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Sing me to Sleep
By

Ellis Hoff

Part One: CAROLINE
Chapter One
––––––––

She watched him come up the walk toward her with the same appreciation, the same hunger, she always felt. The sensation was consuming, from the roots of her hair to the bare, tanned toes pressed firmly up against the knotty pine wall, and all points in between. Oh, especially those. The spreading, pulsing heat was no longer foreign to her—the familiarity did nothing, however, to diffuse the intensity or her desire—and flooded her with an anticipation that knew no bounds. None she was aware of.

She watched.

Faded jeans bagging from two day's wear, the worn indigo shirt flapping around him in the breeze, held closed by a single button that threatened to come undone at any moment, exposing the muscular chest that had been her pillow just minutes before. She smiled to herself noting he'd made an attempt at pulling the black curls together at the nape of his neck, but enough of them had been freed by the wind to dance around his face and play with his eyes.

He stopped suddenly, as if held in place by an unseen force, and Caroline leaned closer to the little window to get a better look. As she watched him hold the newspaper up, her heart skipped a beat. He looked so strong to her then, like a statue, with frayed cuffs undone, exposing the beginnings of hard forearms.

Then he shifted his weight from foot-to-foot, and she imagined the way this would look minus the Levis. She should know. It hadn't been long since he'd grudgingly pulled them on. Holed up in the cabin an entire day, and night, she'd finally managed to convince him that it was time they checked in with civilization. Make sure it was still there.

Leaving one bare foot planted, solidly, on gray concrete, he turned away from the cabin, away from her, and Caroline felt breath slipping over her lips and out into the chilled cabin air until, finally, he faced her again. Then, he held the hair out of his eyes and looked at the paper again. Even from this distance, she could see the tension that lined his face.

Something was wrong.

Before he could make the short distance back to the cabin, Caroline donned a loose blanket and let open the door, fighting the wind’s attempt to push her back into the room with it.

“What's wrong?” she called out into swirling fall gusts.

He didn't answer her.

He came in and shut the door hard behind him, never letting go of the paper.

Something was very wrong.

“Mitch, what's wrong?” she asked again, hearing the alarm in her words.

What did she have to be afraid of? As long as Mitch was with her, everything would be all right, wouldn't it?

“Sit down,” he said in a voice she did not recognize. It was mechanical, forced, and a little demanding. She looked at him then, tried to read his face but couldn't. The stoic, dimensionless features he wore, like a mask, were foreign to her. She was all “bells and whistles” at the alarm counter now. Frantic.

“Mitch, please, tell me...”

“Sit down!” he barked the words in a way that seemed to startle them both. Never had he raised his voice to her, or, she to him. Obeying, she sank down onto the edge of the unmade bed; he kneeled beside her, resting his head in her bare lap.

“I'm sorry. I love you. Just remember I love you.”

“I will.” It was true. She would. Always.

“Mitch?”

He handed her the newspaper, still open to the front page.

The pictures registered immediately, two smiling, happy people. She knew both of them.

One was her husband. The other her best friend.

Then, she read the headline over them, and her world came apart.

David Coleman, local business mogul, charged in gruesome death.

And, in slightly smaller print:

DA suspects mistress planned exposing “love triangle”

dashing Coleman's chances at the Booth

“I have to go.”

He nodded, already retrieving clothing strewn about the room.

* * * *

“Mommy! Mommy!”

Caroline braced herself, preparing for the blow of two small male bodies, estimated impact speed of about fifty-miles an hour. Their world was still unchanged. They didn't know.

She was glad. She'd just as soon they never did but, of course, that wasn’t an option. She'd worry about that later. Right now, she just wanted to collect her boys and go...home?

What could she hope to find waiting for her there? A deserted house, dead still but for the blinking light of the security system. Or, worse yet, her only hope of refuge filled with people? Strangers? Going through her house? Tearing through her things?

Suddenly, the prospect of going home seemed cold and uninviting.

As if on cue, a sudden draft filled the big tile foyer of her mother-in-law's house and she shivered. Tears sprang to her tired eyes as the day's events threatened to overwhelm her. Swallow her up. She felt like crying, but was fighting the urge for the sake of her children. Her boys. Hers...and David's.

Tera Coleman shot Caroline a hard look and ushered her from the room with a stern hand. “Go play with Scooter a bit now, boys. Grandma and Mama need to have a talk.”

“Can we give him a snack?” asked Ricky, and Caroline tried a smile. Ricky was fascinated with the way the Coleman's ancient Labrador swallowed up things without an evident chew. Still in a constant state of wonder at four, he relayed the phenomenon to Caroline the last time they were here.

“He don't ebin’ take one bite, Mom. He just sucks it in like a...a vacuum.”

They'd laughed so. Could it have only been a week ago?

“Just one,” Tera answered over her shoulder. Then, “Peter, watch your brother, please. And remember, just one.”

Grandma Tera was strict, but loving when it came to her boys. All three of them, David included, but affection within the Coleman infrastructure was reserved for blood relatives.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Ma’am? Tera's influence, not hers. She sighed audibly and let her mother-in-law guide her into the kitchen, closed off on either side with doors.

“I haven't told them a thing,” Tera confided securing the door behind them.

Ah, Caroline mused with the onset of dread, this was to be a private conversation.
She wasn't sure what to say. How to answer. She sensed that Tera expected gratitude over this simple act of common sense, but could not comply. Of course, Tera wouldn't have told the boys anything, she wouldn't have wanted the responsibility of her grandsons' tears. Questions. More tears. It would have been a trying situation and Caroline was certain her mother-in-law was moved to silence by choice rather than respect. Respect for Caroline's role as the boys' mother. Respect for Caroline as capable adult. Respect in any shape, or form, she'd once so longed for but now, somehow, didn't seem all that...important.
She studied the older woman's face for a moment and thought the lines around her mouth, and across her brow, were deeper than they'd been a week ago. Noticeably so. As always, her resemblance to Caroline's husband was striking.

“Where's David?”

“Downtown. At the county jail.”

“He can't get out? What about bail?”

“Not on the weekend. Not for...this. They won't rule on bail until tomorrow.”

“Have you seen him?”

“Yes, I have. Melanie watched the boys. I spent most of last night with him. We tried to get hold of you...”

“How is he?”

“Not good. Not good at all. Of course, he's innocent. That goes without saying. This is some ridiculous mix-up. It'll be cleared up in a day, or two, but it will kill him at the polls. Martin has already suggested he cut his losses and formally resign the campaign as soon as he gets out. All because of that...girl,” Tera spat the last out, making it sound as ugly as what she hadn't verbalized.

“That friend of yours. I never liked her.”

Rotel.

I liked her, Caroline thought. I liked her a lot. And, now she's dead and...David's in jail.

“What happened?” Caroline asked. “Why was David arrested?”

Tera’s mouth was turned down at the corners and her eyes had an empty quality Caroline had never seen before. Standing in front of the window, with the late afternoon sun streaming in over her, she looked frail and gray. She looked...vulnerable.

Caroline softened. This woman's son was imprisoned. Her life's blood. Certainly, she was going through a gamut of emotions.

Then she spoke, and Caroline realized that, as sad as this woman was, she was not to be pitied. She was Terafina Christina Hartman Coleman, matriarch and leader of the grand Coleman clan. A force to be reckoned with.

“David’s innocent, he’s been...set-up or something, I shouldn't have to tell you that, he needs your support more than anyone’s. David would never get mixed up in something like this.”

“But he is,” Caroline answered, wondering if she had the strength to swallow the lump lodged in her throat. “He's involved and, now, so am I.”

“If you'd been home and not...not wherever it was you were, your husband would have had an alibi and he wouldn't be sitting in that cell right now. I called your mother, Caroline. She never saw you this weekend. I called your sister. She tried covering for you, but it was obvious that she hadn't seen you either. Your cell phone, well, as usual it rolled over to voicemail. Do you want to tell me where your were? I'm sure David would like to know.”

“No.”

“I didn't think so. My poor son is set up by those thugs and you're out doing God only knows—”

“Thugs?”

Caroline watched as Tera Coleman crossed her arms firmly in front and looked at daughter-in-law with obvious impatience and disbelief.

“Who do you think did this horrible thing? My son?” The older woman shook her head, answering her own question before Caroline had a chance to weigh in. “No,” she continued handing Caroline a scenario so... unexpected, and yet so forceful, she could hardly dismiss it despite her lack of information. “David had no part in this other than his threat to Ackerman,” Tera continued with flared nostrils. “You know how worried he's been about this election. Especially since that last poll. David's nearly caught up to his lead.”

“So, what are you saying, Tera? That Ackerman killed Rotel and made it look like David did it? Is that what you're saying?”

“What else could have happened?”

“The paper says there's a message from David on her phone. A threatening message.”

“They're lying.” Tera's tone was just short of hysterical, words pouncing from her lips in hot succession. “They've been backing Ackerman's reelection from the start. You know that.”

Caroline took a deep breath summoning every bit of strength she could reach. Touch. Grab on to.

“I don't know anything, except that my husband is in jail and he's been accused of killing someone close to me after screwing her behind my back for who knows how long. That has nothing to do with me or where I spent my weekend, so we're not going down that path. Not one damned step.

I also know that I’m tired.

I'm taking my sons home. I'll think of what I need to do tomorrow when it gets here. That's what I know, Tera. Nothing more, nothing less.”

Caroline was too weary to be surprised at how easily the words of honest contempt fell from her lips in a place she doubted she'd ever had the nerve to be honest before. She knew how Tera felt about her. She'd played David's game for a decade hoping, at first, to convince this woman, who thought her son had married “low” and made little attempt to disguise it, into coming around and, later, just hoping they could remain civil for the sake of the children.

This thing, this huge, engulfing thing with death, and jail and Tera's assertion of “thugs”, had erased that possibility forever. That and more.

Tera barked up with a fervor that sheered Caroline away from her thoughts.

“I think there's something else you know, and I want to hear you say it.” Tera's eyes narrowed and her mouth turned up, not into a smile, but something resembling a sneer. “You know, as well as I do, that David is innocent. And, you know your place is beside your husband. He needs you, Caroline and, by God, you’d better be there.”

Caroline didn't answer the older woman, instead, waved the demand away with the back of her hand.

Who'd have thought? Simple, gullible little Caroline dismissing the “near regal” Tera Coleman without so much as a word.

The balance of power in the Coleman house was beginning to shift. Caroline could feel it and, even under these grave circumstances, it felt...empowering in a strange sort of way. Strong.

What Tera was saying, under the pretense of command, was that for the first time since knowing her, she needed Caroline.

David needed Caroline.

Ah, to be so needed. It had only taken, what, ten years and a murdered mistress?

“We'll have to get to the courthouse early for the bail hearing,” Tera continued, ignoring Caroline's lack of investment and smooth recovery from a well-subdued flinch. “I'll pick you up at eight. We can leave Melanie with–”

“My mother is coming. She'll watch my sons.”

A twisted smile crept over Tera's lips and settled over her creased face. Stayed put, Caroline thought, as if set in place by invisible metal pins.

While Tera had never cared much for her daughter-in-law, she despised Caroline's mother with an off-handed openness you'd have to be blind or deaf, to miss. Caroline could almost hear the assessment running through the older woman's head.

The woman is uneducated, common and close enough to her daughter to build an alliance of defense against us the one time we need her. She smothers my grandsons with cheap toys and lets them do whatever they want. This could be a problem. An enormous, irritating problem if not handled correctly.

“How...wonderful of your mother to drop everything and come here when we need her. It will work out so much better, her being here.”

“Yes, I'm sure of it,” Caroline answered.

She hadn't yet spoken to Mama about coming, but she was sure of one thing: If Mary Anderson saw the paper this morning she was on her way. The trip from Detroit Lakes to Minneapolis would take three and a half hours. She might already be waiting at the house, Caroline thought allowing herself a moment’s pleasure. The boys would squeal with delight upon seeing her. She wondered if her mother had taken the time to pick up her usual supply of goodies. Under the circumstances, it was a tough call.

“I have to go,” Caroline announced, already in the process of leaving, one hand on the closed kitchen door. “My mother will be tired, and the boys should be getting ready for bed.”

“Of course,” Tera's tone took on a soothing quality that seemed sincere, but contradictory, in the wake of the accusing one she had taken with Caroline just moments before.

“Bitch at me in one breath, kiss my ass in the next” was one of Mama's regular sayings. Appropriate enough here.

What had she been thinking, leaving the boys with Tera for the weekend? God, she had to get out here.

She exited the kitchen, collecting her sons from the patio where a very sick looking yellow lab lay next to an empty bag of “Doggy Eats”.

* * * *

“Mama!”

“Baby Girl!”

“Gramma! Gramma!”

“Petey! Ricky! My big, strong boys.”

Caroline could have added to the noisy, boisterous reunion, “Come give your Grandma Andy a big hug!” but, in a heartbeat, they were all over her mother, she as well. The boys could use a hug from their grandmother. Caroline needed to feel the arms of her mother around her.

“Oh, Mama,” was all Caroline could utter, but it was enough. Mama understood. Her eyes said so. They also said that these boys of theirs needed to be kissed and hugged a few more times by their old Gramma Andy so she could get them into bed with brand new pajamas and promises of the park and, maybe, if they were extra special good, a trip to the Wal-Mart in Buffalo. God, but Mama loved that store.

Mama is here, Caroline thought.

It didn't erase all the horrors of this day, but it did make things bearable. At least, for now. She'd take what she could get.

As she opened the double doors with her key, the familiar smells of her household leapt out into the cold, dark night to meet her. Greet her.

Warn her away.

This house.

Caroline had always thought of it, simply, as “David's” house. It was far too big for them, not to mention pretentious, but her husband, the “up-and-coming junior Senator of Minnesota”, insisted they deserved a home of such magnitude. As always, Caroline had conceded using his confidence as the yardstick to measure this part of her life and did what she could to make the twenty-room house a home. Their home.

Her home.

Oh, right. Her home.

Not even on a bet, she thought, forcing her feet over the threshold, holding the door open behind her as if this was a safe and welcoming haven they could escape into. Away from the day. Away from the grimness, the madness, it belonged to.

Flowers, delivered fresh from Rudolph’s each Monday, were past the stage of wilt and slumped over, fermenting in crystal vases. Normally, this was taken care of by Ethel on her Saturday morning sweep. Obviously, Ethel had not been by this weekend. Maybe she would stay away.

I would if I could, Caroline thought.

Sure, she could play it strong for the boys, but she could also be honest with herself. It was, really, essential rather than optional. And it sucked.

Her life had suddenly become a deep, dark hole she couldn’t crawl out of. Not now, anyway. Who knew about tomorrow? There were so damned many questions.

Answers were harder to come by. As elusive to her as if they didn't exist.

She tried to shake these thoughts from her with a sudden side-to-side head maneuver that did not escape Mama. She felt the older woman's hand on her shoulder.

“Honey,” Mama said, “you...okay?”

If she could have laughed, she would have.

Okay?

Hmmm...let's see. Best friend dead. Husband in jail for best friend's murder. All in all—She was definitely not okay. The chances that she ever would be were looking, well, slim to nil.

Caroline looked over her shoulder. To her mother.

Then, to her boys. Standing patient and unusually quiet at the threshold of what had always been “Home, Sweet Home”. They were waiting on her.

The problems facing her suddenly seemed insignificant as she took in the faces she'd loved for as long as they'd existed. Mismatched thin and round cherub like reminders of where her loyalty, and her strength, were truly needed.

She had to pull things together on her end.

This was, for now, the house she lived in with her sons. What would happen to their father, and what it would do to them, she couldn't know for certain but didn't think that this was the time to assume a passive role. She could, likely, affect the outcome of this end of the tragedy, but it would require more resolve and determination than she thought she could gather under such sudden circumstances. Under these circumstances.

And, yet, what were her choices? Play hard, or play dead? To keep Tera's shouldering grasp at control as far away from what was left of her family as she could, or let herself get sucked into...a complacency that would allow the old woman to drive them even deeper into the heart of this thing?

Not much of a dilemma, she thought, when you put it into perspective. Or, what she thought, considering the lack of details, was perspective.

She would be strong. She would pull this off and, in the process, keep her sons out of reach of the mighty “Coleman” grip. Tera wouldn't make it easy, but Caroline would make it happen.

“We’re home,” she said to her assembled family members still cautiously waiting on the wide concrete slab just outside the little mansion. “And, it’s nearly bed time. I say one cookie, one cup of hot chocolate, and we all go to bed. Who’s with me?”

Caroline hoped both ingredients were in her pantry, and was relieved to discover they were. She listened to their weekend stories about staying at Tera’s, told them she was glad they’d had a good time, and then looked at her mother.

“I’ve got presents,” Mama announced. The boys were on her like flies.

Mama took the boys upstairs and Caroline reached for the light switch of her sitting room. It was the least formal, but most used, room in the house.

She dropped onto the faded plaid sofa catching her head in her hands.

She didn’t want to think about it. Any of it. It was messy and painful and more than she thought she could bear. Warily, she pulled herself up and made her way to the old Singer sewing machine she had converted into a bar. The sturdy console model had been handed down to her from the Anderson side of the family and was, as far as she could tell, the only authentic antique in the house. She ran her fingers over the row of bottles until they rested on one. Jose Cuervo. Straight up. It couldn't hurt.

The tequila burned her mouth and throat, but left a warm, soothing trail behind. One more. Maybe it would help her sleep.

Maybe not.

As hard as she tried to ward them off, images of David and Rotel danced in her head.

David and Rotel.

Impossible, she’d thought as recent as this morning. Even during the long, quiet ride home, she had been unable to accept the story in the papers. It was all so...overwhelming. David. Rotel.

If it was true and, according to what she'd read this morning, there was evidence to indicate that it was, how could she not have known? David was her husband. They weren’t close anymore, but Caroline had loved him once. It seemed so long ago now, alone in the sitting room with a half empty bottle of tequila in one hand and a shot glass in the other.

This was not the way she’d pictured her life ending up ten years ago.

They'd made vows to each other. To take care of each other and love each other.

David was a charmer and Caroline harbored no doubts that women found the wealthy, relatively young politician more than passably attractive. He had a way of wrapping people up in his enthusiasm. Caroline remembered it well. The one woman she always thought immune was Rotel.

Rotel, her best friend.

Rotel with her big brown eyes, thick black hair and razor sharp wit used to cut David’s overly confident demeanor to shreds.

To the rest of the world, David Coleman was a respected, intelligent and caring man headed for big things. To Caroline and Rotel, over margaritas and spilt tears, he was a pompous ass who would, sooner or later, bullshit himself into a corner even he couldn’t get out of.

When Caroline discovered David’s home away from home, a pricey little apartment downtown, Rotel was the one she'd turned to. Rotel was the one who'd gotten her to laugh. To look at things for what they really were. Rotel was the one who gave her a reason to get up in the morning. If not for Rotel, Caroline would have never met Mitch.

Mitch Roar.

A smile crept over her lips and, for the moment, she indulged herself with the memory of the weekend. The smell of his hot skin, the feel of his strong hands. She had wanted him the very first time she'd laid eyes on him. This weekend, she'd gotten her wish.

Then, without reason, without anything they could have anticipated, it was cut short. A razor sharp slice through life that could not be ignored. Buried. A “defining” moment that had done just the opposite, skewing the clear wonder that had met her this morning with a shroud so heavy, so dark, it was all she could do to keep poking around in search of an edge. An escape. The only thing that remained clear to her through all of this was how much she needed him.

“Just remember I love you.”

She hadn't gone out and had an affair to even the score with David. Caroline wasn’t a woman of casual acquaintance, and her relationship with Mitch had come, even to her, as a surprise.

But then, surprises were the order of the day.

Caroline sat back, setting the bottle on the floor and the glass in her lap, allowing remembrance to sidle up against the present.

Rotel had suggested one night last summer that the two of them go out for a little fun while David was out of town under the guise of business. Caroline didn’t get out much unless it had something to do with the “campaign” or Petey’s school. She wasn’t even sure she could find a sitter but, when she'd asked Ethel to recommend someone, the amiable housekeeper had offered to spend the night herself.

With that taken care of, Caroline addressed the dilemma of dress, which, as it turned out, was not a dilemma at all. Not on Rotel's watch, anyway.

“Where are we going?” She’d called to ask Rotel.

“A club. There’s one called Spottie’s over in the warehouse district that’s suppose to be hot.”

“Hot?” Caroline feigned concern though her pulse quickened. “How hot?”

“You’ll like it. Trust me.”

They'd both laughed.

“What are you going to wear?” Rotel demanded.

“I don’t know. I thought I’d ask you.”

“Something short and tight.”

“Okay for you, but–”

“Caroline, listen to me. Short and tight.”

“Short and tight,” Caroline repeated in a subdued mumble as she surveyed her offerings. Not much of what she owned fit that bill. She cradled the portable receiver between chin and shoulder as she ventured into the “cast off” section of her wardrobe. It was a squeezed together little, “set aside as to almost be hidden” department of her closet, and she warmed up as she closed in. Here were wardrobe pieces that David considered inappropriate. For her. Or, pieces she knew he would. Rather than toss them, she'd filed them away for a rainy “David-less” day. And, there'd been more than a few of those lately though, in truth, she'd almost forgotten her stashed apparel booty. Leave it to Rotel.

Sometimes Caroline thought the woman, who'd been a virtual stranger a year ago and as opposite to her as tofu was to prime rib, knew her better than she knew herself. It was Rotel who had dubbed her “passive-aggressive”, though Caroline had countered, a little hotly, with hurt feelings and an urgency to deny. She'd taken a class in Psychology, way back when, and thought the assessment, in laymen's terms, meant “wimpy on the outside, angry on the in”. Rotel had just tossed back her black mane and laughed.

“It is not a bad thing, Caro,” she'd said. “It means you say 'yes' when you mean 'no', but, then, you do 'no'. You do what you want without making waves and everyone lets you because...you do it so well. You are an actress, I think. And, a good one. Oh, if only I could be a bit more like you. I am the bull who charges first and thinks later.”

Caroline had digested the implication of her new friend's assessment for days and had concluded that, perhaps, Rotel should have been teaching that class she'd taken at the University. She was right. Dead on.

Though things in her life weren't exactly the way she'd dreamed they'd be, she, more often than not, won the little battles. Won them by slipping them in under the door and no one seemed the wiser.

She yanked out a box and dragged it into the “mainstream” closet area where its contents had once resided in unabashed harmony with wool slacks and cashmere sweaters. “I might have something,” she said when she remembered Rotel was still on the line and why she was going to this trouble.

Trouble? Ha! Hardly.

As the flaps came apart, Caroline was met by old friends. Denim mini-skirts and faded concert t-shirts.

“Now you’re catching on,” Rotel confirmed in her throaty female baritone. “I’m certain, Mrs. Coleman, that you have something in that mammoth closet of yours that meets these specifications. If not, I’m sure I can find something in mine.”

Visions of primary colors, worn so beautifully against Rotel’s olive complexion, adorned with feathers and sequins, came to mind and Caroline agreed to dig deep.

Short and tight. Well, maybe...

She managed to find a cute little strapless number she’d worn only once. It was in Hawaii last year during that pathetic sham of a second honeymoon of which their exotic little get-a-way could be broken down like this: two hours alone with wife, seven days in the company of business associates. So, she was a “write off”?

It sure felt that way.

The dress was short and snug enough to make her a little wary and, hopefully, Rotel happy. It’s soft canary yellow played up her own gold coloring, remnants of a mild tan she’d achieved from teaching the boys to swim that summer. It was a warm August day, but they were predicting rain, so she'd tried it on with a worn jean jacket tucked away at the bottom of the box.

Perfect, she thought. She looked young. Campy. This was exactly the kind of thing she used to wear before she became Mrs. David Coleman.

Tonight, she vowed to the woman smiling back in the full-length mirror, she would be Caroline. The old Caroline. The one who laughed and danced.

That night changed her life in a way she could never have foreseen.

As they walked from the street where Rotel left her black Mercedes, Caroline was engulfed by waves of apprehension. People were watching the two of them in a way that made her...uncomfortable. A car full of young men, probably in their early twenties, pulled up beside them and offered to take them to a party. Rotel flirted back, shamelessly, before waiving them off. Caroline pulled her aside when they'd gone.

“I don’t know about this, Rotel.”

“Don’t know about what?” Rotel asked, pulling a pack of cigarettes from her purse and offering them to Caroline before wedging a Marlboro between her own wet, red lips.

Caroline stared at the club's entrance in alarm. A long green awning with “SPOTTIE’S” in gold lettering welcomed drones of young club goers.

Suddenly, her dress felt too short. She didn’t feel anything like the old Caroline. She felt like a thirty-four-year-old woman trying to pass herself off as something she could never be again.

Rotel would have no part of it.

“We’re going in there if I have to drag your cute little ass in myself. I said I was going to show you a good time, and I am.” Rotel threw an arm over Caroline’s shoulders and continued toward the club. Caroline sulked along uncertain, but unwilling to oppose her friend. She was still filled with doubts, though, and couldn’t keep them from spilling out.

“What if...what if someone asks me to dance? Or-or tries to buy me a drink?”

“What if someone doesn’t? Then, we worry. But honesty, Caroline, I don’t think we'll have to. You are hot.”

“I am not.”

“Oh, yeah? We’ll see.”

“What if someone sees me? You know, recognizes me and tells David?”

Rotel came to a sudden halt then, grabbing Caroline firmly by the shoulders. “Caroline, what do you think David’s doing right now? Do you think he’s hard at work, or fast asleep, in his lonely hotel room? Do you?”

What were the chances of that? David worked hard, but never too hard. Never one to retire before midnight, always bragging about his high energy level. More so now, Caroline guessed, to disguise the fact he’d hit forty next year.

If he had retired to his hotel room, she doubted he was lonely.

“I -I don’t know.”

“Bullshit! He’s out partying, and you know it.”

“God, Rotel, I’m not you. Everything isn’t so black and white with me. He’s still my husband, you know.”

“He’s a pig.”

“Rotel!”Caroline tried to be offended by the remark, but it didn’t feel right. Surprised was more like it, though how she could still be surprised by anything her friend said was remarkable in itself.

“Can we please, please go through that door and refrain from talking about the fine, upstanding Mr. Coleman?” It was more a demand than a plea, and Caroline’s anxiousness gave way to relief. They weren’t going to reopen the old wounds her husband left her with every time he went out of town.

Together they resumed their original path and walked through the door of SPOTTIE'S.

It was loud. Smoky and-

-exciting.

Fascinating. Patrons crowded against each other in that oddly intimate way that Caroline seemed to recall from the recesses of her memory. Rotel grabbed her hand and pulled her behind in the wake she made through the mob. Near the dance floor, she paused, so suddenly Caroline bumped into her, spotting a table with two men and one empty chair. Caroline cringed as she heard Rotel shout above the music.

“Is this chair taken?”

Two handsome heads, dark-tresses and remarkably similar, shook back and forth simultaneously. Almost hypnotically.

“Mind if my friend sits here?”

More shaking.

The men assessed the hem of her dress. She was just this side of frantic but Rotel strong-armed her onto the high stool over any possibility of objections.

Caroline felt awkward, at a loss for words. She turned her face so only Rotel could see it and gave her friend the “evil eye”. Rotel, in her own unique version of response, threw back her head and laughed.

Introductions were made and Rotel asked the less handsome of the two men onto the dance floor. He obliged with swarthy enthusiasm. Caroline knew her friend's intent was generosity, leaving her in the company of the more handsome and, she supposed, desirable of the two.

As Caroline listened to “Rob” rattle on about his lucrative career in pension investments, she began tapping her foot to the music. She didn’t even realize she was doing it at first but as the intensity of the singer’s throaty sound grew, the table began to rock, drinks threatened to spill over, and she looked around for the earthquake. When she realized it was her body that was causing the commotion, she stopped. Looking up, she could see that Rob had figured it out, too. Her entire frame tightened as her cheeks warmed to a flush. She felt so...silly. Ridiculous and out of place.

“Sorry. I guess I got a little...carried away.”

“That’s all right, Car-o-line.”

The way he said her name sent chills up her spine. Breathy and drawn out, it made her feel a little like...prey. He reached over and put a cold hand over hers.

“Do you want to dance?”

“No!” she said, a little too quickly, pulling her hand back as if it had been pinched. Rob’s eyes shot away, his mouth dropped, and Caroline thought that she had now managed to embarrass him as well. Apparently, she was on a streak.

Trying to console, and maintain her physical distance from this man, Caroline did the only thing she could think of to make both happen: Lie.

“My ankle,” she shouted out over the music and shrugged. “I broke it and I, ah, have to be careful.” Yes. Careful. She tried a second, more innocent, shrug. “Sorry.”

The song ended and Rotel and her dance partner, Bob or Todd—Caroline couldn’t remember and doubted Rotel cared—came back to the table.

“So, how’s it going?” She asked Caroline, moving her eyebrows up and down in some kind of an all-knowing, suggestive gesture that Caroline ignored. A tight little smile was her only reply.

“Great music, huh?”

“Great.”

“What about that singer?”

“He’s good.” Caroline was relieved Rob had retreated from any attempt to touch her hand, turning all of his attention to a busty woman with a rose tattoo buried so deeply into her cleavage it was in danger of being swallowed up completely by the big, fleshy mounds of her breasts.

“He’s gorgeous.” Rotel licked her lips as she watched him move off the stage with open appreciation. “How’d you like to get your hands on something like that?”

Rotel’s direct speech teetered on the edge of distaste from time-to-time. This had all the markings of one of those times. The funny thing was, Caroline found herself thinking the very thing her friend was saying, and it made her stir uncomfortably on the stool. As he walked across the room in a casual, uninhibited strut, Caroline’s eyes joined the several pairs drawn to him.

Rob had turned his attention back to her and was mumbling something, but she couldn’t understand him. Hear him. Every thinking part of her was captive to the stranger. She could not take her eyes from him.

It wasn’t until he disappeared with the band members that Caroline was able to rejoin the rest of the world and catch her breath. Somehow, she had forgotten to breathe.

“...over at the Linden Towers. There’s still time to stop and get something to drink. I have some primo blow, if anyone's interested.”

Caroline was anything but interested. In fact, the slight nasal quality of this man’s voice was wearing her patience thinner than the flap of dark hair he'd neatly combed over the beginning of a seriously receding hairline.

And “primo”? Oh, please. Hadn't that slip-shod adjective gone out with nineties?

She didn’t want to go anywhere. She wanted to wait right here for the singer to come back and the band to strike up. Caroline had been out of the loop for some time, and wasn’t sure how to handle Rob, so she just blurted out the first thing that came to her.

“I’m married. I can’t go anywhere with you.”

Rob had a confused look on his face. Nobody said anything then, and Caroline felt foolish until Rotel seized the situation, putting things to rest as only she could.

“That’s something the two of you have in common, isn’t it, Rob?”

“What?” The confused look never left him. It was joined, though, by tight lines stretching across his forehead and on either side of his mouth.

She’s right, thought Caroline, he’s married. He doesn’t lie well, either. Not like David.

“Marriage,” Rotel answered so casually it bit what was left of Caroline's calm in two. This could be uncomfortable. “You are married, aren’t you, Rob?”

He was going to deny it—it was on the tip of his tongue to lie this thing out—but something about Rotel’s approach, her direct and confident presumption, unarmed the Saturday night playboy. Sheepishly, he confessed with a nod. It was an awkward moment for all of them except, of course, Rotel.

The two men exchanged a few nervous glances before making their exit. They were civil enough not to make a scene, and Caroline found herself laughing with Rotel at their backs.

“How on earth did you know he was married? I looked at his ring finger and there wasn’t even an indent.”

“Easy. He was in hurry to get out of here, to somewhere more 'private'. His friend tried the same thing with me. They move too fast. They’re on a timetable. They have to meet someone, pick her up, screw her brains out and be home by two so 'wifey' will believe he closed down the bar with his buddies and came straight back to her bed.”

“Amazing.”

Rotel half smiled and shrugged.

Caroline was immediately reminded of her husband. As in every other aspect of his life, she assumed he was successful at whisking away women without the difficulties Rob had encountered with her. Were the women he convinced to leave with him worldly enough, like Rotel, to know the score and accept the fact that he was a married man cheating on his wife? Or, were they innocents who believed whatever lies he told them because he was handsome and personable and made them feel like they were the only one he cared about? Was there a string of broken hearts across the state of Minnesota with the name “David” etched in scar tissue?

Maybe. Probably.

She had to put a stop to the joke their life had become. It would be difficult, with the boys, and it would be painful. These were two things Caroline had been careful to avoid for a very long time. In all honesty, it wasn’t just David’s fault that things had gotten so out of hand. She could have stepped in and stopped it at any time.

“I have to go to ladies room. Back in a sec.”

Rotel’s booming voice brought Caroline back to reality. The present, anyway. An odd place, an odd night and, even, odder feelings stirred within her for the first time in such a very long time. She watched her friend’s sexy walk and wished she had one-tenth the confidence Rotel had.

The club was playing recorded music during the band’s break and she immediately recognized the song Let’s Do Things to Each Other by one of her favorite R&B artists, Mick Sterling and the Stud Brothers. Again, the foot tapped, but this time she was aware of it, kept it under control.

“Enjoying yourself?” A deep, scratchy male voice came up from behind her so close, so intimate, she could feel the words on the bare skin of her open back. She turned, and her reply caught in her throat.

It was him. The singer.

Don’t be a silly schoolgirl, a little voice chided her. He’s just a guy who's asked you a simple question. You could...answer him.

She didn’t trust her voice, so she nodded. A rambling “yes, she was enjoying herself, nice of him to ask” nod that seemed to set the wobbly underneath of limbs and torso into a slow motioned tow that pulled her closer to him. Trying to grasp a little control, make her attention seem casual, she put a couple of fingers under her chin and bent down to rest her elbow on the table. This was not a casual gesture she was used to making, and it became painfully apparent when her elbow hit the table’s edge and she winced while pulling it in.

“Mind if I sit down?” he asked, as if this seat, the one previously occupied by the “married” Rob, was a hot ticket. 

It was getting hotter, she thought, by the moment.

“N-no.”

He pulled the stool closer to hers and climbed on.

Next to her like this, she could see that he wasn’t a tall man, but his body was hard, and muscled and had a presence so commanding she could not adequately describe the way it made her feel. He had changed from the white shirt he wore in the first set to a denim blazer and, beneath it, a tapestry vest. Black hair spread thickly across the exposed upper part of his wide chest, narrowing into a deep divide in the center where it thickened into a solid line. She managed, somehow, to look into his face.

His crowning glory was a head of long, black curls, some of which reached below the wide arc of his shoulders. Others were almost independent of the black mass and framed his face. It was a face that, under a more objective eye, might have seemed less than handsome. The nose was large, the eyes small and the jaw a little too wide but, somehow, the pieces fit together and the effect was striking. Rugged.

Then, he smiled.

Beautiful white teeth rearranged the features. Long lined dimples appeared on both sides of his mouth and his dark eyes picked up the dim light of the club seeming, almost, to dance along with it.

“I'm Mitch.” He extended a hand.

Caroline hesitated a moment. “Caroline.”

What a comeback.

His hand was warmer than Rob’s had been. He didn’t really shake it, he just...held it.

“Well, Caroline, what brings you here?”

“Me? Ah, well, I just...my friend brought me here.”

“Boyfriend?”

“No!” She relaxed enough to laugh at what she knew was too eager a reply. “Rotel. My best friend. It was her idea.”

“I should thank her.”

“Thank her?”

“For bringing you here.”

It's a line. He probably says it a dozen times a night, the logical part of her brain told her.

I don’t care, the rest of her said in response. She ignored the logical part and stared into the almost black eyes of the man.

How did you answer a statement like that? She couldn't find the words, so she didn’t.

“Let's dance.”

“How...” The band wasn’t playing anymore. Besides, he was part of the band. The best part, in her estimation.

He’s just teasing you, sounded off the brainy, caretaking side.

He disconnected himself from the stool with ease and walked up to the sound booth. A moment later, Into the Mystic was cranked up on the speakers. Making his way back to her, he seemed completely unaware of the lusty gazes following him. With a single, firm gesture, he pulled her from her stool and led her onto the empty dance floor.

“I-I can’t-”

“Yes, you can, Caroline,” he answered her protests by pulling her close and moving her body to the slow, firm rhythm of his.

Yes I can, came a thought from some foreign part, the non-logical part, of her brain. A thought so forceful, it completely shut off the logical part. She closed her eyes and let him hold her. Close. His scent fell easily onto her, a natural musk-like aroma that was strangely enticing and—without realizing she was doing it—she reached up to touch some of the curls on his back. He rubbed his stubbled chin against the soft underside of her jaw line in response. For this moment, there was no one else in the world. Just her and...this stranger.

When the dance was almost over, he whispered into her ear, “Do you like lilacs, Caroline?”

Surprised, she pulled back a little and answered, “Yes. Yes, I love them. Why do you ask?”

“I can smell them in your hair.”

He pulled her against him then. Closer. Tighter. It was like they were made to dance together. Their bodies a perfect fit, moving so easily, so honestly, to the music. David, not much of a dancer, was too tall. She'd always had to stretch unnaturally to accommodate his height the few times they'd actually danced. Caroline loved to dance and, yet, couldn't remember the last time she had.

When the music stopped, she was reminded that they were not alone. Surrounding patrons applauded as they ducked out of the spotlight and back to the table.

“Can you stay, Caroline? We finish playing at twelve-thirty.”

“I-I don’t know. Why?”

He didn’t answer her with words. That beautiful smile flashed across his face and a warm sensation rushed through her body. Suddenly, and without warning, he grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her to him, his hands sliding up into her hair, his mouth covering hers.

And she was...far, far away. A nice place. A place she was in no hurry to leave.

Then she heard it. The sound of a spell breaking wide open.

“Mrs. Coleman!”

She pulled away from the kiss and turned to the sound of her name. To a man she did not recognize less than ten feet away. He was holding a video camera and it appeared to be rolling. Magic slipped away from her like dancing shards of glass. In a split second, she had become Mrs. David Coleman again, wife of the favored young senatorial candidate, caught in a very compromising position.

“Stop it!” She held her hand out to ward off the filming. The room spun around her as she searched the crowd for Rotel. Her friend, instantly, appeared next to her.

“We’ve got to get out of here!” Caroline was so fiercely adamant that Rotel, for once, made no attempt to argue.

“Some guy just got me on tape with—” She looked for Mitch and caught his wide back disappearing into the sea of curious onlookers. The man with the camera was gone now, as well.

“Shit!” Was Rotel’s only reply. She grabbed Caroline’s arm and the two of them made their way through the crowd and out the door.

And, that was that.

Rotel took Caroline home and tried to console her. Despite the comforting words, Caroline was sick with thoughts of seeing the shameless display on “The Daily Show”, her name plastered all over gossip columns in the local rags. David would be furious, true, but not nearly as furious as she was with herself. What could she have been thinking? Was she so starved for affection, attention, that she'd thrown herself into the arms of the first man who'd shown her a little? He was just a man, after all. For a disastrous, fleeting moment he had seemed more, but it was just her mind playing tricks on her. She could see things more clearly now in the artificial light of her newly redone European kitchen. And, when the shit hit the fan, and the two of them had been caught on camera, Mitch fled like a coward leaving her alone to face the awful music.

God, she was a fool, she admonished herself as she showered that night, washing away the smell of smoke and stranger.

She woke the next morning feeling strangely content.

Then she remembered the man with the camera and dread washed over her like a hot, heavy rain. She went downstairs and picked up the paper expecting to see a still frame of last night’s escapade.

Nothing.

She tore it apart searching for the story but...it wasn't there. Maybe it missed deadline, she thought. That was probably it.

She left the local news channel on all morning and was, again, surprised. Pleasantly.

There wasn’t even a mention of her or, for the first time in ages, David.

She wasn’t sure just what was going on but, whatever it was, she was grateful. Relieved. When David called later that afternoon to say he was staying over another day, he made no mention of it. If David, and his overpaid political advisors, didn’t know about it, well then, nobody did.

Except, somebody did. The most conservative, and hopeful, estimate was four some bodies, all of whom were, it appeared, keeping their mouths shut. No problem on her end but...

...it was just so strange.

As she was sitting down with the boys to a casual dinner in the kitchen that evening, the doorbell rang. When she got to the door, she found a large package on the front steps. Other than the word “Caroline” in big, black letters, there were no markings. She brought the box to the mail table in the foyer and attacked the taped bindings with a pair of scissors. When she lifted the top flaps, a familiar aroma immediately greeted her. She reached inside and pulled out a huge bouquet of lilacs. They were the dark, oriental ones, upright in a plastic bucket that had once contained ice cream.

What in the world?

She looked in the box and found a smaller package; a note attached.

This is the only copy. It's yours.

I’m singing at a club over in Stillwater called Tommy's all next week.
Enjoy the lilacs.
Mitch

She folded up the note and stuck it into the pocket of her shorts, then opened the package to find a memory card like the one that fit her own camera.

She had no control over the smile that formed on her lips.

Where, on earth, did he find lilacs in August? Was her only thought.

The memory faded and Caroline came, grudgingly, back to reality. She replaced the bottle and brought the empty glass into the kitchen. She could hear the sounds of her children upstairs. Her boys. Hers and David’s. The need for sleep was suddenly overwhelming and she climbed the curved staircase like a tired, old woman.

“Good night, my darlings,” she whispered as she kissed the two of them, both tucked securely into Ricky’s bed. Small, strong arms slipped out from under the Spiderman comforter, dragging her onto the bed. As tired as she was, she had the energy to send them off, lovingly, into their dreams.

“When does Daddy get home?” Petey asked.

He looked troubled.

A sensitive child, she reminded herself. As well as she'd tried hiding today’s troubles from him, he’d probably sensed something was wrong as she had this morning.

“Soon, Sweetie.” She kissed him again.

Ricky was already in the first, onset, stage of sweet childhood slumber. Her “piece of cake” kid. She so wanted to give both of them a “piece of cake” childhood. What she wanted seemed light years away.

She got up and switched off their light.

“Caroline?”

Mama. She appeared in the hall with her old flannel robe and new satin slippers, most likely from a recent Wal-Mart trip. “Need to talk?”

She did, but not now. Now, she needed sleep. Maybe in her dreams she could find answers to some of her questions. If not, she could at least escape for a few hours.

“In the morning, Mama. I’m going to bed.”
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