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Chapter 1 - Singles
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The bright sunlight did nothing to ease Karolyn Miller’s anxiety. She mumbled a perfunctory good night to both clerks through a weak smile as she closed the door behind them, locked it, and flipped the sign in the full-length door glass from OPEN to CLOSED. The late afternoon sun beams cut through shadows in the unlit insurance office as she made her way through the converted single residence. She leaned against the doorframe of the agency owner’s office, inhaled deeply, and slowly exhaled. For three days, she'd dreaded and avoided the imminent confrontation. She couldn’t keep running away from it; he’d either support her or show his true colors.

Harold sat behind his oversized walnut executive desk leaning back in his leather chair. He smiled when she appeared; his eyes roved over her body with salacious yearning. 

Karolyn knew her features were grim. He obviously hadn't noticed her expression, but then he wasn't focused on her face. “I’m pregnant,” she blurted in a monotone. 

Harold’s smile faded as the lust drained from his body. He straightened in his custom designed leather swivel chair, leaned forward, and dropped his forearms to his desk. "Pregnant! What the hell do you mean you're pregnant?" 

"What the hell do you think I mean; the rabbit died. I've missed my periods for two months, and I'm pregnant with your child."

Harold grimaced and slapped his right palm loudly on the desk. "How the hell did that happen, Karolyn? You were supposed to take precautions." 

"Harold... I’m going to speak slowly so even you can understand this. Listen closely. Birth control methods are not one hundred percent effective. The only sure thing is abstinence, and you sure as hell aren't into doing without sex, are you? Often you were in such a rush you skipped using a rubber; you considered birth control my responsibility. Well, mine failed. Now the question is are you going to leave Ida like you've been telling me you would since before our first date?"

"Goddamn it to hell, you were supposed to protect yourself... I...I can't leave now." 

"Why not?"

"The girls are too young. They need me."

"They're six. How damn long do you feel you'll have to stay with Ida?"

"Not that long. I'll leave soon... maybe."

"You said you—"

"It's impossible now. I'll leave in the future, but you can't expect me to uproot everything this minute on such short notice." Harold fidgeted with the collar of his white shirt as if his tie were a constrictor snake suddenly squeezing off his air supply.

In three fast, long strides Karolyn reached his desk. "You liar! Short notice? You've led me on for more than six months saying you had no relationship with Ida and were about to leave any day. Decision time is today. It's either me or her. Make up your damned mind."

Harold jumped to his feet and pointed at the door. "Goddamn it! This is your fault. You're fired. I want you out of here now. Get out and don’t come back."

Karolyn relaxed; their relationship was finished, and she had nothing else to lose. A thin smirk spread across her face. "We'll see who gets fired when Ida learns you planted a seed in my belly. You may be divorced whether you want it or not when she realizes you'll have to pay child support for the next twenty years or more. I could even have twins like the seeds you planted in Ida."

Harold squinted and pursed his lips. "Don't you dare go near my family, or you'll be sorry."

"Sorrier than I already am? I don't think so. I should have seen through you from the start, but I cared for you. You certainly said you loved me often enough."

Harold stepped around his desk and stopped inches away from Karolyn to invade her space and intimidate her. "You knew I was married and had a family when you first enticed me." He hissed at her.

"Enticed you? That's bullshit!" 

"You chose to go out with me, you weren't forced."

"After you chased me around the office for months and said you wanted to spend the rest of your life with me."

"And I do. There's just no way I can walk out right now. But I can and will in a few years. Just be patient." 

"Patient? While you string me along for how many years. No way. See the back of this business card? That's your home phone number. I'll give you until Friday to decide how you're going to make this right. Then I'm calling plain, dumpy Miss Ida. I wonder what her rich daddy will say when he learns you've been cheating on his poor little girl. She and I can have a nice long talk about what a lying cheat you are before she calls him. And I’ll be in tomorrow morning and work through Friday. This is my notice that I’m quitting then. Bye, Bye, Harold. Have a nice evening, you lying asshole."

"Now, now hold on a god-god-goddamned minute, Karolyn. We need to talk about this before you run off and do something ra, ra, rash."

Two weeks later, Karolyn signed a document at Harold's lawyer's office stipulating the child she carried did not belong to Harold Ellison. The seventy-five-hundred-dollar cashier's check in her purse and the prepaid abortion scheduled at a private clinic two states away were not mentioned; she’d had to push hard during negotiations with the lawyer to get the terms she wanted. 

Before going to the clinic, she detoured back home long enough to secure an office job and rent an efficiency apartment. The best thing to come from the failed affair was when she traded in her old clunker and paid cash for a new, red '77 Ford Mustang coupe.
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Six weeks after graduation, John McAdams was back home sitting on a stool at a high table in a corner of Kelly's Bar and Grille. Kelly's was the fourth watering hole he’d hit that evening. He'd run into a few people he knew from high school but was still drinking alone. He realized being alone was a pitiful way to celebrate finally earning his law degree and passing the bar exam. 

"John McAdams? Hi, how are you?" A voice cut through his inebriated fog, the din of voices, and loud rock music from the jukebox. “Long time no see.”

He’d only seen Molly Steckler twice since high school. He steadied himself and focused on her. "Good, in fact, I'm celebrating. Why are you here tonight?"

"Waiting tables in the dining room. I work late on Friday nights. My shift just ended, and I'm headed home." 

"Sit and I'll buy you a drink; I don't like drinking alone. We can catch up on what's happened since I've been away."

Molly slid onto the stool next to him, laughed, and patted his arm. "Looks like you've already had enough to drink. I heard you were in law school."

"That's why I'm celebrating. Just found out I passed the bar exam. It was a bitch of a test. Tonight, I'm an attorney-at-law. Officially, I really am. Unemployed at the moment but a legal, bona fide attorney."

John blinked and grinned as he leaned closer. "Seems strange being back home. I don't know anybody. The few friends I had are gone or married." His shoe slipped off the ring on the stool's legs and he lurched forward. He grinned sheepishly as he righted himself. "The married ones aren't allowed a boy's night out it seems."

"I understand that. Most of my friends are married or they've moved away or have careers that keep them busy. So do you have a serious girlfriend or a wife to get home to tonight?"

He shook his head. "No time even for dating. Spent the last nine years studying. No time for anything else. No time for fun. Some miserable life, huh?"

A waitress stopped at the table and announced last call before closing. Molly said, "How about a cup of coffee before you leave?" He didn't argue when she ordered two large black coffees to go. She moved her stool closer beside him. "Are you looking for a job locally or will you move away?"

"What?” He opened his eyes wider and refocused. “Oh, I'll stay here and live at home a while. Need to save money to pay debts and buy a newer car."

The waitress sat coffee on the table and John pushed money across the slick plastic surface to pay her. She put the change from a ten in front of him, but he pushed it back to her as a tip.

"You'd better drink up. It's almost closing time. We'll have to leave in a few minutes."

John swallowed several large gulps and slid off the stool. He smiled and put his arm on Molly’s shoulders. "Thanks for looking out for me. I'm going home now. Nice seeing you. Bye."

They walked to the parking lot together and stood beside John's old and battered 1955 green Plymouth two door. The evening was warm and the humidity high. The alcohol made him sweat.

Molly said, "John, you shouldn't drive home. You can’t even walk straight." 

"Okay, you're right. I'd better go to a motel and sleep till morning. My Mom will kill me if I wake her and Dad by stumbling around in the middle of the night."

Molly impulsively leaned close and kissed him. He pulled her tight against him and continued the embrace. Reluctantly, she pushed away. "Getting a room is a good idea, but I'll drive. Your parents will really be upset if the police call because you're in jail with a D.U.I. charge or cause a wreck."

A car with people from the bar roared past as it left the parking lot. The sky was clear, and John breathed deeply appreciating the smoke free air. He watched the car leave then refocused on Molly as the noise from the loud exhaust died away. 

"I'm alright, I can drive that far okay."

"No, you shouldn't take that chance. I'll drive. Give me your keys. The Sleepy Bear Motel is close by. Their rates are cheap, and the rooms are clean. Come on, give me the keys macho man. I'll take you there and put you to bed." 

Molly took the keys from his hand. John got in on the passenger side, shook his head and blinked to focus as Molly started the car and shifted into drive. At Molly's insistence, he finished drinking the strong black coffee while she drove. He turned the radio on an AM station and rock music filled the car.

At the motel, John rented a room for the remainder of the night. The clerk took the cash for the room rented to Mr. and Mrs. Smith and shrugged as he handed the key and change to John. The clerk smirked knowingly. "This is odd, we've already got two other Smith couples registered tonight. You folks having a family reunion?" John grinned sheepishly and did an exaggerated ‘I’m not drunk walk’ out the door.

John and Molly were silent as they walked hand in hand up the outside stairs to the second floor. The coffee had cleared his head enough that he was aware of his surroundings and felt very aware of Molly’s hip rubbing against his. His hand brushed the erection pushing at the front of his trousers, and he grinned foolishly with embarrassment. 

Molly took the key, opened the door, then closed and locked it behind them. Neither spoke as they moved together, kissed, and urgently caressed. John ran his hand over Molly exploring her body over her clothing while she pulled his head down, nibbled his bottom lip, then found his tongue with hers. His hands pulled her white shirt out of her black trousers. He slowly caressed bare skin beneath it before he reached behind her and found the clasp to her bra and fumbled with it until her breasts were freed. 

Molly deftly helped him undress while he fondled her breasts with one hand and squeezed her butt cheeks with the other. She barely had time to strip and pull the covers back before John pushed her toward the lumpy mattress. 

Her legs touched the edge of the bed, and she said, "Whoa, slow down."

"I want you."

"Slow down, I'm not ready. Do you have a rubber?"

John blinked and refocused his gaze. "In my billfold, I think."

Molly removed his billfold from his pants and searched through pockets until she found a single condom in a flattened, worn paper wrapper. "I see you've been prepared for a while." She giggled, then pulled his head down and kissed him passionately.

John's breath caught as she slowly kissed her way down his body to kneel in front of him then touched him with her lips. She slowly bobbed her head several times and he moaned in pleasure. "Christ Molly, hurry up. I'm close."

He heard paper tear then felt the warm latex on his saliva coated skin and the firm pressure of her hand firmly working toward the base of his member before she stood and molded her naked body to his. As Molly's breast flattened against his chest, he felt the unwanted  spasms as sperm was released prematurely.

Molly appeared confused as John mumbled, "Ahhh shit. No, no,"

A furious pounding on the door caused them to part. John moved away from the bed and yelled, "Who’s there? What the hell do you want?"

A slurred male voice outside said, "The damn key won't work." Another voice laughed, then said, "I told you this is the wrong room." Louder the female voice said, "Sorry about that folks."  Laughing voices faded as the couple moved away.

John turned and reached for his shorts. "Wait John. Please don't go. It's alright." He assumed Molly saw the shame in his expression and understood his haste to leave. "Please. That happened because you wanted to make love to me. I'm not disappointed. Can we just cuddle for a while? Please . . . please? You need to have a nap before you drive home anyway.”

He let Molly gently guide him to lie on the bed. She pulled the covers up to his waist and then he heard water running in the bathroom. Moments later he felt the condom being removed and a warm cloth cleaning him. He closed his eyes to avoid looking at Molly. He'd never been so embarrassed. It had never happened before, why now? 

Vaguely he heard the toilet flush. The bed moved as Molly lay beside him. He felt the cover move as she pulled it up until it hid their bodies, and then he felt Molly's softness as she molded herself against his body.

Tender caresses and kisses on John's lips, chin and chest relaxed him. He listened as Molly bared her feelings for him. "I've fanaticized about being your girlfriend as we grew up. You've been my secret boyfriend for years. Now you finally know how much I love you." Slowly John felt his arousal return and fought the haze of sleep trying to envelop him. He knew he was with Molly but didn’t remember why.

Molly's features glowed in the dim light when John motioned for her to straddle him. Their movements began slowly as they kissed and savored each other’s bodies. With her riding above him, their arousal built until both cried out and she collapsed down to him. Afterward she spoke intimately until John fell asleep. 

Molly snuggled close and smiled.  John’s always been nice to me, he was never a smart ass like the jocks. We weren't really close friends since he's three years older. I've always liked him and found excuses to go where I knew he'd be. He'd say hi and smile, then pretty much ignore me. Hopefully that will change after tonight.
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At home, John raised himself to sit on the side of his bed. His head throbbed and his mouth was dry; both were painful reminders of his night of carousing. He was seriously out of practice. Thoughts of his motel tryst with Molly resurrected and he frowned. He remembered her saying she'd had a crush on him for years because he was always nice to her. He vaguely recalled other intimate items she'd said. She'd woken him at seven to drive her back to the restaurant to pick up her car and had said she'd call him. Guilt set in; he had used her selfishly. He'd never been attracted to her as they grew up. Sober, he wouldn't have been interested in picking her up. Not that there was anything wrong with her; she was cute, and shapely, and he'd always thought of her as a nice person, sort of like a kid sister. There just wasn't an attraction. No chemistry to warrant further interest. He stumbled to the bathroom as he wondered what Molly's parents would say or if she routinely stayed out all night. She certainly knew her way around the Sleepy Bear Motel.

Tuesday, John's mother said a girl named Molly had called and left a message for him to call her. He ignored it and hoped she’d fade away on her own if he didn’t show interest. Friday afternoon there was another message. He didn't look forward to seeing her but felt obligated to respond and do the right thing.

Near midnight, John waited for Molly at her car. Thunder rumbled and lightning flashed in the near distance heralding the approach of a summer rainstorm. The musty city smell in the air would soon be washed away. Thoughts arranged and rearranged in his mind. He dreaded his mission but felt it was necessary. He'd made a mistake and needed to rectify it.

Molly smiled when she saw John leaning against her car. She waved and cheerfully said, "Hi, John".

He pushed away from the fender and stood slightly scrunched with his hands in the front pockets of his jeans. "My Mom said you called again today. I'm sorry to meet you like this, but I didn't want to cause a scene inside and embarrass you." 

Her smile faded and the bounce in her steps flattened to a shuffle. Several patrons from late night bars were on the lot, but none were close enough to hear them.

He hesitated and bit his bottom lip, then blurted, "I'm not sorry about the other night, you're a nice girl, but I'm not really attracted... I was drunk. But that's no excuse, really. Look, I won't lead you on just to use you for sex and end up hurting you even more."

Molly's posture slumped long before John finished. She put her key in the door lock. "Alright. I understand. At least you're man enough to face me and tell me the truth. Most guys chicken out and avoid a girl they want to dump. I won't ever bother you again; I promise."

"Yeah, so long Molly. Sorry." Raindrops began to splatter as John jogged to his car. The hurt look in Molly's eyes conveyed her feelings about being dumped by someone she felt strong emotions for. He felt like a louse. She was an unintended casualty of drunken sex.

He sat in the car staring at raindrops pelting the windshield as the sky unleashed a deluge while he wished there'd been a less hurtful way to disengage from Molly. He vowed to never let something like that happen again.

Weeks later John no longer gave Molly a second thought. It was a Saturday afternoon; he'd risen early to help stock shelves at his father's hardware store. He sat on the patio behind his parents' home drinking iced tea and staring out across the lawn. He admired Morgan for working long hours at the store and still managing to keep the lawn and planting areas manicured. The old man was always busy—a real go getter. John had given up trying to outwork Morgan; It was difficult enough to just stay up with him.

I finally have a degree. The bar exam is behind me. Jesus, I hate the sound of the word lawyer. I'd dreaded accepting my degree almost as much as I hated the past nine years getting it. This was dad’s dream. The old man has a special reverence for the term ‘Attorney.’ I think in his opinion the sun rises and sets for the pleasure of the minions of the court. It wasn't right that he threatened to withhold money if I chose another profession. But I also didn't want to disappoint him, so I sold my soul for four hundred dollars a month. And now I'm stuck in something I have little respect for.

Before capitulating, I'd harbored a less ambitious goal of becoming an accountant. I liked the structure and honesty of mathematics; everything could be proven and verified. Law, on the other hand, was routinely manipulated and bastardized by the effectiveness of individual lawyers or by crooked, incompetent, or activist judges. 

"John, your father and I will be ready to leave shortly, are you riding with us? If so, you’ll have to hurry."

The question brought John out of his melancholy mood. He stood and then walked through the patio door into the kitchen. "No, Mom, I've not even showered yet. You go ahead; I'll see you at the reception. I'll skip the wedding because the church roof might collapse if I go in."

"Yes, I believe that is a possibility," Jenny said as she grinned back at him. "I've wanted to talk to you about attending services with us again. You ought to you know."

"Sorry, but I've been a religious heathen too long to backtrack now. You and Dad go ahead, I'll catch up with you later at the banquet hall." He placed the empty glass on the counter, then grabbed a beer, pulled the tab, and went back outside to the patio.

He had found excuses to skip church functions during his senior year of high school and, although he loved his mother unconditionally, he wasn't about to return to the religious flock even for her. He had no specific problem with religion or people who practiced it, but he didn't feel a personal need to share his thoughts of morality and mortality with others or to abide by someone else's imposed beliefs and rules.

Sally Rogers was marrying a guy she’d met at college. John hadn't received an invitation, but their parents were friends, and Sally's Mom had insisted they bring him along. Sally had been two years behind John in high school and though he recognized her, he hadn't been in her circle of friends. Hell, he hadn't been in a group of friends with anyone socially prominent. Having a large circle of important friends had never been a goal of his in high school or college. He was a born loner and enjoyed solitude. During high school he’d been a good friend with two other guys; both left the area after college. He'd rather think in private than listen to the banter of a group of people trying to impress each other with their clever remarks and the assorted ridicule leveled at anyone not in their clique. Leveled at him as often as not.

John yawned as he thought about his recent job offer. He had no misgivings about his new job or his stature among other lawyers. He'd graduated in the middle of his class, mediocre as far as the hiring agents from the major law firms were concerned. The fact he'd been hired by a certain local law firm somewhat rankled him because it wasn't a mere stroke of luck or based solely on his ability. His father retained the firm for his hardware store account, and that likely ensured his application would, at the least, be read. The three partners needed someone to handle the miscellaneous low fee drudgery work they didn't want to be bothered with but were obligated to provide to their committed clients. He would manage minor small business contracts, uncontested divorces, wills, traffic tickets given to spoiled children of rich clients, etc. The salary they offered indicated the low expectations they set for his position at the bottom of the company. But he had a job that would provide experience for a future resume when he felt qualified to move on.

He smiled smugly at the thought of his new car. With the security of steady employment, he had borrowed money from the bank to trade up to a two-year-old, 1975, black, Chevy Nova SS, two-door hardtop. The job and living at home would also allow him to begin paying off college loans he had borrowed during his last two years of school; he hadn’t wanted to tell his parents their stipend wasn’t enough after seven years of the same amount even with his minimum wage part-time job. If he continued his frugal lifestyle while living with his parents, he could be debt free in a few years.
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The wedding ceremony was about to start as Karolyn entered the crowded Catholic church and was seated near the back of the nave. The beautifully painted, high peaked ceiling of the old limestone cathedral left her in awe. She'd been forced to attend church meetings in run down commercial buildings and private homes in her youth; she still recoiled from the memory of incompetent, hokey preachers and the ignorant worshipers who paid them credence. 

She quietly moved to the far left side toward the outside wall. Hell, she could have stomped while shod in horseshoes and wouldn't have been heard above the pounding the organist was giving the keyboard for the thunderous ending of whatever religious thing she was banging out. Karolyn couldn't remember the last time she had attended a church service aside from a funeral or a wedding. It had to be in her early teens before she’d refused to accompany her mom and sister to whatever fringe sects they were then attending.

Karolyn and Sally had been close friends during their sophomore and junior years of high school but had drifted apart during their senior year. Karolyn had discovered boys, alcohol, and sex. Of course, there was something to be forfeited for the popularity the loss of her virginity had brought. Her reputation was trashed by her inhibited former friends who behind her back nicknamed her the ‘Wild Thing'. I'll always remember that damn song released by The Wild Ones back in 65'. She smiled. Boy, was I ever the Wild Thing. It was a blast. Well, for a time anyway. All good things have to end, and that was one of the first.

She hadn't seen Sally in two years and had been surprised when she found the invitation in her mailbox. Her first reaction was to wonder if Sally was rubbing her nose in the fact that Sally had found a mate and she hadn't.

After quitting college near the end of her fourth year, she moved back to her mom’s house for three months. She was broke and had no other options. But that didn't last long. At school Karolyn had lived in dorms with other students, and while their room was sloppy and somewhat dirty it wasn't filthy. Three months of filth and fights with Thelma was all she could stand. She'd managed to stay just long enough to save money for a deposit on an apartment, bare necessities in used furniture, and a down payment on a twelve-year-old clunker. Then she moved to the State Capital where she eventually took the job as Harold Ellison's office manager; what a horrible experience that had been. She hung her head until thoughts of the aborted baby were pushed from her consciousness. At the time she hadn’t envisioned any other option and didn’t suspect the procedure would bother her long term. But it had and did. 

She had never moved back with her family and seldom went to visit them. The family was considered trash by people with good sense. Her goal was to rise above them to an acceptable social level. Thus far, her good intentions hadn't borne fruit, and she had moved back to the hometown where her life started.

Across the church, she spotted an old high school boyfriend. He twisted in the pew, made eye contact, smiled, and winked. She had dated Arnie during her senior year. He'd been a football jock, a wide receiver. A good looking fun to be around slug. The local paper had recently carried the announcement of his divorce. It was common knowledge both of them had been cheating and her parents were raising the three-year-old twin girls. Arnie hadn’t changed; he was still an immature womanizer who couldn't keep his pants zipped.

She stifled the impulse to smile and nod; instead, she glanced up at the intricate details of the beautifully painted multicolored trim arching up to the overhead dome. She wasn't going to tie herself to another loser. Although, in the five years she’d been out of college, she hadn't caught the eye of anyone of a higher caliber. She decided if all she wanted was a casual, drunken, sexual tryst there were plenty of new stiff pecker heads around to oblige her need to party.
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The music reverberated as John entered the packed Knights of Columbus Hall and wandered through the crowd occasionally stopping to chat with old and recent acquaintances. At his parents’ table, he sat across from his dad and his fireman friend and next to his mother. Most of the plastic beer cups were empty or nearly empty. No one objected when he volunteered to make a beer run to the back of the hall. 

On his way back to the table, he was balancing eight plastic cups of draft beer on a tray while dodging partiers. A bump to his arm caused beer to slosh over the tops of the cups before he steadied the tray. He said, "Excuse me; I thought I had a clear path."  He turned and stared at a gorgeous young lady, a tall slender redhead about his age. She had to be at least five feet nine or ten inches, an inch or two shorter than him. 

She placed a hand lightly on his arm and smiled warmly. "It was my fault; I was rubber necking instead of watching where I was going. Sorry." 

"It's okay. No damage was done, although we almost wasted a gallon of beer on the dance floor." 

He laughed with her, and as she moved away, he was mesmerized by her undulating hips. He then remembered her from high school. The name Miller came to him. Something Miller. I recall there were vicious rumors about her and the sports jocks. Definitely out of my league. 

Karolyn wandered through the crowd and stopped to talk with several people she recognized. Most were married, divorced, or remarried, and had children. During a lull in the conversation, she thought about the nerd she had collided with near the dance floor. Not a bad looking guy, but he has no charisma, nothing flashed hey look at me I'm a winner. I remember him vaguely but don't recall the name. Joe or Jim something. Naturally, he would be the low man in the crowd who was sent for drinks.

She saw Crissy Meadows seated near the middle of one of the half mile long rows of tables with about five hundred chairs on each side. Crissy stood and waved at her and motioned for her to come and sit. Crissy was a cute blonde who had gained popularity with boys the same way Karolyn had. They had double dated a few times and had often been at the same parties. Crissy had been married and divorced soon after leaving high school, then married again. Karolyn made her way between the rows of partiers toward her friend and sat across from her. She talked with the group over the sounds of the band and the hum of many conversations converging into one loud roar. She glanced about and saw Arnie wave at her from the dance floor. He motioned for her to dance with him. Shit, now what? How can I get rid of him? I'm not going to get back with him; he's nothing but a good-looking loser. Near her left elbow she saw motion. The sleeve of a powder blue sport coat was at the edge of her view. The nerdy beer gofer was seated right behind her. She turned back to Arnie, shook her head, and pointed to the guy behind her. Arnie smugly grinned and shook his head. Damn! He’s not buying it. He can't imagine me with the nerd. Neither can I really. But she was desperate.

Turning around further, she touched the nerd on the shoulder and introduced herself. "Hi, in case you don't remember me, I'm Karolyn. Dance with me. Please?”

"Karolyn Miller, I remember you. Sure, let's go."

After several fast tunes, the band slowed the pace to a two-step. John took the lead and hobbled Karolyn from a gallop to a walk. "Relax, we're not in a race. It'll be more enjoyable if you slow the pace to match the beat. It makes it easier to talk too."

She kept her sharp retort to herself and settled into his grasp. His dancing skill surprised her as he pulled her close to him; he was good, smooth, and well coordinated. She grinned. "I'm impressed. You're good on the dance floor."

“Thank you, but you bring out my best dancing skills. I'm trying extra hard not to step on the beautiful lady’s toes."

She blushed. "I'm embarrassed to ask, but I've forgotten your name. I recognize you from school but..."

"John McAdams. And to ease your embarrassment, I'll admit I only remembered your last name, not Karolyn. So now we're even. Seems we both were bestowed with lousy memories."

"I guess we were. Thanks." They made small talk until the song ended.

The music stopped and the lead singer announced the band was taking a fifteen-minute break. As people walked to their seats, John glanced up and noticed the appalling cloud of smoke trapped beneath the low ceiling. He mentioned it to Karolyn, and she replied, "I know.  That's one bad habit I'm thankful I haven't picked up." 

As she spoke, John was enamored. Her full red lips enticed him to press his lips to them until he had to glance away to resist the urge to smother her with kisses.

They returned to the table and John joined Crissy's bunch. His parents had either moved or went home. He sat next to Karolyn, and they spoke and talked to others at the table and danced several more times before the group broke up after midnight. They moved toward the dance floor to leave where each began talking with separate groups. When he looked around for her, Karolyn was gone.

On the drive home, Karolyn smiled. Time spent with a new admirer always put her in a good mood. Her smile faltered as she realized he hadn't asked for her phone number or mentioned a future date. Maybe he wasn't as impressed with her as she’d thought. She'd always avoided the quiet nerdy types because she wanted to party with the cool guys. The cool guys were easy; they made her feel good about herself because she could rely on her looks. The nerds always made her feel inadequate. She felt she wasn't well enough informed to compete on their level or appreciate their low-keyed humor and sense of propriety. She pictured them frowning and gasping if she said shit or fuck, which she was still prone to do. But she was trying to stop.

One Friday evening weeks later, John stopped after work for beers with one of the firm's legal research assistants. He arrived first and drank a draft beer alone at a table. He couldn’t get Karolyn Miller off his mind. He felt like an ass for not showing more interest. He hadn't asked for a date or her phone number, but he rationalized she hadn't volunteered her number or mentioned seeing him again before she slipped away. Maybe she found him boring and avoided him on purpose. But still he wished he had at least asked. Three weeks after the wedding dance, he'd given up trying to rouse enough nerve to call her. Her number was in the book, but each time he'd started to pick up the phone, he'd chickened out. What would a beautiful, sexy woman like her find appealing about an average looking bottom of the heap lawyer? He wasn't the accepted example of fun to be with, dashing, or intriguing. He knew the popular girls called guys like him nerds. They'd rather have the roughnecks who drank too much, cussed up a storm, and intimidated everyone around them. The cool, tough guys. John had always looked at them with envy but had no idea of how to be cool or tough. It just wasn't him.

When Jerome arrived, they avoided talking about work and
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