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Dawn Dunlap had social skills and wasn’t afraid to use them. She didn’t like it much, but she could get through a business dinner and cocktail party without embarrassing herself. John was better at this kind of thing. Her husband’s more outgoing, lamentably friendly personality attracted people of all kinds. 

Usually, when she traveled for work, Dawn met with the client and then went straight to a cubicle or empty conference room and did her job. She presented her report and went home. She’d finished her work this morning, but the client’s company was celebrating their first inclusion in the Fortune 500 list, and for some reason, they insisted on including her. 

This party felt like something from a movie. Servers moved through the room with trays, offering champagne and tiny finger foods. The women looked like the kind who smashed glass ceilings, awkwardly similar in discreet black dresses and sleek hair. Dawn smoothed a lock of hair behind her ear. It was so easy for men. They didn’t have to change clothes to go from business to social events. They wore business suits. Women had to make careful, nuanced choices about every outfit—especially their evening dresses, shoes, and hair. It was important to remain professional and cool, never letting anyone see you as too feminine to be powerful, but they still had to be feminine enough that people didn’t mock them. Ridiculous.

That dynamic seemed to be flourishing at this company. She’d be glad to leave tomorrow. John said the Northcotts were back from Florida already, and Dawn looked forward to giving Margaret Northcott the gift she’d picked up at the airport. She didn’t know why her neighbor liked the little silver spoons, but this one, with its engraving of a bird in flight, appealed even to Dawn, who didn’t like knick knacks. Dust traps and clutter. Dawn leaned toward minimalism. 

“Hello.” The deep voice broke into her wayward thoughts. “Can I get you a glass of champagne?”

“No, thank you. I think I’ll be heading up to my room soon. Thank you so much for including me tonight.” 

“Nonsense. The night is young, and we are celebrating!” Jack Fisher must have had a few glasses of champagne already. This morning, he’d frowned over her report, making notes and asking sharp questions.

“I have to be at the airport early tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow is another day. Don’t borrow its trouble, or something like that. We must live in the moment.” He leaned close to her. “You have beautiful eyes.” 

She took a step back. “Yes, well, goodnight.”

“I’ll walk you to your room.”

“No, thank you.”

“You’re here all by yourself. You must be lonely.” He touched her shoulder, and she jerked away. “Goodnight, Mr. Fisher. Congratulations on the success of your business.”

She’d only gone a few feet when a woman stepped in front of her. “Thank you for coming, Ms. Dunlap. We do appreciate your services, and I apologize for Jack Fisher. He tries to pick up all the single women—the ones who don’t actually work here.” She glared at the man’s back. “He’s all business during the day, but then he gets a couple drinks in him and acts like a... well, can you imagine if a woman behaved like that? She’d get fired or at least have everyone talking about her.”

“Just like we are talking about Mr. Fisher.” Dawn smiled tightly. One of the perks of being an independent contractor was the freedom to make rude comments and walk away. “Goodnight.” She headed for the elevators, longing for the comfort of her hotel room. Better still would be the comfort of her own bed at home. 

John was probably already in bed, sitting up against three pillows and reading. Lately, he’d been reading the Bible and books about the Bible, not just on Sunday, but almost every day. Dawn didn’t know if she should address it or not. His parents had been missionaries in Southeast Asia and died in a typhoon a few years ago. They hadn’t seen much of each other, but John had taken their deaths hard. He’d been quieter since then. 

Suddenly, she wanted to talk to him, just to check in. Dawn stopped, pulled her phone from her purse, and walked around a marble column in search of privacy.

“Who was that?” 

Vexed, Dawn hit the disconnect button and waited. She’d call when they left. 

“The middle-aged blonde? She’s a consulting pricing actuary.” The woman enunciated each syllable of the job title. She must not have liked Dawn’s mic-drop. “Can you imagine a more boring job? She seemed well-suited to it.”

Hidden behind the column, Dawn grinned. Eavesdroppers seldom heard good about themselves. She didn’t mind being middle-aged and boring. At least she wasn’t stuck in this toxic, sexist, dog-eat-dog rat race. She almost chuckled aloud at the mixed cliches. 

“I don’t know... we paid her a lot, and the men really listened to what she had to say.”

“I didn’t say she wasn’t smart. Here’s the elevator.”

Dawn waited until the elevator had carried them off. This was too public a place for personal phone calls. She’d wait till she was back at her hotel and changed into her pajamas and fuzzy socks. In the morning, she’d go home.

* * *​

John smiled and nodded, hoping that was the correct response. He hadn’t heard all of the man’s story, but it sounded like the corporate takeover equivalent of an old-fashioned fish story. All the details, repeated ad infinitum, and exaggerated success, all due to the angler’s skill. Or had this story been about the one that got away?

Why was he even here? These men who used to be his best buddies weren’t the same people they’d been twenty or even ten years ago. Neither was he, of course, and he didn’t fit in anymore. So many of them were divorced that they didn’t do couples things anymore. A couple of his friendships were strained because Dawn remained friends with the ex-wives. 

“Hey, John.” Benny Jarvis appeared and slapped John on the back. “Are you available for nine holes tomorrow morning? I’ve got a new client in town, and I’d like to give him a good game.” 

“No, sorry. I’ve got plans.” Lies. He had no plans. He just didn’t want to get up at six o’clock to spend a cold morning on a golf course with his most foulmouthed friend and that man’s business associates.

“Oh, come on. What plans can you have so early on a Saturday morning? It’s just nine holes; we’ll be done by eight-thirty and have breakfast in the club dining room. You’ll like this guy. He’s in the grocery business, too.”

“I really can’t.”

“He said he only likes to golf with really good players. I’m pretty average, but you’d give him a good game.” He elbowed John. “You don’t have to win. I want the guy in a good mood when we get down to contracts.”

“You want me because I’m a good golfer, but you want me to lose?” John shook his head. “You’ll have to do that on your own, or you might try Dick Chambers. He beat me last week.”

“Beat you? With what kind of handicap?” Benny raised his brows in exaggerated surprise. “You’d like this guy, and you could talk groceries. He owns a small string of health food stores in Cleveland.”

“Sorry. I’m heading home now. Have a good night.” John raised a hand in farewell and headed toward the doors. He should have stayed home and had another frozen pizza or ordered Chinese. The burger hadn’t even been all that good. The company was the draw at the club’s bar and grill—not the food.

Dawn would be back tomorrow. She usually took a cab home from the airport, but he could pick her up and take her out to lunch, and then they could run to the mall and look for a graduation gift for Lauren. They’d start with cash, of course, but she’d like a nice piece of jewelry, too. 

Even as an only child, with all the childhood advantages he and Dawn had lacked, Lauren remained sweet and kind and affectionate. Smart, athletic, and beautiful, too. She deserved all the good things. 

Would she have liked growing up at Rainbow Valley? He hadn’t realized, back then, what an exceptional childhood it was. Most of it, he remembered with pleasure. Later, not so much. 

They’d wanted their daughter to have every opportunity—music lessons, dancing and sports, good schools, and every kind of extracurricular activity. They’d started going to church when she was in middle school and wanted to join her friends at the youth group. Lauren had had a charmed life. It’s what he’d worked for, all these years. This weekend, she’d graduate from college. Now, what would he do?

* * *​

This was good. John leaned back against the pillows and reached for his Bible. The quiet house, the soft bed, and the good book. All that was missing was Dawn. John blew out a sigh. She seemed to like the traveling, and she made three times as much money as he did. Not that he cared about the money. He made enough for them to live comfortably. Not in this style, with the expensive cars and big house, but enough. He would have been happy in a more modest house, but Dawn liked this one.

Pleasure washed over him at the sound of his phone and the sight of his wife’s picture on the screen. “Hello! How are things down in Atlanta?”

“Annoying. I’ll be glad to get home.” 

“Any problems?” John shifted to sit upright. “You need me to come there and beat someone up?”

“No, I could do that myself, if I had to. It’s just all the corporate politics and backstabbing and women clawing their way to the top... and I had to stay to socialize at their cocktail party. I’m glad Meridian isn’t like that.”

“I went to the club for supper. It was kind of the same thing—gossip, politics, and backstabbing. We need a vacation... just the two of us.”

“Sounds lovely. Unfortunately, it won’t happen soon. I got a call from Quentin. We’ve got a new contract with an insurance company in Jackson, and they want me there on Tuesday. They seem to think it will take a few days to explain everything to me before I start working. I should be home by Friday, and the project will take two or three months.”

“Commencement is next Sunday.”

“I’ll be there, of course, and I’ve got everything arranged for her party the following weekend. The caterer called this morning to get a final count. The tent rental people will be out next Friday afternoon. Do you think you could be home then?”

“Sure.” John flopped back in the bed. “But how will you be at the commencement ceremony if you don’t get back here till Friday? It’s a five-hour drive to Langley College.”

“You’re right. I’ll fly directly to Grand Rapids and rent a car to meet you there. You’d better take the Subaru. She’s got a lot of stuff to bring home.”

“You don’t think you could get back Thursday night, so we could drive out there together?”

“I’m pretty sure I can’t. You don’t mind driving alone, do you? You can bring an audiobook, and you’ll have both Lauren and me for company on the trip back!” 

“Sure. Hey, what time do you get in tomorrow? I thought I’d pick you up tomorrow and we can go out to lunch and then shop for Lauren’s graduation present.”

Dawn chuckled. “She’d rather have cash, but lunch sounds good. I left my itinerary on the refrigerator.”

It was on his phone in their shared calendar, too. Dawn was good at that. John seldom had anything to add to the calendar so usually forgot to check it.

“I’ll be there. I miss you.”

“I miss you, too. Right now, I’m exhausted and cranky and looking forward to getting out of here.” Her voice softened. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” 

He did. He always had. He and Dawn had been together forever, throughout a childhood of freedom, teenage rebellion, the years of college and getting started, and then these recent years of prosperity. Their early married life, even with no money and both of them working full-time while they went to school, had been the best. 

Or had it? Dawn had been so driven, so focused on creating a stable future, that they hadn’t spent much time enjoying the present. He’d wanted that, too, of course, but he’d found a good job after two years of community college and been promoted quickly, achieving the head manager position before Lauren started high school. Dawn’s career was more challenging, with internships and entry-level jobs, working for three different companies before she’d bought a junior partnership in Meridian Actuarial Consultants.

They were middle-aged, middle-class empty-nesters. They’d retire eventually, and then... then what? Snowbirding? Years of boredom, wandering around this big empty house, playing golf with people he didn’t even like? He knew a few good guys from church, and he liked his Bible study group, but they seemed to stay busy with their own families and other activities.

John closed his book and reached over to turn out the light. When he picked Dawn up, they should have a talk about the future. 

He knew they wouldn’t.
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