an unexpected empathy
for Macayla, seated herself next to David who took his spot at the
head of the table. While the family passed around dishes and began
its meal, Emma watched Elliott and Macayla flirt like teenagers. He
served her from each dish before serving himself and the chivalry
reminded Emma of their father. She experienced a rush of nostalgia
and a twinge of guilt.

“Tessa, you can’t just eat
corn,” said Emma when she noticed her youngest child heaping corn
onto her plate.

“Corn’s good for you,
Mom,” Tessa countered. She shoveled a spoonful into her mouth and
said through her food, “Mrs. Lucas says so.”

“At least you’re listening
in school,” Emma responded with a begrudging smile. Much to her
surprise, the holiday meal proved to be a pleasant experience
despite Macayla’s presence; in fact, Elliott’s girlfriend said
nothing objectionable during dinner. Lanie and Tessa chattered
away, amusing the adults with their silliness and allowing their
elders to fill in the conversational gaps with simple questions and
quick comments.

“I almost forgot,” Elliott
said suddenly. He rose from the table and added, “Excuse me for a
second.”

Emma tensed as she saw an engagement
ring in her mind. She looked to Macayla who seemed as clueless as
she was.

“Heads up, girls,” Elliott
said when he returned. He tossed a plastic egg to each of his
nieces. Rose winced at the throwing of objects over the dinner
table and Emma rolled her eyes. The girls eagerly snagged them from
the air and popped them open. Elliott said, “Happy Easter,
munchkins.”

“Wow, ten bucks!” blurted
Lanie. She held her prize high in the air.

“Awesome! Look, Mommy!”
yelled Tessa while waving the bill at her mother.

“All right, girls,” Emma
corrected her daughters. Pointedly looking at her brother, she
said, “We don’t throw things at the dinner table, Uncle
Elliott.”

“Yeah, Uncle Elliott,”
agreed Macayla with a gentle smack of Elliott’s hand.

“But that was awful nice,”
Emma said, “so what do you say?”

“Thank you!” chirped both
girls. They leapt out of their chairs, bounded up to Elliott, one
on either side, and hugged him.

“Love you, Uncle Elliott,”
Lanie said.

“Me, too,” Tessa
added.

“Yeah, yeah, everybody
loves me when I throw cash-filled eggs at them,” said Elliott as he
playfully disentangled himself from his nieces’ embraces. The
moment touched all those who saw it, including Emma, until she saw
the light dancing in Macayla’s eyes. Her emotion faded.

“I’m gonna put mine in my
room,” declared Tessa as she moved towards the hallway. Lanie,
however, stopped next to Macayla and stared at her
chest.

“What’s that?” asked
Lanie, the youth intrigued by the barely-visible edge of a tattoo
on Macayla’s right breast.

“What’s what, sweetie?”
Macayla replied. Lanie pointed at the tattoo.

“What’s on your boob?”
asked Lanie with her usual forthrightness.

“Lanie!” Emma and Rose
exclaimed in unison. Tessa walked back to where her sister
stood.

“Yeah, what is that?”
Tessa inquired.

“Oh, it’s okay,” said
Macayla with a proud grin. She pulled her top sideways so that her
vibrant Smurfette tattoo was fully visible and asked Lanie, “Pretty
cool, huh? Can’t hide it with this rack.”

Emma and Rose watched in horror while
David and his father speechlessly gawked at Macayla’s tattoo.
Elliott looked defeated and drained his wine glass.

“So cool,” replied an awestruck Lanie. She reached out her hand
and asked, “Can I touch it?”

“No, you may not,” Emma insisted.

“Mommy, can I have a
Smurfette tattoo when I get boobies?” Tessa asked with a thoughtful
mien.

“Did it hurt?” queried
Lanie, the child fascinated with the tattoo.

“Time for pie and ice
cream and coffee!” Emma announced, an early dessert presenting the
perfect excuse to evacuate her daughters from the dining room. She
addressed the girls, saying, “You can each pick out two pieces of
your Easter candy for dessert.”

“Can I have ice cream,
too?” asked Lanie.

“Yes,” Emma replied
quickly, her assent surprising David and his parents, “now
go.”

The girls scampered towards their
rooms with cheers and laughs. Emma used the distraction to
escape.

“I’ll just get these
dishes,” said David. He scooped up as many dinner plates as he
could and rushed into the kitchen.

“More wine for me!”
exclaimed Macayla. She grabbed the open bottle in front of her and
emptied it into her glass. Pausing as if struck by a thought, she
said, “Maybe I’ll grab a smoke first.”

Rose cringed but Tom’s hand on her
thigh preempted a verbal response. Macayla stood up and headed for
the door.

“I’ll go with you,” said
Elliott as he followed on her heels. He imagined his sister’s
enragement and said to himself, “Not worth it.”

******

“Just take it easy,” said
David as he entered the kitchen with a high stack of dirty plates.
Emma waited until Macayla and Elliott left the house and then
unloaded her angst.

“I can’t take it anymore,
Dave, I just can’t,” Emma complained as she uncovered a cherry pie
on the counter. She flicked on the coffee maker and continued, “Is
that what we want our daughters exposed to? Boob tattoos, slutty
clothes and cigarettes. It’s like he’s intentionally throwing all
these bar whores in my face just to, like, piss me off.”

“So she’s a little rough
around the edges. She doesn’t seem that bad, at least compared to
some of the others,” replied David while setting the plates in the
sink. Emma stopped and stared at her husband.

“Oh, because she didn’t
ask your mom for a joint like his last winner?” Emma asked. She
retrieved a half-gallon of vanilla ice cream from the freezer and
said, “That’s a Christmas memory I’ll never forget.”

David shrugged.

“The girls seem ta’ like
her,” countered David feebly.

“That’s because all three
of them like cartoons and haven’t finished grade school yet,” Emma
said. She efficiently assembled the pie, ice cream, dessert plates
and utensils on a tray and suggested, “Maybe Auntie Macayla can
take them to get their first titty tattoos.”

“Hey, I didn’t bring her
here,” replied David with his hands raised in front of him. Emma
exhaled sharply and dropped her shoulders.

“I know. I’m sorry,” Emma
said. She embraced David and explained, “He’s just been wandering
aimlessly since Daddy and Mom died. And not just with his
relationships. He’s like a ghost floating through life that’s,
that’s . . . like waiting to die.”

Emma permitted herself some tears and
clung to David. He held her until she stopped.

“This is bullshit,” Emma
declared while drying her eyes. She shook free of her sadness and
said angrily, “I’m throwing her out. Right now.”

“Nope,” said David. He
grabbed Emma around the waist and interrupted her march from the
kitchen, suggesting, “Let’s just get through dessert,
huh?”

Elliott appeared in the doorway. His
face became grim when he saw Emma seething.

“You ready to tag out,
man?” asked Elliott. Emma fought her way out of David’s arms and
began attending to the dishes.

“Please,” David replied.
He wasted no time in grabbing the dessert tray and exiting the
kitchen. Emma rinsed plates and utensils and placed them in the
dishwasher.

“Look, Em,” said Elliott,
“I know-.”

“You’re done, Elliott,”
Emma curtly interrupted him. Refusing to look at her brother, she
continued loading the dishwasher and stated, “From now on, you can
either show up alone or don’t show up. Your trashy girlfriends
aren’t welcome in my home anymore.”

“Hey, what’s your
problem?” snapped Elliott. Emma slammed the dishwasher shut and
accosted her brother with wild eyes.

“What’s
your problem, Elliott?”
Emma replied. She opened a cupboard and, one by one, began slamming
coffee mugs onto the counter. Firing him a sneer, she said, “Maybe
you could bring a stripper to Thanksgiving this year. Or why just
one? Bring two.”

“It’s not like she flashed
her tits at the table,” scoffed Elliott. He attempted to approach
Emma but she retreated as he said, “She just wanted to show the
girls the tattoo. I’ll talk to her about it. She doesn’t have kids
so she’s not real clear on where the lines are.”

“She knows where they are
when they’re made of white powder,” Emma said
acerbically.

“Hey, that’s just a
rumor,” countered Elliott, “and it’s not true.”

“I’m not having this
conversation anymore,” Emma replied as she picked up all six coffee
mugs with her fingers. She walked around the kitchen island to
avoid him and uttered, “Let’s just get through dessert.”

“Nah, I wouldn’t wanna
subject you to any more of Macayla,” said Elliott as he turned his
back on Emma, “so we’ll just leave.”

“Elliott, no. Stay for
dessert,” Emma implored him, her vitriol ebbing as she
unsuccessfully tried to block his exit. Elliott left the kitchen
with her in tow and ducked into the dining room to bid David and
his parents farewell.

“Elliott,” Emma beckoned.

“Well, all, we gotta fly,”
announced Elliott apologetically.

“You’re leavin’ already?”
asked David. Elliott gave his brother-in-law a half-hug, kissed
Rose on the cheek and shook Tom’s hand.

“Yeah, man, sorry, I
totally lost track of time,” Elliott lied. He pointed at Tom and
said, “You guys enjoy freezing your balls off tomorrow.”

Tom chuckled.

“Elliott,
please stay,” Emma begged, her hands still
holding the mugs.

“Thanks for the grub,
Sis,” Elliott said. He grasped her by the shoulders, kissed her
forehead and said, “Say goodbye to the little monsters for
me.”

Elliott brushed past his sister and
hung a left into the foyer. Seconds later, the door closed and he
was gone. David and his parents avoided eye contact with Emma who,
stunned by her brother’s departure, stood paralyzed.

“Damn it!” Emma finally
exclaimed.

“Swear jar!” shouted Lanie
from her bedroom.

******

Exhausted by the ordeal of Easter
dinner, Emma lay on the couch and nursed a beer. Though she looked
at the television, her eyes were hazy and she saw nothing but a
blur. The kitchen telephone rang and David, after plucking a cold
beer from the refrigerator, answered it.

“Hel-lo,” said David. He
paused while the caller revealed her identity and then replied,
“Oh, hey . . . yeah, I’ll get her.”

“Unless the club’s on
fire, tell whoever it is to go away,” Emma instructed her husband.
She took a sip of her warm beer and grimaced, muttering,
“Yuck.”

“It’s Donna, hon,” said
David as he stepped into the living room and held up the telephone.
Emma spun into a sitting position and placed her beer on the coffee
table.

“Oh,” she replied with a
quizzical mien. She rose to her feet and hurried to the
telephone. Taking it from her husband, she
held the receiver to her shoulder and kissed him.

“Thanks, babe,” Emma said.
David took her place on the couch and changed the television
channel with the remote. Returning the telephone to her ear, Emma
said with concern, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” replied
Emma’s best friend, Donna Kirkinshaw, as she plopped into a
loveseat. She wore a yellow bikini top with a towel wrapped around
her waist. Emma’s best friend was uniquely pretty with prominent
eyebrows and an angular jaw. Her eyelashes were dark, her eyes
hazel and her curly hair light-brown with blonde
highlights.

“Then why’re you calling
me at ten o’clock on Easter Sunday?” Emma asked. Holding the
receiver between her neck and her head, she walked into the living
room with a bottle opener and removed the cap from David’s
beer.

“It’s only seven here,”
countered Donna with a smirk. Throwing her legs over the arm of the
loveseat, she bragged, “I’m tired though because I sat by the pool
all day.”

“Don’t you dare tell me
the temperature out there,” Emma said as she returned to the
kitchen with her bottle of warm beer. She poured the remainder of
its contents into the sink.

“Hotter than you’d like,
trust me,” replied Donna before shifting the receiver to her other
ear, “and pretty hot for early April, too.”

“Soooo, what’s up?” Emma
inquired impatiently as she stuck the magnetic bottle opener to the
refrigerator. She detected a hint of seriousness in Donna’s tone
and suspected a Michigan visit was imminent.

“I’m coming home next
week, Em,” answered Donna.

“I knew it! That’s
awesome!” Emma exclaimed with her usual toothy smile. Taking a seat
at the kitchen table, she continued, “Listen, I know your brother’s
gonna want you to stay there, but why don’t you stay with us for a
few days?”

“You know the girls hate
giving up their rooms,” said Donna. She pulled at the drying curls
of her hair.

“Well, that’s too bad for
them,” Emma said, “but they won’t have to, anyway. Believe it or
not, Dave finally finished the room in the basement.”

“You’re welcome,” called
out David while holding up his beer bottle. Donna heard his voice
and laughed.

“I’ll talk to Mark about
it,” said Donna with hesitation in her voice. Emma knew Elliott was
the cause of her reluctance. Donna added, “He and Beth might need
me to watch the kids.”

“I’m sure he can spare you
for a few days,” Emma replied. She brushed strands of her hair over
her ear and said, “You and I can sleep in the new room and we’ll
leave the girls up here with Dave. Ya’ know, have a couple of
girls’ nights like old times. How long are you staying?”

“Forever,” said Donna
bluntly. She squirmed in the loveseat in anticipation of Emma’s
response.

“You’re hilarious,” Emma
said with half-smile. She picked up a pen and began doodling on the
front page of The Detroit News while asking, “But seriously, how
long?”

“I mean it, Em, I’m coming
home for good,” replied Donna. She felt anxious and her palms were
sweaty.

“No way,” Emma scoffed as
she set down the pen.

“Yes way,” said Donna with
a sigh.

“What about Kenny?” Emma
asked. Donna’s pause let her know Kenny’s fate.

“We broke up,” answered
Donna.

“Noooo,” Emma replied. Standing up and beginning to pace the
kitchen, she peppered Donna with questions: “What happened? Was it
the not wanting kids thing? Wait, what about your house? And your
job?”

“I sold the house last
month,” said Donna. She scanned the hills of stacked boxes in her
living room and added, “and Friday was my last day of
work.”

“You little sneak!” Emma
exclaimed.

“I’ve got some money saved
up and I’m gonna stay at Mark’s until I find a job and get my own
place,” explained Donna. She stood up and maneuvered through the
maze of boxes, saying, “He’s already helped me set up a few
interviews for later this month.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?!”
Emma queried in disbelief. Gesticulating as she paced, she
admonished Donna, “I’m your best friend for god’s sake!”

“I’m sorry, Em,” answered
Donna remorsefully. She uncorked a half-full bottle of red wine and
added, “But don’t feel bad. Only Mark knew so he could help me on
the Detroit end, and you’re just too busy for me to lay all of that
on you. I mean, I just told my mom about it, like, two hours
ago.”

“Okay, missy, you need to
tell me what’s going on with you, right now,” Emma
demanded.

“I’ve decided I need some
big changes in my life,” began Donna while obtaining a wine glass.
Filling it with Merlot, she expounded disappointedly, “I’m
thirty-five, unmarried and childless and I want a family.
My career’s good, I guess, but there’s more to life than
that.”

“You still have time for a
family,” Emma assured her.

“Yeah, but it’s running
out fast,” interjected Donna with a determination foreign to her
character. She sipped her wine before continuing, “We’re the same
age but you have a great husband, and two beautiful girls and a
happy home. I don’t have any of that, and I just don’t think I ever
will if I stay out here.”

“Well, okay then,
honey. Come home,” Emma said lovingly. She
asked, “When do you get here?”

“I love you,” said Donna,
the support of her best friend meaning the world to her. She
re-corked the wine bottle and explained, “I fly into Metro next
Sunday morning. Mark’s got a whole family dinner planned with his
family and Crystal’s family – Mom and Dad may or may not show up –
but I thought maybe we could meet up on Monday . . . if you’re not
too busy.”

“Of course I’m not too
busy,” Emma insisted. A plan began forming in Emma’s head and she
suggested, “Maybe we could invite the boys and make it a foursome
for dinner.”

David rolled his eyes.

“I know I’m making really
big changes,” replied Donna, “but I don’t know if I’m ready
for that.”

“Ya’ know, Elliott’s not
even dating anyone right now,” Emma lied convincingly. David
scolded her with a look but she glared at him, waved dismissively
and asked, “Can you believe that?”

Donna remained quiet for several
telltale seconds. Emma smiled with a happy deviousness.

“Wow. Well, look, I need
to call my sister before she goes to bed,” replied Donna to change
the subject.

“Okay, sweetie,” Emma
said, “you let us know if you need anything on this
end.”

“I will,” replied a
grateful Donna. She grasped her wine glass with both hands and
said, “Love you, Em.”

“Love you, too,
ya’ sneak,” Emma
replied. She paused for a second and then squealed, “I’m getting my
best friend back!”

“Bye, psycho,” said Donna
with a laugh. Emma hung up the telephone and meandered into the
living room while deep in thought. David looked at her.

“What’re you gonna tell
Donna when she eventually runs into Macayla?” asked David
pointedly.

“That tramp’ll probably
dump him after tonight,” Emma replied as she insinuated herself
onto the couch next to David, “and, even if she doesn’t, when
Elliott sees Donna, he’ll throw out that trash.”

“You sure about that?”
queried David.

“Positive,” Emma replied with the
utmost confidence.

 


 


 



 



Along Comes a Woman

 


“That seat’s taken,
sweetheart,” said the white-haired old man. Wearing a 1970s powder
blue suit, he patted the barstool next to him and added with a
leer, “This one’s not, though.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Nora
Billingsley replied sheepishly as she slid off the barstool.
Looking at the old man with eyes as blue as his suit, the
twenty-two-year-old, golden blonde glossed over his licentiousness
and asked, “Was someone sitting here?”

“No, that’s Elliott’s
seat. See?” said the old man as he pointed to a burnished nameplate
attached to the bar reading:

RESERVED

ELLIOTT WARDEN

He sipped his bourbon and suggested,
“But you can sit by me.”

“Oh, uhhh,” Nora said, the
young woman unable to muster any other words. The waitress who
initially greeted her breezed up to them with an empty tray. The
petite, raven-haired forty-year-old was attractive but age
weathered her face.

“Ignore him, honey,” said
the waitress. She placed a hand on her hip, threw daggers at the
old man with her big, hazel eyes and admonished him, “She can sit
wherever she wants.”

“How about on my lap?” the
old man suggested. He patted his thigh.

“It’s 1985, Don,” said the
waitress, “buy a new suit.”

“You’d better be nice to
me, Brandy,” warned the old man, “or no tip for you.”

“You couldn’t get it up to
give me the tip,” countered Brandy with a satisfied smirk, her
remark horrifying Nora. The tension caused her to squirm but, as
quickly as it started, it ended. Don and the waitress laughed and,
lowering the tray to her side, she kissed him on the cheek. Nora
sighed in relief.

“They’re all bark and no
bite,” said Brandy with a smile as she walked backward for several
steps. Before spinning around, she told Nora, “I’ll go get Emma for
you.”

“Thanks,” replied Nora. A
new patron walked through the front doors, one of which was propped
open due to the warmth of the late April afternoon. Immediately to
the right of the doors was an area for the bouncers and hostesses
to operate and a small coat check room. Next to it was the long,
straight bar which ran nearly the length of the building though a
hallway at its end permitted access to the kitchen and restrooms. A
well-organized counter was attached to the wall behind the bar,
above which were shelves copiously stocked with liquor and below
which were numerous cupboards and beer coolers.

“That’s a lot of booze,”
commented Nora as she scanned the back wall of the bar. She heard
the words in her father’s voice.

“We drink alotta booze,
honey,” Don said. He drained his bourbon, shook the glass and then
slurped out the remainder of the liquid. Wiping his mouth with a
handkerchief, he asked, “Buy you a drink?”

“Oh, no thank you,”
declined Nora. The old man began telling Nora a story to which she
responded with polite nods and smiles. When his meandering tale
drifted too far so did her attention and she studied the rest of
the club. It contained three areas of tables which bordered three
sides of the wooden dance floor. Beyond it there was an elevated
stage for the bands that played the club several days a week.
Memorabilia from area sports teams - with a heavy emphasis on the
Detroit Tigers - adorned the walls but so did signed photographs of
the many local bands that played within Johnny Dubs’
walls.

“Here comes Emma now,”
said Don. He rested his folded arms on the bar and gushed, “She’s
pretty, that one.”

“She’s gorgeous,” replied
Nora with admiration. Though she scrunchied her hair into a messy
bun and wore a tank top and jeans, Emma shined brightly in the
darkness of the club. Her presence made Nora feel self-conscious
and she said to herself, “Wonder if she’s the reason this place is
so popular.”

Nora watched Emma deftly work her way
down the line of customers at the bar. She boisterously bantered
back and forth with them as she made and served their
drinks.

“Who’s Elliott?” inquired
Nora as she waited for Emma. Don gave her a dubious look and turned
away. He grasped his glass with both hands.

“I think I’d better let
Emma explain that,” Don answered.

******

Emma ran Johnny Dubs, a popular club
in the City of Taylor, Michigan. Her father, John Warden,
established a bar on the location upon his return from World War II
and she had waited tables and bartended there since high school.
Emma assumed ownership of the bar after John’s death a decade
earlier.

“You must be Nora,” Emma
said after setting another bourbon before Don. She whisked away his
old glass and then swiftly washed and dried it. Toweling off her
hands, she extended one of them to Nora and said, “I’m Emma. Sorry
about the wait. I had to check in a food shipment and my afternoon
bartender’s off today.”

“That’s okay,” replied
Nora. She acutely felt the older woman’s magnetism and was
surprised by the strength of her handshake.

“So, Nora,” Emma said as
she studied the young woman’s round face and fleshy cheeks. Nora
felt as if she read her mind like a book when she asked, “Why do
you wanna work here?”

“Well, uh, I’ve been,
like, waitressing in bars for a few years now and, uh, the tips
are, like, really good,” began Nora with little nervous tremors in
her voice. All the men at the bar watched the quasi-interview with
great interest.

“You guys gettin’ all
this?” Emma interrupted as her stern gaze rolled over the length of
the bar. Each man quickly turned his attention back to his drink or
the television mounted on the wall. Nora blushed. Emma chuckled and
shook her head, saying, “Sorry, go ahead.”

“Oh, well, yeah, the tips
are really good, and this place is, like, so busy at night. It makes it fun
and the shifts go by fast,” continued Nora as the telling of her
story bolstered her confidence. Emma drifted down the bar and
switched out two empty beer bottles for full ones as Nora
expounded, “See, I wanna go back to college. I only finished a
semester at U of M Dearborn and then quit. Waitressing is good for
working a school schedule around. And I don’t mind working
weekends.”

“College girl, huh?” Emma
asked as she approached Nora. She flashed the younger woman a
knowing look and said, “We might even be able to schedule work
around your school.”

“That’d be awesome,” Nora
gushed.

“You gonna stay for the
whole four years or whatever you have left?” Emma
queried.

“That’d be
really awesome,” replied
Nora with a big, beautiful smile. Feeling good about Emma and her
employment at Johnny Dubs, she ventured, “So does this mean I’ve
got the job?”

“Well, I assume you have
waitressing references, and that they’ll check out, right?” Emma
inquired. She possessed her father’s talent for evaluating
employees and knew she could trust Nora.

“Oh, yeah, totally,”
agreed Nora with a hopeful expression. She pulled a folded paper
out of her front pocket, opened it and handed it to
Emma.

“Great,” Emma replied as
she took the paper. She read through the list of names and numbers
and then said, “Then there’s just one more thing.”

“I told you not to sit in
the golden boy’s seat,” said Don.

“Butt out, Donald,” Emma
snapped. Don raised his right hand in a sign of
surrender.

“This is about Elliott,
isn’t it?” suggested Nora cautiously.

“Good guess, college
girl,” Emma replied. She folded her hands, placed her elbows on the
bar and explained with a trace of irritation, “Elliott’s my beloved
older brother and, as part of your duties here, you’ll need to
watch out for him like he’s your brother.”

“Um, o-kay,” said Nora.
Emma’s manner of speaking about Elliott made her uneasy.

“He’ll wander in here
about six o’clock almost every day, hit the bar and order his usual
. . . a Grumpy Old Man,” Emma continued, her sentence punctuated
with an eye roll. Nora tilted her head and offered her a puzzled
expression.

“A Grumpy Old Man?” asked
Nora, her words catching the ear of a grizzled, older man further
down the bar. Wearing a dirty baseball cap, a flannel shirt and
jeans, he took a moment to give Nora a once-over.

“Right here, cutie!”
shouted the old man with a goofy grin. Nora giggled and waved to
him. Emma feigned a scowl.

“Go back to your beer,
Mark, ya’ old perv!” Emma yelled back. She placed her hands on her
hips and said, “She’s only . . . how old are you?”

“Twenty-two,” answered
Nora.

“She’s only twenty-two!”
Emma scolded him. Mark laughed as she winked at him. She looked
back to Nora and thought, “She is
really cute, and seems like a great kid. But way
too young for Elliott.”

“I guess I should learn
how to make a Grumpy Old Man,” said Nora as she disentangled
herself from the conversation about her age. Emma stood up and
threw a threatening finger at Mark who grinned deviously at
her.

“She can make this grumpy,
old-,” began Mark.

“Don’t, Mark,” Emma warned
him. He laughed again and snuck another glimpse at Nora before
returning to his beer. Emma gestured towards Mark and asked, “See
what you’re gonna have to deal with?”

“Brandy said they’re all
bark,” said Nora with another giggle. Brandy strode past them and
held up her hand for a high five. Nora met it with her own and
asserted, “I can handle it.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Emma
said. Grabbing a glass, she began making a Grumpy Old Man and
explained, “So, it’s easy. Old fashioned glass . . . fill with ice
. . . full shot a’ bourbon, and then a
splash of lime juice . . . top it off with Vernors and . . .
viola.”

Emma set the glass in
front of Nora. She motioned to the drink.

“Go ahead, try it,” Emma
urged her. Nora hesitantly indulged in a sip.

“It’s good,” Nora said
with a smile. Emma watched her expectantly until she sipped it
again and added, “It’s a unique taste.”

“Yeah, it is, just like
Elliott,” Emma said. She stretched out her arms, grasped the edge
of the bar with both hands and leaned forward, expounding, “While
he’s working on that first one, get him to order dinner and get it
in right away so he’s eating with his second drink.”

“Is he an alcoholic?”
asked Nora gingerly. Her expression became serious and she said
softly, “My Dad’s one, so I’ve had lots of experience dealing with
it.”

“No, thankfully, but if he
has more than two without eating, he gets stuck in his own head and
tries to drink himself out,” Emma answered. Worry became evident on
her face though it faded as she continued, “That usually leads to
bad things, so he’s cut off at three, though he almost always stops
at two. Anyway, if you ever think he’s had too much, call him a cab
and send him home. He won’t fight you on it because he knows he’ll
have to deal with me if he does. But I’ll be here most of the time,
and the rest of the crew knows Elliott and the routine, so you’ll
probably be spared that chore.”

“I don’t mind dealing with
it,” replied Nora, the new waitress still processing her unexpected
duties concerning Elliott. She inquired, “How old is
he?”

“You’d think he’s, like, a
day past twenty-one, right?” Emma asked as her characteristic
energy returned. She said with disapprobation, “But he’s
thirty-seven. He’s not an obnoxious drunk or anything. Just a
little. . . dark.
And stupid. Likes to pick up bar whores stupid.”

“Gotcha,” said Nora as she
faked a grin.

“He’s really not that
difficult to deal with. Like I said, just watch out for him like
he’s your own brother,” Emma said. She gave Nora a penetrating look
and asked, “Think you can do that?”

“Yeah,” said Nora with
affirmative nods and all the confidence she could muster, “I can do
that.”

“Then welcome to the team,
honey,” Emma said with a muted grin. She maintained it as she spoke
but threatened Nora, “Oh, one last thing. If you sleep with him,
you’re absolutely fired.”

******

“This is my lucky day,”
said Don as a second attractive young woman walked into the bar. He
took a drink of his bourbon and swiveled his barstool around to
face her, saying lasciviously, “Hey there, beautiful.”

“Uh, hi,” the woman
replied with a disturbed half-smile. Her light-brown hair was cut
boyishly short and she possessed large, energetic blue eyes. She
was also taller than many of the men in the bar and slim-figured
save for her broad hips. Dressed in a blue, long-sleeved t-shirt
and stonewashed jeans, she asked Don, “Is the manager
here?”

“Down there,” answered a
miffed Don as he pointed at Emma. She stood at one of the club’s
two cash registers and spoke to Nora who, due to Brandy’s suddenly
sick child, started her first shift sooner than expected. He sipped
his bourbon, raised his hand and added in annoyance, “I know, I
know. She’s gorgeous.”

“Yeah, I guess she is,”
Toni replied as she appraised Emma who, after instructing Nora on
the cash register, disappeared into the hallway at the end of the
bar and then quickly reemerged with a tray of food. Dexterously
holding it aloft, she hurried down the aisle between the bar and
the tables. Toni met her halfway.

“Hi, I’m-,” began
Toni.

“One sec, hon,” Emma said
as she dodged Toni and rushed past her.

“Oh-kay,” said Toni with a
shrug. Sitting down at a table, she rested her chin in her palm and
waited patiently. Emma attended to several tasks throughout the
dining room and then worked her way back to Toni.

“Sorry, what can I do for
you?” Emma asked with a pleasant grin. Toni stood up but then
paused, the young woman taken aback by Emma’s unique
eyes.

“Uh . . . hey, I’m Toni .
. . Toni Cullen,” said Toni. Emma gave her a blank look which
prompted her to add, “I’m with the band, Morning Cloak? Billy Jakes
sent me.”

“That’s right, my Country
Night replacement,” Emma replied. She shook Toni’s hand and gushed,
“I’m sooo glad you guys can fill in. I planned this Country Night
and then my best country band finked out on me. Billy Jakes said
you guys are good, and you especially.”

Toni blushed.

“Billy may be a little
biased,” said Toni modestly as, like Nora, she noticed the strength
of Emma’s handshake.

“His eyes did twinkle a
bit when he was talking about you,” Emma replied with a smirk. A
sudden realization struck her and she commented, “You’re
tall.”

“Five ten and three
quarters,” answered Toni, her expression conveying that the
question was one she was often asked. Emma continued to study her,
the scrutiny making her mildly uncomfortable.

“T-shirt and jeans girl, I
see,” Emma remarked. Toni chuckled.

“Sometimes,” answered
Toni. Emma’s intrusiveness became less discomfiting and more
amusing.

“What do you do for a
living?” Emma asked with a serious mien. Toni laughed.

“I’m a nurse over at
Heritage,” said Toni with a gesture to the northwest as if Emma
could see the hospital from where they stood. She asked, “Do you
usually give your bands the third degree?”

“Nah, I just have a
brother I’m trying to marry off,” Emma said matter-of-factly. She
seemed to decide against Toni as a potential mate for Elliott and
explained, “I was just getting this vibe from you, like the two of
you would really hit it off. But, now that I think about it, you’re
probably too young. And he’d bore you.”

“I am twenty-seven,” replied Toni as
she jokingly played along. Emma wrinkled her nose.

“Yeah, still too young,”
Emma sighed. She shook her head and added, “I think a decade’s too
much.”

“My loss,” said Toni
playfully. Emma decided she liked Toni nonetheless.

“You want a beer or
somethin’?” Emma asked. When Toni offered her an uncertain look,
she added temptingly, “On the house.”

“Sure,” said Toni. She
considered her options and asked, “Bud Light in a
bottle?”

“Can you excuse me for a
minute? There’s the girl who’s not too young for him,” Emma said as
she noticed Donna walk into the bar. She pointed to Toni as she
approached the front doors and yelled to Nora, “Bud Light for Toni,
on the house.”

“Comin’ up,” replied Nora.
Emma hurried up to Donna.

“Hey, you!” Emma shouted
when she arrived. The two women squealed and hugged in an obnoxious
display. Several bar patrons began clapping when she said, “It’s so
good to see you!”

Nora dropped off the Bud Light for
Toni but kept her eyes on her new boss and her friend. Toni
followed her line of sight to Donna.

“So that’s the chosen
one,” said Nora. Toni took a pull of her beer.

“Excuse me?” asked
Toni.

“She’s looking for, like,
the perfect girl for her brother,” answered Nora. She tilted her
head and said slowly, “And I think that’s her.”

“She must not be that sure
about it,” said Toni with a simper, “because she was just
interviewing me for the job.”

“Emma told me if I slept
with him I’m ‘absolutely’ fired,” Nora said.

“She thought I was too
young for him at twenty-seven,” remarked Toni, “so I think it’s an
age thing.”

“Well, Emma said he shows
up just about every night, so I’ll at least get to meet the mystery
man soon,” replied Nora. She looked to Toni and said sweetly, “Let
me know if you need anything else.”

“Thanks,” said Toni. Nora
scurried towards the bar to attend to her patrons as Toni watched
Emma and Donna’s reunion and drank her beer. She queried quietly,
“Every night, huh?”

Toni fingered the label on her beer
bottle. The smallest twinge of guilt turned her thoughts back to
her own boyfriend, Bobby, and she soon forgot about the plight of
Emma’s brother.

******

Her interest piqued by Donna’s
arrival, Nora kept an eye on her as she went about her duties. She
believed Emma’s longtime friend to be an acquired taste in the
looks department.

“Definitely not as pretty
as Emma,” thought Nora.

“It’s been way too long,”
Emma gushed. She examined Donna’s toned arms and shoulders, her
tanned skin and cute green sundress, marveling, “Arizona’s been
good to you. You look fantastic.”

Donna blushed. Something about her
response told Emma Arizona was not as good to her as it
appeared.

“Hey, sweetie, my name’s
Don!” yelled Don from his barstool, the old man clearly
intoxicated. He held up his glass and shouted, “How ‘bout you let
me put the Don in Donna?!”

The entire bar, including Donna,
erupted in laughter. Nora placed her hand over her mouth to stifle
a surprised chuckle.

“I will throw you out of
my club,” Emma replied with a pointed finger. She managed to
restrain her own laughter for a few seconds before muttering,
“These guys, I tell ya’.”

“You sound just like your
Dad,” said Donna as the patrons returned to their drinks and
conversations. She looked around the bar and walked into the past,
saying wistfully, “I still miss him.”

Emma’s countenance darkened and her
eyes watered. She took a moment to compose herself.

“Me, too,” Emma finally
uttered. Shaking off her sadness, she motioned to a large picture
of John Warden behind the bar and declared proudly, “But Daddy’s
always here.”

“Sorry, Em,” said Donna as
she saw the picture. She breathed deeply and then exhaled, saying,
“Coming here brings back so much.”

“Remembering him is always
a good thing,”
Emma said. She noticed Toni waiting and added as she pointed at her
with both hands, “I’ve gotta handle something real quick and then
I’ll be back with beer. Sit wherever.”

“Oh, we can catch up
later,” replied Donna. She watched Nora hustling a food order out
to a table and said, “Looks like you’re a little
shorthanded.”

“Nah, me and the new girl
got it,” Emma countered without the least bit of concern. She
walked backwards a few steps and asked, “Whatcha
drinking?”

“Will I be in trouble if I
say Merlot?” replied Donna.

“Normally, yes. But today
I’ll let it slide,” Emma said with mock irritation. She turned
around as she arrived at Toni’s table and explained, “Hey, my best
friend who I haven’t seen in forever just got in from outta town.
Mind if we cut this short?”

“Oh, sure, no, problem,”
replied Toni.

“Nine or ten ‘til one or
so with the usual breaks,” Emma advised. Toni attempted to finish
her beer as Emma continued, “Same terms as Billy, pay and
everything. And if you keep this place full through your whole set,
I’ll throw in an extra $20 each for you and your guys.
Fair?”

“Oh, definitely,”
confirmed Toni. She rose to her feet and said, “We’re not tryin’ to
make it big or anything. We just love to play.”

“Sounds good,” Emma said
as the pair shook hands. Toni caught a glimpse of Donna.

“Good luck with your
brother,” said Toni. She felt awkward as the words passed her lips
and wondered why she said them.

“Thank you,” Emma replied.
She glanced at Donna and said, “but I think everything’s gonna be
alright now. See ya’ in two weeks.”

“See ya’ in two weeks,”
Toni repeated before turning and exiting the bar. Both Emma and
Donna watched her leave and felt a strange sensation in their
hearts. They looked to one another but each woman quickly averted
her eyes. Nora noticed.

“That was weird,” she
thought.

******

Many of the club’s patrons, seemingly
realizing that Emma wished to speak with
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