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Loralei woke up screaming in her bed, the bloody carnage from the previous evening replaying in her head. A nightmare she feared would haunt and revisit her for the rest of her life. She didn’t even know how she got home from Chantilly’s. All she remembered was Tony climbing up on stage, shouting for her to get down, just as his body spasmed from the impact of two bullets. Then he crumpled to the stage floor as blood blossomed on the white shirt he was wearing. A clothing choice he made, so they looked like a matching couple. As he lay there not moving, she thought she was next, and recalled feeling okay with that. If Tony was dead, she wanted to join him. But the shooter never arrived. Leaving her to watch as the only man she ever truly loved gave up the ghost.

Suddenly, she heard a loud crash as glass shattered. Her mind immediately assumed someone must have thrown another brick through her window. But then, Fen bounded into her bedroom, shards of glass still caught in his thick double-coat of fur. With his head on a swivel, searching for who or what had caused her distress.

“Oh, Fen. It was just a nightmare. I’m fine,” she said as he came over to check on her.

Realizing that he had heard her screams, and came to her rescue.

“How did you fit through that window?” she asked, picking glass out of his coat and noticing a couple of small lacerations on his muzzle.

“Oh, my big brave boy, you’d do anything for me, wouldn’t you?” she exclaimed, giving him a hug, which made her think of Tony, for whom the same sentiment applied. Then, buried her head in a pillow and sobbed uncontrollably, as Fen whined and paced the floor as if he felt her pain. Eventually, he jumped up onto the bed and shoehorned in beside her. His concern comforted her. Thinking that he was now the only living thing who cared about her.

The furnace kicked on, and Loralei, having cried herself out, forced herself to throw back the covers. Then, stepped into her slippers, and went to inspect the damage. Fen had not just broken a window but had completely crashed through the single-hung window’s lower sash, leaving a gaping hole through which a stiff November breeze was blowing. The fixed upper sash was still intact. A gaggle of looky-loos, which included members of the media, was gawking and filming her from outside the fence.

Everything was reminding her of who she had lost. Tony had replaced a pane of glass in that window recently. And she wouldn’t have adopted Fen if not for his recommendation to get a dog. And if not for the fence he installed, those people would probably be much closer, trying to poke their noses into her business or do more damage to her home.

“How does it feel to know four people died because of you, you Nazi bitch?” yelled a woman, who saw her through the opening.

Her angry tone alerted Fen, who promptly sprang back through the opening and closed in on the fence where the woman was standing. Fen snarled and jumped up on his hind legs. His front paws hit the top rail hard, making the fence sway and rattle. It held, but his mission was accomplished. The woman stumbled backwards, going ass over teakettle, as the entire mass of humanity that had been standing near the fence quickly retreated into the street. The cameraman included, who kept on filming, and caught the entire incident. Fodder for the evening news, no doubt.

“I’ve got to do something about this window,” she lamented. Wondering who the four people the woman was talking about. The only person to die, as far as she knew, was Tony. And she definitely felt responsible for his death and needed no reminders.

With Fen keeping the crowd at bay, she went to retrieve the broom and dustpan that Tony had bought. After she cleaned up the glass and smaller wood fragments. She pondered what to do about the Fen-sized hole. The furnace was no match for the frigid gale that steadily dropped the temperature in the house. Then, recalled that Tony had stored some leftover lumber from the doghouse project in the spare bedroom closet. Finding a piece she thought might work, she tacked it in place using a hammer from the toolkit she bought at Sears. It wasn’t perfect or pretty, but it did the job. Now, the only question was, who would she be able to get to fix it? Anyone brave or stupid enough to help her risked retribution from the army of haters she still had.

But the woman’s question gnawed at her, so she called the only person she thought would take her call.

“Hi Richard,” she greeted, hoping he wouldn’t immediately hang up on her.

“Loralei, how are you doing?”

“Not well. I miss Tony, and I can’t remember anything about last night after he was shot. I don’t know how I got home. I woke up screaming from a nightmare, and my dog jumped through a window thinking someone was hurting me. And some woman just shouted at me about how I was responsible for the deaths of four people. I just wish I had been the one who got shot, not Tony.”

“Oh, don’t say that. None of it was your fault. I brought you home, by the way. But you spent a couple of hours in my office while I dealt with the aftermath. I’m assuming you haven’t read the Herald Review today.”

“No, I don’t get it. Why?”

“Because the entire front page is devoted to three events that happened yesterday. Only one of which was the shooting here last night. They’re calling it the most tragic day in the city’s history. The mayor even called the governor asking to call the National Guard in.”

“Oh, I can only imagine how they must have crucified me in that article.”

“No, she really didn’t. I mean, yeah, she mentioned your being Hitler’s granddaughter and how you had been a lightning rod of unrest in the community, but she also mentioned how you mesmerized and delighted a standing room only audience. So, on balance, that seemed pretty accurate to me.”

“Wow! I’m shocked. But did three other people die besides Tony?”

“Yes, but that includes the gunman who killed himself. Are you sure you want to talk about this now?”

“Not knowing is just going to drive me crazier. At least if I know what happened, I can start trying to process it. Who was the gunman?”

“Alright, but maybe it would be better if I told you in person.”

“Richard, please. I’m grateful that you’re trying to protect me in my fragile state, but don’t make me wait any longer.”

“Okay, the gunman was Walter Mortensen.”

“What?! I can’t believe that. I know he never wanted to see me again, but trying to kill me? That seems unbelievably extreme.”

“Believe it. He left a note. His wife died, and he had cancer and only had a few more months to live. So he planned to take you out and then kill himself.”

“So why didn’t he take me out?”

“Well, if Tony hadn’t done what he did, he probably would have.”

“Yeah, but after he shot Tony, why didn’t he just walk up and shoot me?”

“Poor aim and poor planning. The crime scene folks discovered he had fired five bullets at the stage, reserving one bullet for himself. His first shot was low, hitting a young pregnant woman in the head, killing her and her fetus. His second shot missed you high. The third shot missed you wide to the left, and the next two shots hit Tony—one in the lower leg, another in the chest. Using his sixth and last bullet to kill himself.”

“Who was the woman that was killed?”

“Lena Kennedy, wife of David Kennedy and daughter of Pastor Magnus and Marilyn Abrahamson.”

Loralei was stunned into silence. Not knowing how she should react. Richard didn’t wait for her response.

“You were right. Enoch Slaughter, Jr. got a stripper pregnant and had a baby. That stripper was Susan Kennedy. And that baby was David Kennedy, who is changing his last name to Slaughter. That was one of the other things that the article covered. Oh, and don’t worry, Tony told me why you made up that story about being a graduate student. I understand why you didn’t want to have to tell me the whole backstory.”

“Thank you, but I’m sorry for lying. You might be the only person in this town who isn’t trying to lynch me.”

“Oh, despite what happened last night, you have lots of fans.”

“Well, the only people hanging outside my door seem to be my haters and the media.”

“Don’t let that fool ya. They’re probably just staying away until things cool down.”

“Not that I’m in any condition to do so, but I assume my days as your mistress of ceremonies on karaoke night are over.”

“That would be a false assumption. I’m closing the supper club for the rest of the week, but I hope to reopen next Tuesday. And I’d like to continue karaoke nights the following week, on Tuesdays and Thursdays. If by then you’re up for it.”

“I don’t know, Richard. I’m going to need some time. Right now, I can’t imagine doing it.”

“That’s understandable. You take your time. If I have to wait a month or two before you’re ready, I’ll do it.”

“Thanks, Richard. Oh, before we hang up, what was the third thing that happened yesterday?”

“All I can say is that it was a really bad day for Marilyn Abrahamson. Not only did her daughter and unborn grandchild die, but her husband, who was having an affair with Susan Kennedy, was found unconscious in a flophouse in St. Paul with a dead prostitute. He’s now in an ICU on life-support and not expected to recover.”

“Jeez, that poor woman. And Susan Kennedy, what’s up with her?”

“No one knows. She skipped town when news of her affair with Pastor Abrahamson broke.”

“Sounds like she’s the smart one. With all that’s happening right now, who would want to live here!”

“You’re not thinking of leaving, are you?”

“No, I don’t think I’d find peace anywhere I go, except maybe the grave,” she said, only half joking.

“Do I need to worry about you? You’re not going to hurt yourself, are you?”

“No, you don’t need to worry about me,” she said, not entirely sure she was being honest.

“Okay, well, I’m here if you need to talk with someone.”

“Thanks, Richard. I appreciate that.”

They ended the call, and Loralei realized that Walter Mortensen had unwittingly helped her by eliminating one potential Slaughter descendant. Now she just had to finish the job, if she could just shake her desire to join Tony and her Oma in the hereafter.
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David was chatting up Melody, one of the shapely servers at the bar of the Beaver Dam Lounge, when two police officers strolled in.

“Mr. Kennedy, can we have a word with you, somewhere private?” asked one of the officers.

David, who had a few drinks under his belt, wasn’t in the most cooperative mood.

“You can talk to me right here. I don’t have any secrets, officers,” he slurred.

“Mr. Kennedy, it’s about your wife, and it would really be best if we talked somewhere else.”

“What? Did she say I had done something to her? Because if she did, it’s bullshit!” he exclaimed.

“Mr. Kennedy, please. She didn’t say anything to us. There’s been an incident. Can we talk elsewhere?”

“Alright, alright, we’ll go somewhere else,” he said. “I’ll be right back, Melody. Don’t let anyone take my seat.”

They walked out of the bar, and David led them to the unoccupied guest business center.

“I don’t know why you’re making such a big production out of this,” he said, once in the room.

“Mr. Kennedy, our condolences, but your wife was shot and killed tonight at Chantilly’s Supper Club.”

“No, no, you must be mistaken. Lena would never have gone there,” he replied, in full denial.

“Mr. Kennedy, we’re certain it was your wife. She was there with two of her friends.”

“What friends?” he asked, his defenses eroding.

“Marissa and Kayla. They were there to listen to Hitler’s granddaughter sing.”

“No, that can’t be. What about the baby?” he asked, as the possibility they were telling the truth slipped through the cracks in his armor.

“I’m sorry, the baby couldn’t be saved.”

David reached for a nearby chair and sat down heavily. “This can’t be true. Can I see her?” he asked, tears in his eyes.

“Yes, you can ask to see her down at the morgue. Again, we’re sorry for your loss,” the officer said, as they both exited the business center, and David burst into tears.

He eventually stumbled his way up the stairs to the resort manager’s apartment, where he had been living since Lena left him. There, he anesthetized himself with a couple more shots of Jack and passed out on the couch.

He woke up the next morning, hungover as usual, and hoped that the police officer’s visit was just a nightmare. His hope evaporated when he opened the door and picked up the Wednesday edition of the Herald Review. The front page trumpeting “Bad Things Do Come in Threes.”

He didn’t want to read it. But he had to know what it said. So before reading the lengthy article, he popped a couple of aspirins and brewed a pot of coffee, hoping it would cure his bleary eyes and pounding headache. It didn’t, but he couldn’t put it off any longer. He settled back on the couch with his coffee mug and tried to prepare himself for the worst. By the time he reached the end of the article, he was not only devastated, but livid. He threw his half-filled mug across the room, and it shattered against the wall.

“That fucking bitch couldn’t just report the facts. She had to spice it up by slandering my family’s name and painting me as some kind of monster. I swear, if it’s the last thing I do, I’ll make Fiona Newton pay for what she wrote.”

David had a point. While the reporter had stuck to the facts in reporting the actual tragedies, she bookended those facts with scathing indictments against the Slaughter family and speculation about David’s potential to become Enoch Slaughter, Jr. reincarnated. To David, it was unfair, uncalled for, and unprofessional.

“It’s not even a bad thing,” he screamed at the wall that now had a coffee stain design. “How could she lump my wanting to change my name and running a luxury resort that will bring increased revenue to his entire region, with the deaths at Chantilly’s or Pastor Abrahamson’s condition? It makes no fucking sense!” he shouted, continuing his rant, and heading back to the kitchen, not for coffee, but for a tumbler full of Jack Daniels.

“Breakfast of Champions,” he muttered, then took a healthy slug, changed his clothes, and headed downstairs to conduct the morning employee meeting.

Before he got to the lounge, Charlotte, one of the resort’s reservation agents, intercepted him.

“Good morning, Mr. Kennedy. I’m so sorry for your loss,” she greeted, toning down her perennial perky manner.

“That’s Mr. Slaughter, Charlotte. And thanks, but I have morning meeting to run.”

“Yes, of course, Mr. Slaughter. My apologies. But Kayla called me and asked me to let you know she won’t be in today.”

“Why not? And why didn’t she call me?”

“Well, she’s taking a bereavement day off, and she just assumed you would be in mourning as well, and she didn’t want to disturb you.”

“Bereavement days only apply to the loss of a family member. Call her back and tell her she’s fired. I’ll send her final check in the mail.”

“Sir?”

“You heard me, Charlotte. If she thinks she can call you to call out using a benefit that doesn’t apply, I grant you the authority to fire her ass. Now, excuse me while I go run my meeting.”

“Yes, sir,” she replied, flustered by what he had asked her to do, but too frightened to protest.

He walked into the lounge and immediately recognized that a significant number of employees were missing. Those who were present expressed their sympathies, which David shrugged off. He had other things on his mind.

“Where is everyone else?” he boomed.

A brave line cook spoke up. “I know a bunch of the kitchen staff didn’t think you would hold the meeting because of your loss, sir. I didn’t want to assume that, so I came.”

“Well, you were smart, and they were wrong. You and everyone who is here now will get an extra $100 in their paychecks next week for not making assumptions and for having the discipline to attend. Now, go round up those colleagues of yours and tell them to get their asses in here immediately.”

When they were too stunned to react immediately, he gave them some encouragement.

“Go! Tell them they have 5 minutes to get here or they’ll be looking for new jobs.”

While they raced to obey his command, he went behind the bar, grabbed the bottle of Jack, and poured himself another glass.

“The first one cured the hangover. This will take the edge off,” he said to no one in particular.

The full group minus those exempt from the meeting made it to the lounge just under the wire. The late-comers sheepishly expressed their apologies and condolences. Which David received with a steely-eyed glare.

“For those late to the party, you missed out on the $100 bonuses I just gave to those who were on time. Now, I have several important announcements. As you know, I am renaming the resort Slaughter’s Sportsman’s Paradise. New signage will be installed later this week. I will also change the name of the restaurant from Lena’s to Slaughter’s. Questions?”

The group stood in stunned silence. No one dared to say what was truly on their mind.

“Let me clarify,” David said, reading their expressions and body language. “I’m not changing the restaurant’s name because I’m a cold-hearted, egotistical bastard. Lena’s name deserves a much greater tribute, and come next spring, I will commission the construction of Lena’s Conservatory and Peace Garden. A year-round botanical garden where everyone can enjoy the beauty of nature and find some peace.”

“That’s an incredible idea, Mr. Slaughter,” said a housekeeper.

“Well, thank you. Now, moving on. I’ve also hired Iron Range Security Group, and starting tomorrow, the resort will have armed guards round-the-clock for our guests and your safety and security. In addition, I have moved out of the house Lena and I were living in and moved into the resort manager’s apartment. The house will now be available for guests to rent. Increasing the capacity of the resort and reducing the number of people on our waiting list. Questions?”

“Will you be hiring additional staff to clean and maintain the property around the home?” asked the housekeeping supervisor.

“The lawn, landscaping, and maintenance are already being maintained by existing staff, but if you think you need additional housekeeping staff, I’m open to that.”

“Yes, at least one more housekeeper would be good. But two would be better,” she replied, earning laughter from the group.

“Alright, two it is then.”

“Thank you, Mr. Slaughter.”

“You’re welcome. Finally, some of you, like me, may have had the displeasure of reading the lead article in today’s Herald Review. Yesterday was tragic for my mother-in-law, Loralei Garber, myself, and anyone who knew and loved Lena, Pastor Abrahamson, and Tony Antonelli. But my last name and this resort should never have been subject matter for that article. I take great exception to the reporter’s slanderous comments about me and my family. And I plan to sue the reporter and the ownership of the newspaper for their callous, uncalled-for, and unprofessional reporting. Questions?”

When no one spoke up, he adjourned the meeting, took another shot of Jack, and called his attorney.
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Her house had never felt more suffocating than it did now. Without Tony, it felt empty. As empty as her heart and soul. And with no prospects of being able to leave without creating chaos or endangering her life or the lives of others, what was she to do? What were her options? There was nothing to fill the void. Nothing to stop the pain. Nothing to look forward to. And looking back only made her miss Tony and that brief moment in time when she thought she had a chance to live a somewhat normal, and happy life. Fen was the only living thing keeping her alive. Without her, who knows what would happen to him?

Her failure to accomplish Oma’s mission also weighed heavily on her. How much longer could Oma wait before she lost faith in her? How long would Oma tolerate her ineptitude?

Loralei should have known by now that just thinking about her Oma often summoned a visit. And today was no different. The glowing orb appeared, and Oma already knew the dire straits she was in.

“Dear child, have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be afraid. Do not be discouraged, for I will be with you wherever you go,” she said reassuringly. Stealing the words from the Bible when the Lord spoke to Joshua after Moses’ death.

“I feel like I’ve failed you, Oma. And now I’ve killed the only man I’ve ever loved.”

“Nonsense, my dear. You’ve neither failed me nor killed him. I spent nearly my entire life trying to vanquish the Slaughter family. You’ve spent a mere blink of an eye. And as for the man you loved, he had to die to save your life and complete your mission.”

“Did you know he was going to die?” she asked, curious whether she could foretell Tony’s death.

“Everyone dies, child.”

“No, what I meant was, did you know when and how he was going to die?” she asked, getting frustrated.

“I see much, but not all.”

“Can’t you just answer me with a yes or no?” she asked angrily, Oma’s evasive answers beginning to make her question whether she had a hand in his death.

“Why are you cross with me, child? Do you doubt that I have your best interests at heart? I did not kill him. The man with the gun did.”

Loralei suddenly felt frightened and didn’t dare admit what she was thinking or feeling. So, she backpedaled.

“I’m sorry, Oma. I’m just so distraught that I can’t think straight,” she said, hoping Oma couldn’t see inside her head or into her soul and detect what she was truly thinking.

“Be careful, my child. If you ask, you will receive. But when you ask, you must believe and not doubt, because one who doubts is like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by the wind,” she replied, now commandeering words from the Book of James.

“I know you are here for me, Oma,” she replied, not quite able to spit out that she believed in her.

“Then go. And be not afraid. I am with you,” she replied as the orb dimmed and disappeared.

Loralei had to force herself to repress her doubts and fears, knowing that Oma had an uncanny way of perceiving them. But she knew that would not be enough. Her actions had to show that she was making progress on Oma’s mission. So, she would have to hold her warring emotions and sorrow at bay, and proceed even though the world outside her door seemed bent on doing everything to discourage, if not destroy her.

It took extraordinary strength to open her front door and step out onto the porch where Fen sat on guard. A murmur arose from the crowd still standing at a safe distance in the street as cameras rolled and reporters grabbed their mics in anticipation. Loralei thought about leashing Fen and taking him out with her. Which would guarantee no one would risk getting too close. Then, nixed the idea for one reason: if she left her house unattended, she might come back and find it destroyed.

“You sit here and protect the house, Fen,” she said, stepping down the porch stairs. He obeyed her command until the reporters sprinted toward the gate. Stopping their advance short when Fen leaped from the porch and bolted past Loralei, teeth bared.

“Good boy,” she said, scrubbing behind his ear. “You stay here. I’ll be right back,” she said, and slipped out of the gate, leaving him behind.

Fen was not a happy camper, and when reporters rushed toward Loralei, he growled and stood on his hind legs, front paws at the top of the gate. Which slowed their advance momentarily.

“Do you feel guilty for the deaths at Chantilly’s and all the people getting injured in riots throughout the city?” asked one reporter, piggybacking on the question the angry woman had asked earlier.

“Are you going to sing at Chantilly’s again?” asked another.

“Why do you want to live here? Wouldn’t you feel more at home in Germany?” asked a third.

With other questions lobbed from a distance, all contributing to a word salad as she hurried down the sidewalk with the reporters and cameramen in tow as Fen raced alongside her on the other side of the fence. Then went crazy as she continued on down the street. The crowd behind the media surged and formed a dead end at the corner. Her supporters and haters mingled and jockeyed for position, each wanting to get to her for different purposes. They surrounded her on three sides as tempers flared. She didn’t know who lived in the corner house, but her only chance to avoid the crush of the mob contracting around her was to escape up the walkway. Hoping whoever lived there was a friend, not a foe.

The elevated corner lot was bordered on two sides by a three-foot concrete wall with steps to a walkway leading to the home’s front door. Loralei raced up the steps to avoid getting caught up in what was now a full-fledged donnybrook. She was halfway up the walkway when an old man opened the front door armed with a shotgun. She stopped in her tracks as several people raced up the stairs behind her, and others just hoisted themselves up over the wall. The old man raised his gun, and Loralei closed her eyes, knowing that no one would come to her rescue today.

The blast from the shotgun made Loralei flinch, expecting to feel pain. When she didn’t, she opened her eyes and realized the old man had fired into the air. Causing those on his front lawn and behind Loralei on the walkway to flee and the crowd on the street to run or take cover.

“You, get in the house,” he growled, motioning with his shotgun as if she needed to know the way. She didn’t argue, even though he didn’t seem very friendly.

Once she was in the house, he fired another shot into the air.

“Now, the rest of you get the hell out of here before I reload and start using you for target practice,” he yelled, pulling a few more shotgun shells out of his pocket and making a show of reloading. Satisfied that they were taking his threat seriously, he strolled back into the house.

“Thanks for rescuing me, sir,” she said.

“I didn’t do that for you. You just happened to be on my property when I decided to clear the street. God knows the cops aren’t going to do anything. But I bet my bottom dollar they’ll catch wind of this and issue me a citation for intentionally discharging a firearm within the city limits. All because I did what they wouldn’t or couldn’t do. Restore order.”

“Then why did you invite me in?”

“Because if you had walked back to your house, guess what? They would follow you like lemmings, and we’d be back to square one. No, I’m keeping you here so they’ll leave.”

“So, you’re holding me hostage?”

“Yes. And I’m going to lock you in my basement. No! What do you think I am? Some kind of wacko? Like the old lady who used to live in your house? The last thing I want is for you of all people to be here. You can go back home, but humor me and just wait 15 minutes. Okay?”

“Okay. So, you knew my great-great-grandmother?”

“Everyone my age and older who grew up in this area knew her. But jeez, ties to Hitler and Hagatha Ketchel? Boy, did you lose the ancestry lottery!”

“Tell me about it! What was she like?”

“Other than terrorizing the entire town of Slaughter, and rumored to have supernatural powers that she used on children, and the Slaughter family specifically, she was sweet as a peach!” he replied, facetiously.

“So, not a big fan, huh?”

“No. She didn’t have many fans. Not that the Slaughter’s were much better. This house used to belong to Abraham Slaughter way back in the early 1900s. He had a wife named Sarah, and they had two kids, Noah and Abigail. When Noah grew up and had a son of his own, he and his son died in a boating accident that was one of those head-scratchers. They were out fishing and a freak storm blew in and swamped their boat. They died, not from drowning, but from being bitten by hundreds of venomous eastern massasauga snakes. A species of snake never found in northern Minnesota prior to or after that incident.”

“How awful and strange!”

“You’re telling me. It was the type of thing people thought your great-great-grandmother might have a hand in. She had it out for the Slaughters, and there were many strange and suspicious deaths in that family. Too many to ignore, including the freak earthquake in 1972.”

“Why did she have it out for the Slaughters?” she asked, wishing she had run into this neighbor when she first moved here and wanted information on the Slaughters.

“Well, that was a subject of much debate, and if I weren’t so worried about getting mixed up in the frenzy swirling around you, I’d gladly make some coffee and continue our little chat. So, I’m afraid it’s time for you to leave.”

“Can you at least tell me what your name is before I go?”

“My name is Hans Soderberg. But just because you now know my name, don’t come around thinking we’re friends. I prefer my privacy. Something that has been in very short supply since your arrival.”

“I understand. And thank you again. I know you didn’t come out there to rescue me, but you kinda did. So I’m grateful.”

“Your good fortune, but perhaps not mine,” he said, blunt as a ball-peen hammer.

Loralei didn’t take offense. She knew she was a lightning rod for bad juju. She was halfway home when she saw a police cruiser pull up to Mr. Soderberg’s house. She could only imagine that he had been right about their response to discharging his shotgun. At least she wasn’t the only one who had to contend with officers Tweedledee and Tweedledum’s ineptitude.

Fen was over the moon to see his mistress return, racing around the yard and meeting her at the gate. Almost knocking her over in his excitement. With no crowd or cameras around, she picked up one of Fen’s softballs—or slobber balls as she called them. A gift from who else but Tony. She couldn’t fling it as far as Tony could, but Fen enjoyed it all the same. She was going to enjoy this moment of solitude, knowing the chances of it lasting were slim to none.
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David’s attorney felt statements made in Fiona Newton’s article met the legal definition of libel. Then went to work on drafting and filing the complaint with the Itasca County District Court and serving the defendants with the complaint and a summons. With that out of the way, David went back to the work of running the resort. Keeping busy and anesthetizing himself with alcohol were the only ways he could stave off the paralyzing grief of his loss.

“Hi Charlotte. How did Kayla take the news of her firing?”

“Not well, sir. She had some choice words for you and me. I’ll be happy never to do that again.”

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have put you in that position. Would a $500 bonus on your next check qualify as sufficient compensation?”

“Yes. That would be more than generous, sir,” she replied enthusiastically.

“Consider it done then. Now, I’m making my house an additional rental for guests. Once I get some time, I will craft an email offering it to folks on our waiting list. So, don’t be surprised when you get calls to reserve it.”

“Thanks for the heads up. I’d be happy to write that email and send it out for you. I’m sure you already have enough on your plate.”

“Well, you’re right about that. Thank you, Charlotte. I really appreciate that!”

“My pleasure, sir,” she replied.

“Stick around, Charlotte. In a year or two, you could be managing the reservation system and agents for my multi-resort empire,” he said, leaving her dreaming of the possibilities.

The resort had been open for five days, and despite the devastating loss of his wife and child, the turbulence around his ancestry, and being down two Eager Beaver guides, customer feedback from the first wave of guests was unconditionally positive. However, that positivity was at risk as more and more guests requested guide services. David not only needed to fill the vacancies, he needed to double the number of Eager Beavers. Several customers had also suggested offering entertainment in the lounge. Having a rock or country-western band was the most popular request, followed by wet t-shirt contests, and bikini mud wrestling. In short, David needed to up the resort’s game in order to continue to delight his guests. But he was going to need help, and he knew just the person who might supply it.

“This is the second time in the last few days you’ve asked to see me in your office. Should I be worried?” Jessica said, flopping down on the couch.

“No, you should be flattered. I need someone with a good head on their shoulders who can help me double the number of Eager Beaver guides and give me their perspective on how to elevate the services of the resort. Lena used to be that person for me.”

“Well, then I am flattered. I know a few women who might be interested and qualified to be guides.”

“That’s great, because we need eight more within the next two weeks or customers are going to be disappointed.”

“That’s a tall order. Especially since I’m booked solid with guests.”

“I wouldn’t be talking to you if I didn’t think you were capable of it. I want to promote you to my Guest Services Manager, responsible for hiring, firing, and supervising the guides and developing other services that will delight our customers.”

“That sounds like a great job. Does that mean I wouldn’t continue to be a guide?”

“Well, that’s up to you. If you like being a guide and can fulfill the other requirements of the job, then I don’t see why you couldn’t.” 

“Then I’m interested, but what would it pay?”

“What would you want?”

“Double what I’m making now,” she replied, thinking she was shooting for the moon.

“I’ll triple it if you start today,” he countered.

“You have a deal, Mr. Slaughter,” she said, standing up and holding out her hand.

“Call me David. You and I are going to be working together closely,” he replied, shaking her hand.

“How close?” She asked with a devilish smile.

“As close as necessary to get the job done,” he replied with a poker face.

“This close?” She said, taking a small step toward him.

“I don’t know. What do you think?”

“Oh, I think the closer the better.”

“Well, as my new Guest Services Manager, I’m inclined to agree with you,” he said matter-of-factly, trying to restrain himself from ravaging her right then and there.

“Then perhaps this is better?” She said, taking a step so that she was toe-to-toe with him. So close that her intoxicating sweet perfume and her lusciously curvaceous figure were pulling him in like a tractor beam.

He couldn’t resist any longer and gave in. He grabbed her and pulled her in. Their bodies came together in desperation, groping and tearing away clothing until skin met skin. Lips locked, and tongues did an intimate dance. Hands caressed, squeezed, explored, and almost as one, they fell to the couch. Then they coupled, and like a plug inserted into an electrical outlet, it fired up a powerful, pistoning, writhing, undulating machine. Gorging and devouring one another like competitive eaters trying to beat the clock, rather than slowly savoring the moment. This was pure, wanton, animalistic desire, seeking satisfaction. Furiously building pressure until it was so great it could no longer be contained and culminated in an intense, climactic release. Temporarily sated, sweaty, and spent, they lay together, knowing they had just lit the fuse on something explosive. Something that could ignite a union that was incredibly good or perilously bad.
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