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  Chapter One



 

 

            The first day of spring was a glorious day in Monsey, New York. The air was sweet with the scent of Lilac and Hyacinth, and swarms of birds chirped loudly as they flitted from branch to branch, reveling in their world of newly opened buds.

            As the gentle breeze filtered through the Frebushes’ open bedroom windows, it brushed the shades back and forth across the sills, letting thin slivers of sunlight into the room. Zigzagged bolts of brilliant yellow drifted across Fred’s loudly snoring face, then moved onto the pillow that Lillian held over hers.

            Lillian stirred slightly, then lifted the pillow from her face and dropped it onto the floor beside her. After blinking a couple of times and inhaling deeply, she forced her heavy lids open, then watched as the yellow beams danced across the room. Slowly she started her morning ritual. First unwinding the cover that was twisted around herself, then unraveling the long nightgown that had wound itself around her waist during the night.

            I wish you’d all shut up, she thought, listening to Fred’s snores and the loud bird chatter. After a few moments she rolled onto her side to gaze at her husband. He was in his usual position: flat on his back, hands crossed over his chest like an Egyptian mummy lying in a tomb. His hair, which was still thick and sandy brown at thirty-nine, was in almost perfect order. All except for a stray wisp that fell across his forehead. Lillian watched as the stubbly hair of his weekend beard bobbed up and down each time his mouth spewed a loud gurgle, or disconnected snort or grunt. Slowly she let her eyes wander down his firm and youthful body, clad in his favorite burgundy-striped pajamas. Pajamas that were still as stiffly pressed and unwrinkled as when he put them on the night before.

            God, Fred. How can you sleep through all the racket you’re making? Don’t you hear yourself snoring? Lillian rolled onto her back again with a soft groan and closed her eyes. Will I ever get any peace and quiet?

            No. I don’t think so. And why should I get any peace? Wasn’t I zapped with the double curse? First menstruation and if that wasn’t bad enough, Fred came along with his sonic snoring.

            Remember what happened last Friday at lunch, she asked herself. Your good friend Selma had a really good laugh for herself when you told her about the double curse and Grandma Pupick’s philosophy.

            “Your grandmother’s what?” Selma shrieked, almost choking on a mouthful of food.

            “You mean I never told you about the time that my family and I lived in the Bronx?”

            “Uh uh.”

            “I didn’t? Well… it was Thanksgiving, and that year it turned out to be Momma’s turn to make the holiday dinner. We had the extension table opened in the living room and the whole family was gathered there waiting for the feast to begin. As I passed the sofa, Aunt Etta the family hypochondriac pulled me down to sit beside her. Somewhere in between her complaining about her arthritis, bursitis, or maybe it was her migraine headaches; I started to feel something happening in my underpants. Like they were getting sorta wet. You know what I mean Sel… After what seemed like forever, I managed to escape Aunt Etta and dashed to the bathroom. Sel, I nearly died when I saw all that bright red blood on my white pants. First my heart started to pound, then it seemed to stop altogether.”

            “Didn’t you know what it was, Lil?”

            “Are you kidding? I thought I was bleeding to death! I tried to stop it with some toilet paper. Boy was I ever dumb. I remember standing in that bathroom, pleading with God not to let me die, when I remembered Momma’s warning: ‘Stop playing with the boys or you’ll permanently hurt yourself.’ Sure! That’s it! It must have happened yesterday when fat Willie tackled me. I hurt so bad, that it took me a while to get up again. But how could that be? I was always playing with the boys and getting knocked around. In fact, it was usually me who clobbered most of the boys. No, that couldn’t be it. Then it struck me like a bolt of lightning. Momma’s other warning: ‘Never sit on strange toilets, or you’ll get the rare toilet disease, that can make you blind and then kill you in a horrible way.’”

            By this time Selma was laughing so hard, she started drying her eyes on the edge of the tablecloth. “Lillian, you didn’t really believe that?" she managed to sputter between laughs.

            “No? I was so dumb I was absolutely positive that I had this rare toilet disease, because I remembered sitting on my friend Joan’s toilet a few days before that. First I was going to go blind, and then I would rot away and die leaving poor Momma to live with my shame.”

            “Lil that’s a riot. Who else but you could think of something as ridiculous as that?”

            “Selma, I don’t know how long I sat in that bathroom crying, before I mustered up the courage to call my mother in. And my god! Momma was something else. The moment she caught sight of my bloody pants in the sink, she turned chalk-white and nearly passed out on me. Here I was absolutely convinced I was dying, and I had to stand there fanning my mother with a bath towel to keep her from fainting. Or worse yet, from screaming for help. I would have died. I really would have died.

            “‘My poor baby,’ Momma moaned. ‘You finally got the curse.’

            “‘The curse! Ma, am I going to die? Tell me.’

            “‘My poor baby. And just a little girl.’

            “‘I won’t play ball anymore, I promise Ma!. Just don’t let me die,’ I cried. “If you take the curse away, I’ll do anything you say. I promise I will!’

            “‘What? Don’t be foolish, Lillian,’ Momma said, regaining some of her composure. ‘All women get the curse.’

            “‘They do? What do you mean? I want to know. What’s the curse?’

            “‘Never mind that now, Lillian. You’ll learn about it later.’ Then she bent down and started searching the bathroom cabinet, handing me a box and a strange elastic contraption. ‘You just take this thing-a-majig, and connect it to that what’s-a-ma-call-it, and you’ll be fine.’

            “With that, Momma made a hasty exit, leaving me alone to figure it out. Not only didn’t I know what the darn things were, I didn’t know what she wanted me to do with them.”

            “That’s incredible,” Selma said in disbelief. “Didn’t your mother ever tell you anything?

            “Are you kidding? Never! I remember sitting on the toilet seat trying to figure the damn contraption out, when uncle Marty started banging on the bathroom door, nearly giving me a stroke. We only had one bathroom in that tiny apartment, so unfortunately Uncle Marty had nowhere else to go.

            “‘Lillian, what are you doing in there?’ he hollered. ‘Are you playing games or something? Hurry up! I’m plotzing out here.’

            “‘I’m coming! Just give me a minute!’

            “‘Lillian, please. Have a heart. I hafta go! You know I was just operated on, so my bladder won’t hold!’

            “‘I’ll be right out!’ I yelled back. Finally at long last I figured it out, while Uncle Marty alternated between pacing the hall and banging on the door. Why, he nearly killed me when I opened the door, and he rushed to get in.

            “By the time I got back to the living room, the whole family was busy eating their chopped liver. That is, everyone except for Uncle Marty who was in the bathroom, and Momma, who was in the kitchen filling platters with food.

            “Grandma was another matter. Seems she was waiting for me, because the moment I walked into that room, she immediately made straight for me with her arms outstretched.

            “‘My little pish-a-ker’s a woman!’ she bellowed, tears of joy starting to trickle down her smiling face. ‘May your cheeks always be this rosy,’ she blessed, grabbing hold of both my cheeks and pinching them so hard that they felt like they were on fire.

            “Right after Grandma’s blessing, my aunts and uncles rose and gave me a standing ovation, while my cousins looked on, mystified. Papa, on the other hand, remained seated with his head bowed, shaking it from side to side as though the world had just come to an end. As for myself, I was so mortified, I wanted to die right there and then. I prayed the Bronx would get hit with an earthquake registering ten on the Richter scale, and that the living room floor would split open and I would be swallowed up into Herman Webster’s apartment below us.”

            “Lillian, you poor kid. I can imagine how embarrassed you must have been. And your grandmother was something else.”

            “Selma, Grandma loved every minute of it. God bless her, she should rest in peace. She never let up. She grabbed hold of my hand and dragged me into the bedroom for her woman-to-woman talk. You would have loved her. She may have been a simple, uneducated European woman, but she was the kindest, sweetest, cuddliest person you’d ever want to know. Every time that woman hugged me, I felt like I was sinking into a huge Jell-O mold.”

            “I don’t remember my grandparents,” Selma said sadly. “They all died when I was very young.”

            “That’s a shame, because you really missed something. Especially if they were like my grandma. I’ll never forget that woman-to-woman talk,” Lillian said, her face lighting up in a soft smile.

            “That bad, huh?”

            “Worse!” she said with a giggle. “Though actually, at the time I was very flattered Grandma now considered me a woman and not a little girl. Up to that point I never realized that my grandma and Don Rickle’s grandmother must have been buddies back in the old country.”

            “‘Lillian,’ Grandma said, as we sat on the edge of the bed together. ‘Now that you’re a woman, you have to be careful.’

            “‘What do you mean, Grandma? Careful of what?’

            “‘Don’t ask me silly questions,’ she answered, trying to sound very serious. ‘Remember I’m talking to you like a grown woman.’

            “‘Thank you, Grandma.’

            “‘You know Lillian? When I was your age, my mother never told me of such things. But times have changed, so I have to be more modern.’

            “‘Grandma, are you going to tell me about the birds and the bees?’

            “‘The birds and the bees? So what do they know? Lillian, this is serious, so listen carefully to me my child.’

            “‘I am Grandma. I am.’

            “‘Lillian, now that you got the curse, all the boys are gonna want to kiss you.’

            “‘Really? How do they know?’ I stupidly asked.

            “‘Boys just know,’ Grandma answered. ‘Yes, my pretty little pussycat. They’re gonna want to kiss you, so you have to be careful or you’ll wind up having a baby.’

            “‘That’s terrible!’ I gasped. I remembered my friend Jinny telling me her mother had to have her belly cut open so her brother could be born. Sel, believe it or not, I swore an oath to myself right there and then that I would never allow a boy to kiss me. After all, I didn’t want to have my belly cut open. No siree. Not me!”

            “Lillian, you ding-a-ling. I can’t believe you were that naïve. I really can’t!”

            “Naïve? No way! Stupid is the right word for it. Besides, up until then I was so busy playing ball with the boys, girl things never came up. Anyway, the best is yet to come. Why, that sweet, adorable grandmother of mine then proceeded to tell me about her facts of life, and I actually thought they were pearls of wisdom and the God’s honest truth.

            “‘Now Lillian, I’m going to tell you some very important things, because I know that you’re smart enough to understand,’ Grandma said, shaking her finger up and down to emphasize her point. ‘Lillian, I want you should make sure that when you start dating, it’s to nice Jewish boys. Everyone knows that Jewish boys make the best husbands.’

            “‘Really?’ I asked, trying to sound smart.

            “‘Certainly! Italian men get their wives pregnant all the time. Then, when she’s schlepping around a bunch of kids, with another in her belly, they run around with other women.’

            “‘That’s terrible, Grandma.’

            “‘If you think that’s bad,’ Grandma went on, ‘The Irish men drink all the time. Why do you think their noses are always so red? It’s from all the alcohol they drink. And after they finish drinking, they go home to fight with their wives.’

            “‘That’s awful!’

            “‘Lillian, you know I wouldn’t lie to you. Don’t you?’

            “‘I know, Grandma. I know.’

            “‘Only Jewish men are circumcised,’ Grandma whispered, looking around the empty bedroom to make sure no one else could overhear her. ‘The others… they’re not. So they get infections and give them to their wives.’

            “‘How do they do that?’

            “Grandma laughed nervously. ‘More silly questions you’re going to ask me? Just believe me—I know! Lillian, you’re from my own flesh and blood, so I know that when the time comes, you’ll marry a nice Jewish boy. Don’t forget what I’m telling you now. I mean it. If he isn’t Jewish you’ll get a disease for sure. And you know what Lillian? Maybe while you’re at it, you can pick out a doctor. Then I wouldn’t have to worry about big doctor bills when I get old.’

            “‘I’ll try Grandma, I really will.’ And deep in my heart I wanted to marry a doctor, just so my grandma wouldn’t have to worry about big doctor bills when she got old.”

            Selma covered her mouth with her napkin to smother her laughter. “Go ahead and laugh, Sel. I really believed her. She sat on that bed with me for almost an hour, telling me dozens of reasons why Jewish boys were so special. My favorite is: ‘Lillian! A Jewish boy is a prince, and when he gets married… his wife he treats like a princess!’”

            “Lillian, that’s great!” Selma roared. “That’s just great!”

            “Selma, do you know how many cold winters I walked around the Bronx, staring at men with red noses and believing they were Irish and drank too much?”

            “You didn’t!” Selma roared again, this time louder than before.

            “You think that’s funny? Why, the only thing I was confused about was why there were so many women with red noses. Then—are you ready for this?—Every time I saw a woman with a bunch of kids, I knew without a doubt that she had to be Italian.”

            “Lillian you kook…”

            Just then Fred snorted and grumped loudly, and the memory drifted away. “Grandma never told me that Prince Charming would sound like this,” Lillian mumbled.

            If it weren’t for Fred’s frequent out-of-town business trips, Lillian knew that she would never have survived all the years of broken and sleepless nights. On those nights that he was away, she would pile on the cold cream and sleep like a corpse. Although she was only thirty-five, she worried about the faint lines she saw under her eyes, even though everyone who knew her said she didn’t look a day over twenty-five.

            Moments later, the alarm clock went off and Fred’s arm shot out to quiet it.

            “Lillian. It’s time to get up!” he announced.

            “I’m up,” she mumbled.

            “Lillian, did you hear me?”

            “I always hear you, Fred.”

            “Good girl!” he said, and sprung out of bed, leaving Lillian bouncing up and down a few times. Then he lifted both window shades, and inhaled deeply. “Great morning!” he declared, and then walked briskly over to his exercise bike in the corner of the room, climbed on, and started pedaling at a furious speed.

            All that energy, Lillian thought. In the morning he jumps around like a goddamn Mexican jumping bean, and at night he acts like a dead lox the minute his head hits the pillow. Well, Grandma was right about one thing at least. I never did get a disease.

            “Lillian!”

            “I’m up Fred! I’m up!”

            “It’s about time. How about getting breakfast ready?” he said, getting off the bike and heading toward the bedroom door.

            “Fred, don’t go yet. I want to talk to you.”

            “Hurry up Lil. I want to shower,” he said impatiently, while jogging in place.

            “Fred honey, what do you say to us both playing hooky from our jobs today? Maybe have breakfast in bed after the girls leave for school, then kind of play around for a while. Kinda like we used to do?”

            “You’ve got to be joking?”

            “No, I’m not joking. I just thought…”

            “Lillian, I wish you’d grow up already. You think of the most irresponsible things,” he said, then turned and walked out of the room without giving her a backward glance.

            Lillian waited until she heard the shower running and Fred start his usual medley of shower songs, before pulling herself out of the crumpled bed.

            “Susan! Stacy! It’s time to get up!” she called out to her nine-year-old twins. “Get a move on or you’ll miss the school bus! And Stacy! Let Oscar out before he makes in the house.”

            The kitchen was a wonderfully bright and cheerful room that Lillian was proud to say she’d wallpapered all by herself. As she walked into it, sunlight streamed through the uncovered window and sliding glass door, lighting up the bold orange and pink flowered paper, making the room look like a hothouse in the Botanical Gardens.

            This morning, like every other weekday morning, Lillian plodded from cabinet to cabinet, refrigerator, to sink, and finally over to the round oak table where she deposited an assortment of dried cereals. Cocoa Puffs for Susan, Raisin Bran for Stacy, and all natural Granola for Fred. Next in her routine was getting their coffee ready. Of course Fred would have nothing to do with the canned variety, so Lillian busily poured coffee beans into the grinder, and winced as the loud grinding and chewing sounds filled the room.

            Just as she finished squeezing their fresh orange juice, the coffee finished perking. She reached over and poured herself a much-needed cup, taking a couple of careful sips, then swallowed down two One-A-Day vitamins with a little orange juice.

            “Mommy, I don’t want a tuna fish sandwich for lunch today,” Stacy announced as she entered the kitchen and took her place at the table. “Can you make me a peanut butter and banana sandwich on white bread, like Eric Williams had yesterday?”

            “Peanut butter and banana? Yuck!” Lillian answered.

            “But Eric let me have half of his yesterday, and I loved it.”

            “I made your lunches last night,” Lillian moaned. “Besides. I don’t have any bananas in the house right now. Maybe next time I go to the store, I’ll pick some up. Now please start your breakfast.”

            “No! I won’t ever eat again!” she threatened, and plopped her chin down on both fists. She was still sitting there sulking, when Susan and Fred walked in.

            “Good morning little ladies,” Fred said cheerfully, making his way over to the breakfast table and sitting down.

            “I won’t eat!” Stacy bellowed.

            “So who cares?” Susan answered. “You’re a fatso anyway!”

            “That’s enough out of you two,” Fred scolded. “Eat your breakfast!”

            Lillian shuffled back to the table with the milk and juice and sat down.

            “Lillian, I don’t know what time I’ll get around to calling you this evening, but I'll try not to make it too late.”

            “Well, what time do you think it’ll be?” she asked softly.

            “I don’t know. What difference does it make? My dinner appointment with J.J. Henderson is scheduled to begin at nine o’clock.”

            “Well, if it gets too late Fred, don’t call,” she said, taking a bite out of her dry melba toast.

            “What do you mean, don’t call? Are you going some place?”

            “I might,” she answered, staring down into her coffee cup.

            “Lil, you’re getting me mad,” he warned. “When you get into one of your moods, you’re impossible to talk to.”

            “I’m not in any mood. I just thought I’d take in a movie with one of the girls. Lately you seem to be out of town so much, that I never get a chance to get out of the house.”

            “And just exactly what are you planning to do with the girls?”

            “I’ll ask Sadie to babysit this evening.”

            “But you know I don’t like the girls being left alone with a babysitter. Especially on a weekday.”

            “That’s ridiculous, and you know it!” she said as she got up, gathered some dishes and headed toward the sink.

            “Oh all right! You win this time. Just make sure you’re home at a reasonable hour. Hear me?”

            “Sure,” she answered, slamming the dishes noisily into the dishwater.

            “I mean it Lil.”

            “I know you do, prince,” she mumbled half under her breath.

            “What did you say?”

            “Nothing, Fred. I was just thinking about something my grandmother once told me.”

            “She was a wonderful woman,” he said, getting up from the table. “Perhaps if you listened to her a little more, you might have learned a thing or two about how an old-fashioned marriage works.”

            “Really? Well, maybe that is the problem!” Lillian barked, slamming the dishwasher door shut. “I listened too well!”

            “Lillian, I don’t know what’s gotten into you this morning, but I can’t wait around, or I’ll miss my plane to Chicago.”

            Lillian turned around to face him. “Sure I can’t tempt you into postponing your trip for a day? I guarantee you’ll enjoy it,” she said softly.

            “Can’t,” he said, as he walked over to her, and planted a noisy kiss on her cheek.

            “Give daddy a kiss, girls. I have to go now,” he said, dismissing Lillian and turning toward his daughters.

            The girls walked over to him and raised their freckled faces for his parting kiss. “Now be good girls, and listen to Mommy.”

            “Bye Fred,” Lillian said with a sigh as she watched him kiss both girls’ cheeks exactly as he had kissed hers.

            “Bye Daddy,” the girls chimed in together.

            “Don’t forget to bring me something,” Susan said, tugging on his sleeve.

            “Me too!” Stacy said. “Don’t forget. And no books this time.”

            “Don’t forget what I said, Lil. I’ll call you tonight.” And with those parting words he grabbed his attaché and headed to the front door where his suitcase awaited him. He left the house, slamming the door behind him.

            “Mommy, why does Daddy have to go away all the time?” Susan asked.

            “Because he has to,” Lillian answered, as she bustled around the kitchen, clearing away the remaining breakfast items.

            “But why, Mommy?” Susan persisted.

            “Because he just has to!” she snapped, as she reached up and placed the cereal boxes back on the cabinet shelf.

            “But why does he have to?”

            Lillian closed the cabinet door and turned back to Susan. “Honey, that’s part of Daddy’s job,” she said, placing her hand against her daughter’s warm cheek and looking down into her sad eyes. “If he doesn’t do what his boss tells him to do, he won’t get paid and we won’t be able to live in this lovely house. Now does that answer your question?”

            “I guess so. But does that mean that Daddy is our boss? He’s always telling us what to do, and if we don’t do it, we don’t get our allowance.”

            Lillian smiled. “Now you got it. He sure is our boss.”

            “Does that mean if you don’t listen to daddy, he won’t give you any money?” Stacy jumped in.

            Lillian burst out laughing as she looked down at her adorable daughters, who matched so well that even their freckles were identical. The twins had luckily inherited Lillian’s jade green eyes, but whereas Lillian’s hair was long and fiery red, the girls’ hair was short and blonde, framing their faces with tiny blonde ringlets.

            “Okay, that’s enough now,” she said, grabbing each one and giving them a big hug and kiss. “Get your books or you’ll miss your bus again.”

            Lillian was waiting for them by the front door when they returned. She handed each their lunch bag, gave them another kiss, and then followed them out the front door just as the bus pulled up to the curb. “Be good girls, and I’ll see you later,” she called out to them as they ran to the bus. She waited until the twins were seated and waved back to her from the window, before she went into the house and closed the door.

            It was quarter to nine when Lillian was finally ready to leave for work. She hesitated after she opened the front door. “Let’s see,” she said aloud, looking back into the quiet house. “Beds are made. Kitchen and bathrooms are clean, and the coffee pot is unplugged. Time to go,” she reassured herself, then turned and left the house.

            Moments later when Lillian reached her beaten-up, old car, she opened her handbag and started rummaging through its contents, trying to find her car keys. “Now where are you,” she mumbled as she continued to shift things back and forth inside her bag. Finally, she dumped the contents of her bag onto the hood of the car, but still being unable to locate the keys, she stuffed everything back into her bag, walked over to the driver’s side and looked through the window. Sure enough, the keys dangled from the ignition. “Oh no!” she moaned, opening up the door. I hope Fred didn’t see this, or I’ll never hear the end of it.

            Just as she was about to climb into the car, she looked back at the house and saw Oscar, her German shepherd, standing by the front steps with his tongue hanging out, his tail wagging furiously.

            “Oh for God sakes!” she muttered. “I forgot to put Oscar back in the house.” It was too late when Lillian remembered to shut the car door, so Oscar immediately seized the opportunity to go for a ride and ran over to the car, jumped in, and calmly seated himself in the passenger seat.

            “Oscar, out!” Lillian demanded, swinging her arm to the side and pointing to the house. Oscar gave her a quick glance, but stubbornly refused to move.

            “Oscar wanna cookie?” Lillian softly asked the drooling dog, trying to coax him out of the car. This time, Oscar, hearing the magic word “cookie”, bolted out of the car and up to the front door, eagerly awaiting his promised treat.

            The dog accounted for, and the house locked up once again, Lillian climbed into her car and headed off to work.

 

 

 

 






  Chapter Two


 

 

            Half an hour later, Lillian’s tires crunched loudly as she pulled her car into the gravel parking lot, in front of the law office of Galucci, Galucci and Schwartz.

            She got out of the car and walked quickly over to the door, turned the knob gently, and tried to quietly slip inside. Selma, who was sitting at the reception desk and typing, looked up but continued typing, then silently mouthed the words “He’s mad!”

            Lillian smiled and shrugged her shoulders in reply.

            “Lillian, is that you?” Mr. Schwartz’s gruff voice called out.

            “Yes, Mr. Schwartz. I’ll be right there.”

            Selma leaned over her typewriter, and whispered, “He’s real mean today. Must have had another fight with his wife.”

            “That’s just what I’m missing today,” Lillian whispered back.

            “Lillian, I’m still waiting,” he bellowed.

            “Coming,” Lillian returned sweetly, heading over to the coffee pot where she proceeded to fill her boss’s special mug, adding milk and an extra large dose of sugar. Lillian hastily proceeded down the fluorescent-lit corridor, past the offices of Galucci Sr., Galucci Jr., and their two secretaries who never looked up from their work, to Mr. Schwartz’s office.

            Abe Schwartz, a small, balding man in his mid-sixties, was seated behind his massive desk, his body framed in the middle of two tall stacks of legal folders piled on his cluttered desk. He leaned forward as she walked in and rested his chin on steepled hands.

            “Aren’t you feeling well?” she inquired, walking over to his desk and placing his coffee mug in front of him.

            He looked up at her without moving, and in a deadly quiet voice asked, “So what’s your excuse this morning, Lillian?”

            “Sorry I’m late, Mr. Schwartz, but when I was getting into my car, I realized I forgot to lock the dog in the house and I had a lot of trouble getting him back in.”

            “You’re always late!” he finally snapped.

            “I really am sorry,” she apologized again, as she reached over and started to straighten the piles of folders on his desk. “But I couldn’t leave him outside. Last time I did that, he chased the mailman through the entire neighborhood. The very next day I got a notice from the postmaster saying they would discontinue my mail delivery if I ever allowed that to happen again. Oscar doesn’t like the mailman, and I know he would do it again if I left him outside,” she explained as she moved from his desk over to the window, where she opened the miniblind to let more light into the room.

            “Will you please sit down!” her boss barked, nodding toward a chair by the side of his desk.

            Lillian walked over to the chair and quickly sat down, clasping her hands together in her lap. But when she looked over at Mr. Schwartz, she noticed he looked tired and drawn. “Are you feeling all right?” she asked softly.

            He stared back at her, trying to form his next words. He really was a gentle man.

            “Did you remember to take your pills?” she asked, leaning toward him with a worried frown.

            “Don’t try to get on my good side, Lillian,” he said, making sure not to smile.

            “Well… did you take your pills?” she asked again.

            “No! I didn’t! And that’s not the issue here.”

            I’m sorry, Mr. Schwartz. Really I am.”

            “Lillian, you’ve been coming in here late every morning for the last five years now. And each time you have another cockamamie story. It’s either the dog got loose, the front door got stuck, and on and on and on.”

            “I know.” She sighed, and stared down at her lap. “It’s not that I intentionally make up these stories, it’s just… well… it’s just that everything I do never seems to go right.”

            Abe Schwartz leaned over his desk and rested his chin on top of his clasped hands while he studied her. “Lillian, Lillian. Don’t I have enough on my mind without you coming in late every day?”

            Lillian continued to stare down at her lap.

            “Lillian, you know I like you and I think you’re a terrific worker. But there are others working in this office, and you make me look bad,” he said, his voice softening to almost a whisper.

            “I know. You’re absolutely right,” she answered, looking meekly back up at him. “Next time I’ll leave the darn dog outside. I guess the mailman can stand to lose a few pounds, so the exercise will probably do him good. Of course, I may have to leave work early occasionally to get my mail from the post office before they close…”

            “Lillian, Lillian,” he repeated, raising his hands to the air and shaking his head in defeat. “I give up,” he said as he smiled. “Somehow or other I can never stay mad at you for too long.”

            Lillian smiled back at him with genuine affection. “All right, now that we have that over with, where did you put your pills?” she asked, slipping to the edge of her seat.

            “I have them here,” he answered, reaching into his pants pocket for the bottle of different colored pills.

            “Do you want me to get you some water?”

            “No. I’ll take them with my coffee.” He poured out four different colored pills and swallowed them down with his now cold coffee.

            “That’s better,” she said, getting up and heading toward the door.

            “Lillian…”

            “Yes?” She turned back around.

            Your husband’s a mighty lucky man to have someone as sweet and caring as you,” he smiled. “Even if you do come in late every day.”

            “Thank you,” she laughed, then walked back to him and took his empty mug. “Did your wife leave for Florida yet?”

            “Yesterday. Why do you think I’m taking the extra pill? My wife goes off for a month’s vacation in Florida, and what does she do? She leaves her mother with me so I won’t get lonely.”

            “You know she’s not doing it for that reason. She’s just worried about your ulcer. Last time she went away, you must have eaten all the wrong food and you wound up in the hospital, almost needing surgery. Now she knows there’s someone at home caring for you, so she won’t have to worry while she’s gone.”

            “Worried? Nonsense! She just wants to drive me crazy. That’s what. Four weeks with that fat, complaining old nag running around the house, and they’re going to put me in a straight jacket!” he declared. He got up, walked to the window and stared out.

            Lillian returned to her seat and silently watched him, as she usually did when he ranted on about his wife and her family.

            “She keeps telling me the same stories over and over again. Then if I want to go out for awhile, she questions me like a little boy,” he said agitatedly.

            “Mr. Schwartz, please try to calm yourself down. If you keep this up you’re definitely going to have another attack. Then if you do, you’ll be forced to stay in bed for a whole week just like the last time. Imagine how your mother-in-law would love that,” she smiled.

            “I’d die first!” he said, walking back to his desk and sitting down again. “On the other hand, that may not be such a good idea since the two of them would probably rush out to spend the insurance money. You know what? Maybe I should cancel the policy,” he said, laughing at his own joke.

            “Feeling better now?” Lillian asked, trying to keep a straight face.

            “Yes I do. But then again, you always make me feel better, my dear.”

            “Good. Now is there anything else I can get you before I go?” She stood up from her chair.

            “No. Nothing else,” he said, loosening his tie and lifting a file off one of his piles. “Wait! I almost forgot. Ken Warren is coming in shortly for his contracts. Would you please get them ready for his signature?”

            “They’re all ready. I finished them on Friday and they’re halfway down the left-hand pile of folders on your desk.”

            With their usual morning discussion at an end, Lillian walked to her small office. It was windowless and drab. Everything in the room was colored in gray. Her desk, the filing cabinets, even the paint on the walls. The only color in the dreary room came from the two framed prints that she had brought from home to brighten the room. One of the prints was a colorful landscape, and the other had a herd of wild horses galloping down a beach and bursting through foaming waves. In one corner of the room stood a Fichus tree that was struggling to survive, and on top of one of the filing cabinets was a straggly plant that had shed half its leaves.

            After entering her office, Lillian walked over to the far corner of the room where an old-fashioned wooden coat rack stood. Whenever she mentioned the old thing, she referred to it as Mr. Scarecrow, because she delighted in dressing it up every morning.

            “And how are you this morning Mr. Scarecrow,” she asked the coat rack while she removed her suit jacket. “Not too good, huh? Well that makes two of us,” she said, draping her jacket around the two protruding poles, then buttoning it up and placing her gloves at the end of each sleeve. Next she slipped her scarf off her neck and draped it around the collar of her jacket, flipping one end over to the back. Then as a final touch, she hung her shoulder bag over one sleeve and stepped back to admire her handiwork.

            “You look wonderful,” she told the coat rack.

            “And so do you,” came a deep, resonant male voice from behind her.

            Lillian swiveled around quickly and found Ken Warren leaning against the doorframe. His handsome, rugged face lit in broad smile.

            “Oh!” she stammered, her face immediately turning scarlet, her heart missing a few beats. “Uh… Mr. Schwartz is waiting for you in his office,” she rushed on.

            “Well, I couldn’t just walk by your office without saying hello, now could I?” he asked, straightening up and sauntering toward Lillian. His smile grew wider, and his flawless white teeth glistened between his sensuously curved lips. With each deliberately slow step he took toward her, Lillian backed up a step until her legs were pressed against her desk and she could go no further.

            “Mr. Schwartz can wait,” he said, standing dangerously close to her.

            Lillian could feel the heat radiating from his well-built body onto hers, and it sent shivers racing up and down her arms, as her face and neck grew warm. Slowly trying to slide sideways away from his closeness, Lillian accidentally bumped into a metal watering can that was resting on the corner of her desk, and sent it clattering to the tile floor. She jumped with the sound of the crash, and her arm automatically swung out to the side, sweeping a large box of paper clips off the desk as well.

            Both Lillian and Ken Warren looked down at the floor at the same time. There, surrounded by hundreds of paper clips were Lillian’s feet, and to her absolute horror, she discovered that she was still wearing her pink bedroom slippers with the furry white poufs on top. Instantly, they both burst out laughing, neither one of them able to stop.

            “Are the two of you having fun in here?” Mr. Schwartz asked as he stood in the doorway glaring at both of them.

            Lillian couldn’t stop laughing. Instead she lifted one leg up and pointed to her slipper. Ken Warren was still smiling, but forced himself to stop laughing out loud.

            “I see you’ve already met my secretary,” Mr. Schwartz said sarcastically. “Maybe when the two of you have finished playing, you would be kind enough to come into my office Mr. Warren, so we can take care of a little business.” With that said, he stormed back into his office and slammed the door shut so hard, that the pictures rattled against Lillian’s wall and threatened to fall off.

            “I’d like to stay and help you, beautiful, but I better get in there now and try to calm him down.”

            “That’s all right,” Lillian smiled. “I can manage. And don’t worry about my boss. His bark is louder than his bite.”

            “I’ll try to stop in later,” he said, winking at her. Then he turned and Lillian watched as his muscular body strode through her door.

            “Phew!” she said, immediately shoving the paper clips into piles with her slippered foot, then reaching down to gather them up. Moments later, after most of the clips had been scooped up, the intercom buzzed.

            “Lillian?”

            “Yes Mr. Schwartz?”

            “Mr. Warren and I are going over to the building site for awhile. I’m not sure if I’ll have time to return to the office. So if I don’t, please remind Mr. Galucci Senior to meet me in front of the courthouse at two-thirty. And please make sure that he brings the Penderson files with him.”

            “Yes, Mr. Schwartz. Oh! Mr. Schwartz! Don’t forget to take your one o’clock pill.”

            “Thank you doctor!” He clicked off.

            Lillian listened as the two men’s voices drifted away, and then heard the front door open and close.

            “Lillian, what happened?” Selma squealed as she burst into her friend’s office.

            “What took you so long?” Lillian asked jokingly. “Even Superman couldn’t have made it in here that fast.”

            “The hell with Superman! What happened? And don’t tell me nothing!”

            “Nothing,” Lillian repeated, trying to look innocent.

            “Lil-li-an… this is Selma you’re talking to, not some schnook!”

            “Sel, they’re liable to come back for something. And if Mr. Schwartz finds you in here gabbing with me, he’ll have a conniption. So please get out of here and I’ll tell you all about it at lunch. Okay?”

            “Oh all right,” Selma reluctantly agreed. “But I’ll be back at noon with our usual Monday lunch, and you better not forget a thing!”

            At exactly twelve o’clock, Lillian sat at her desk, staring at the open door. Just as she expected, Selma rushed in clutching a brown paper bag.

            “You’re three seconds late,” Lillian joked. “What took you so long?”

            “I had to pee,” Selma said, dragging the spare chair over to the desk. Hitching her tight dress all the way up to her thighs, she sat down. “Got us our usual tuna fish and cokes,” she went on as she started pulling sandwiches and cans of soda out from the bag. “Marge is covering the phones for me,” she handed Lillian her sandwich, “so start talking. And don’t you leave anything out, or I'll never forgive you. Just what were you and that gorgeous hunk of a man laughing so hard about?”

            Instead of answering her, Lillian swiveled around in her chair and lifted her feet in the air. “Just these!” she laughed.

            “Lil, only you could do something like that!” Selma chuckled.

            “Well, I’ve been so busy lately, that I don’t know if I’m coming or going. And Fred’s been away so much, that the house is beginning to fall apart, and I don’t know what to fix first.”

            “Never mind about Fred and the house. What are you going to do about Ken Warren? Why, just mentioning that hunk makes me tingle all over. So, Lil?”

            “What do you mean, what am I going to do about Ken Warren? I’m going to do nothing. In case you’ve forgotten, I happen to be a married woman.” Lillian took a bite out of her sandwich and watched her closest friend struggle to chew an overly large mouthful of food. Today Selma was wearing a bold black and pink printed dress that was at least two sizes too small for her oversized body. Her frizzy blonde hair, as usual, had a pencil sticking out from behind each ear. She was pretty, but as methodical as Selma was in applying her makeup, she still managed to look close to her fifty years.

            “I didn’t forget you’re married,” Selma said, finally managing to swallow the mouthful.

            “So what’s the big deal, Sel? The man only asked me out for a business luncheon, or a dinner or two.”

            “Lunch, smunch!” Selma said, taking another large chomp out of her sandwich and speaking with her mouth full. “Lillian, that man hasn’t been falling into your office for months now just to lure you away for a meal.”

            “Selma, not so loud! The other girls will hear you, and it’s not funny.”

            “I’m not trying to be funny. You know Lil, it’s exactly what you need to pull yourself out of your rut. Look at yourself sometime. You don’t even realize how attractive you are. You’re young; you’ve got the most gorgeous face that I’d die for. And your figure is slim and willowy like a model’s. Yet you walk around spouting ‘Fred this and Fred that,’ like he’s king of the hill, and you don’t matter. What you need, dear friend, is to have a glorious affair with that absolutely delicious hunk of a man.”

            “Selma, please!” Lillian pleaded; looking past her to the doorway to make sure no one was close by.

            “Lillian, you’re worried about Margie and Irma overhearing us? My God! Don’t you hear those two squirming in their seats the minute that man walks by their office? Even I can hear their behinds squeaking against their leather seats all the way to my office.”

            “Selma,” Lillian laughed. “You’re something else. I never know what’s going to come out of your mouth.”

            “You want your pickle, Lil?”

            “No, you can have it.”

            “Lil, my love, you’re a fool!” she stated, ignoring the pickle. “Why I’d give my right arm if a man like Ken Warren asked me out, any time, and any day of the week.”

            “Good! You can have him. Next time he comes in, I’ll tell him to ask you out!”

            “Lillian, you’re too old-fashioned for your own good. You have to start getting with it before it’s too late. Besides, you’re always telling me how often Fred is out of town and how bored to death you are. So what’s the harm in it?”

            “You know, I’m beginning to believe you mean it Sel. So let me remind you again, that not only am I a married woman, but I also happen to have a couple of kids.”

            “So you’re married and have a couple of kids,” Selma said, stifling a burp behind her napkin. “That doesn’t mean you have to stop living, kid! Ken Warren’s probably married as well. Most men like him are, and the last thing they’re looking for is an emotional involvement. Lillian, all they’re really looking for is a lot of good old raunchy sex!”

            Lillian burst out laughing. “You’re impossible, Sel. Really impossible.”

            “You can laugh all you want. But I sure as hell wish he had asked me out instead of you.”

            “And I told you, you can have him,” Lillian laughed, and then tucked the last bit of sandwich into her mouth.

            “And I told you that he doesn’t want me honey. He wants you!”

            “Selma,” Lillian said, wiping her mouth and leaning closer to her friend, “Seriously. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t. You’re divorced so it doesn’t matter what you do. I can’t afford to go running around town with the Ken Warrens of the world and possibly have someone I know see me with him. So it’s out of the question, and I don’t want to hear another word about it. You hear me?”

            “Lillian, listen to me. Even when I was married to that son-of-a-bitch Harry, I had a couple of affairs. In fact, it was the only thing that let me survive those terrible years. You know that Harry and I fought like cats and dogs all the time. But for the kids’ sake, I kept that bum around as long as I could. Why, the only thing that slob ever did around the house was eat, sleep, and fart like a machine gun!”

            “Fart like a machine gun,” Lillian giggled. “That’s
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