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These Dreams

 


Elliott Warden sat on the bar stool
reserved for him by his sister, Emma Hastings, the proprietor of
Johnny Dubs. The bar-turned-club once again hosted its most famous
band, Morning Cloak, a country quartet led by singer and guitarist
Toni Cullen.

“What the hell is she
wearing?” Elliott asked aloud. The tall, leggy Toni, with her
brown, boyishly short hair, wore an uncharacteristically
ostentatious country outfit. Its white blouse had a plunging
neckline and was ribbed with gold chains of shiny fabric while its
tight, sparkling pants were solid gold in color and possessed
matching tassels running down their hems. She also wore gold,
four-inch heels. Suddenly cognizant that Toni lingered in a bizarre
trance, Elliott said, “Something’s wrong.”

Elliott noticed that Toni’s makeup was
far too brazen for the downhome girl next door. Her lipstick and
eyeshadow were gold and glittery.

“Toni!” Elliott beckoned.
She sat on a wooden stool and remained motionless. Toni did not
have her guitar but instead held a microphone that rested atop her
right thigh. Sliding off the bar stool, Elliott attempted to
approach her and repeatedly called, “Toni!”

Toni did not move or acknowledge
Elliott. Maneuvering through tables and chairs, he eventually
arrived on the dance floor. A stream of unending patrons flowed
past him and, despite his desperate efforts, hindered his progress
towards Toni. After what seemed an eternity, Elliott arrived in
front of her, he on the dance floor and she above him on the
stage.

“Toni!” Elliott shouted.
She started and looked to Elliott in puzzlement. An initial glimmer
of recognition exploded into a vibrant smile.

“Elliott,” Toni greeted him
melodically.

“You never told me why you
call it Morning Cloak,” Elliott said to Toni. He surprised himself
with the inquiry as he had never once pondered the origin of the
band’s name.

“Call what Morning Cloak?”
queried Toni as if genuinely ignorant of her band’s
name.

“Your
band,” Elliott replied. The glimmer of
recognition returned followed again by the beaming grin.

“Do you really wanna
know?” asked Toni coyly.

“Yeah,” Elliott replied emphatically.

A stage light flashed in Elliott’s
eyes and he averted them. When he returned his gaze to the stool,
Toni was gone. The light blinded him again and, when he recovered
his sight, it was now her fiancée Bobby sitting on the stool. He
launched himself from it with a horrid scowl and hurled a fist at
Elliott’s face.

******

The distant “pop” of a gunshot jolted
Elliott from sleep. He attempted to rise from his bed but realized
someone clung to him and prevented him from escape. Glancing down,
Elliott saw that Nora held him tightly despite being ensconced in
slumber.

“Oh, yeah,” Elliott
thought, “this happened.”

Two more “pops” echoed in the
distance. A frustrated Elliott sighed.

“Damn Taylor-tuckians,”
Elliott whispered in complaint, “always shootin’ their damn guns on
New Year’s Eve.”

Elliott relaxed his body and laid back
down. All he remembered of his dream was Toni’s presence in it. His
guilt burgeoned and he felt as if he was unfaithful to both Toni
and Nora. He repressed it.

“She was never yours,”
Elliott reasoned as he saw Toni in his mind. Surrendering her with
considerable angst, he looked on Nora’s comely face and said, “And
she wasn’t yours until now.”

Elliott’s pain eased when he wrapped
an affectionate arm around Nora’s shoulders. The
twenty-three-year-old stirred slightly, readjusted her grip on him
and cuddled into his body.

Remembrances trickled into Elliott’s
mind: Nora’s adorable face peeking out from behind the white shower
curtain, the endless moment in time before their naked bodies
pressed into one another and the way she began gently lathering his
chest. She meticulously and lovingly washed away the grime and odor
from his body and his spirit. Elliott shivered.

“Helluva way to start
1986,” Elliott said to himself as the fresh memories of their tryst
percolated in his head. Though not a virgin, Nora was deferential
and her lovemaking was timid. Elliott recognized her inexperience
and, while leading their sexual dance, he remained tender and
gentle. Disentangling from his regenerating libido, he admonished
himself, “Just let ‘er sleep.”

Elliott remembered the
moment Nora began disrobing. Sans
clothing, she led him upstairs to his bedroom
but, to his surprise, he could not look at her nakedness. Elliott
instead stood in the bedroom doorway as Nora proceeded to the
telephone, sat on the bed facing away from him and dialed a
number.

“Luke, it’s Nora,” Nora
said bluntly. She glanced over her shoulder at Elliott and then
instructed Luke firmly, “Get Emma.”

From his vantage point in the doorway,
Elliott could only see Nora’s bare, slender back as she spoke on
the telephone. Her body sank low enough on the mattress that the
messy covers concealed her buttocks. Elliott heard Emma’s voice as
if she stood in the room.

“Is he okay?” blurted
Emma. The commotion of New Year’s Eve preparations at Johnny Dubs
traveled on the heels of her words.

“He’s in pretty rough
shape,” Nora said gravely. She glanced at Elliott again and gave
him a muted grin, declaring with burgeoning hope, “But he’s gonna
be just fine.”

“I’m coming over there,”
insisted Emma.

“I got it, Em,” Nora
replied confidently. Heartened by her rally to his aid, Elliott
smiled as she asserted, “I’m gonna stay with him
tonight.”

“Nora, I-,” began Emma
with skepticism.

“I’m gonna stay with him
as long as he needs me to,” Nora interrupted her. Emma
paused.

“Are you sure that’s a
good idea?” asked Emma in a hushed tone.

“Do you have a better
one?” Nora countered astutely. Emma paused again.

“Take care of my big
brother,” pleaded Emma with a disjointed inhale that signaled her
worry. Elliott, as sleep overcame him, heard Nora’s final words in
his head.

“I will,” Nora confirmed.
She added resolutely, “Remember, I’m one
of you now.”

******

Passing like the proverbial ships in
the night, Elliott drifted into sleep while Nora emerged from it.
Her head lay on his chest; she lifted it briefly, confirmed that
Elliott slept and again rested it on him. Nora heard each beat of
his heart and felt his warm breath tussling her hair. The rhythm
nudged her back to sleep and into a dream.

“Where am I?” Nora asked
as her consciousness faded and the dream became her reality. She
found herself on Bart’s parents’ boat with the motor burbling in
the water and the watercraft slowly moving forward. The sun rose in
the East but struggled to penetrate the heavy fog.

“Bart?” Nora said when she
glanced to her right. Her former boyfriend sat emotionless in the
passenger seat while she stood in front of the captain’s chair and
steered the boat. Nora panicked and implored him, “Bart! Help
me!”

Bart ignored her, the young man
seemingly in a trance. She maintained her grip on the wheel despite
her trembling hands.

“Bart! Please! Help me!” Nora yelled. She
scanned the fog with her eyes but could discern nothing, begging,
“I can’t see anything out here. What do I do?!”

Bart remained inert and mute. Nora
looked anxiously around her and, noticing the shifting levers, she
attempted to pull back on the throttle. The motor idled but the
boat continued to move forward. Nora shifted it into full reverse
but nothing happened.

“You have to go forward,”
droned Bart as the boat continued in that direction and sliced
through the fog.

“What?” Nora asked.
Anxiety-ridden, she demanded, “Why, Bart? Why do I have to go
forward?”

Bart did not answer. Arising in the
distance, a rumbling sound washed over the boat. Moments later,
with the rumbling intensifying, a shadowy bridge appeared in the
fog and seemed to pass over the waterway on which they
travelled.

“Bart! Bart, look,” Nora
pleaded as she motioned towards the looming bridge. The rumbling
noise became louder and clearer and Nora recognized it as an
approaching train. Its whistle abruptly screeched through muggy
air.

Nora’s dream ended.

******

“What the hell was that?!”
Elliott asked after he and Nora jumped into sitting positions on
his bed. An air horn again sounded several parking lots away and
was followed by excited shouts. Elliott flopped back onto the
mattress and griped, “Idiots.”

“They’re just having fun,”
replied a sleepy Nora as the memory of her dream and the distress
she felt within it evaporated. She snuggled into Elliott, the
warmth of his body and the touch of his skin calming her, and said
through a yawn, “It is New Year’s Eve.”

Elliott reached to the bedside table
and turned the digital clock towards them. It read “3:30
am”.

“Not anymore,” Elliott
countered.

“Oh, wow,” commented Nora.
The couple’s amorous encounter ended before midnight and they slept
through the arrival of 1986. She shivered as she considered the
early morning temperature and said, “They’ve gotta be freezing.
Isn’t it, like, in the teens tonight?”

“Yep, but I doubt they’re
feelin’ it,” Elliott muttered as he readjusted the covers to engulf
both he and Nora and pulled her closer. She slid her knee up
Elliott’s thigh and, continuing upward, inadvertently nudged his
erection. The contact paralyzed them both; their first dalliance
was an emotional surrender but now they faced a less desperate
decision. Nora forced herself to speak.

“Do you, like, wanna?”
queried Nora sheepishly. The comfort and safety she felt with
Elliott disappeared when the prospect of sex arose. She bit her
lip.

“Yeah, I, like, wanna,”
Elliott answered with a smirk. Nora playfully smacked his arm.
Swiftly maneuvering from underneath her, he engulfed her with his
body. She screamed and laughed.

“Hey!” objected Nora.
Elliott went nose-to-nose with her and his countenance became
serious.

“But the real question is:
do you wanna?”
Elliott queried. Nora blushed and wilted under his
attention.

“You’re so weird,” said
Nora with a grin. She paused when he did not smile in return,
pondered her words and then added, “I didn’t mean that. You’re just
. . . different than most guys.”

Nora’s assertion tweaked Elliott’s ego
and he studied her face. She ran a hand through his hair and looked
on him with doe-like eyes.

“Different than most guys,
huh?” Elliott said. He caressed Nora’s cheek with the backs of his
fingers and inquired, “How’s that?”

“Most guys don’t usually
worry too much about what girls want,” replied Nora.

“Yeah, I guess so,”
Elliott conceded. He dropped his gaze and became lost in his
thoughts. Nora allowed him to find his own way back and, looking at
her once again, he declared earnestly, “But it’s a whole helluva
lot nicer when you’re into it, too.”

“Elliott, I wanna,” Nora
said as her body tingled with both nervousness and sexual desire.
The lovers leaned into one another and kissed. Ignoring the airhorn
as it sounded several more times, their bodies entwined and the
world outside the apartment window faded away.

******

Elliott snapped out of his slumber to
the smell of smoke. He instantly panicked but soon relaxed when
Nora’s moans of disappointment pierced the air. He could hear her
cooking breakfast in the kitchen.

“Hopefully she didn’t burn
the coffee,” Elliott said with a muted grin. He felt like a new
man, the sudden, unexpected infusion of Nora into this life lifting
his spirits. Elliott chuckled and said aloud, “Eh, who cares if she
did.”

After a quick stop at the bathroom,
Elliott descended the stairs to the sizzling of burnt eggs. He
stopped on the landing and watched Nora scoop them onto a
plate.

“Darn it,” sighed Nora.
She wore one of Elliott’s t-shirts and her underwear, the t-shirt
riding up on her right hip and revealing her panty-clad
buttocks.

“That’s the cutest dupa
I’ve ever seen,” Elliott said to himself. He approached Nora from
behind, slid his hands under her shirt, ran them over the smooth
skin of her stomach and then embraced her. Elliott planted several
soft kisses on her neck.

“Mornin’,” Elliott greeted
Nora. She squirmed.

“I burnt the eggs,” pouted
Nora as she scooped the last of them onto a plate. Her frustration
surged and she griped, “This is why I just serve food.”

“Looks fine to me,”
Elliott replied despite his reservations about the meal. He
released her, grabbed a fork and sampled the blackish scrambled
eggs. He stifled a grimace but still consumed them for Nora’s sake,
contending, “See, still passable.”

“Liar,” replied Nora. She
set down the frying pan, turned off the burner and rotated to face
Elliott. Setting her forehead on his chest, Nora exhaled
dramatically and said, “I guess we’re having cereal.”

“Right now, I just need
coffee,” Elliott replied. Nora lifted her head, dutifully prepared
Elliott a cup of coffee and offered it to him.

“I can at least do that,”
said Nora. She poured herself a half cup, heaped sugar into it and
then filled it with milk. Elliott chuckled.

“Kinda defeats the
purpose, doesn’t it?” Elliott asked.

“What?” said Nora without
taking his meaning.

“Let’s sit,” Elliott
answered with a nod to the living room.

“Okay,” Nora agreed with a
shrug. Elliott seated himself on the right side of the couch next
to the end table while Nora sat on its middle cushion facing
Elliott. She folded her legs beneath her and held her coffee mug
loosely in both hands.

“So, what’re we gonna do
about Em?” Elliott inquired.

“Do about Em?” asked Nora
with a puzzled expression. She reasoned, “She’s the one who sent me
over here.”

Elliott gave her a skeptical look.
Nora paused to contemplate the accuracy of her
statement.

“Well, I guess I, like,
offered to go first,” admitted Nora. Elliott sipped his coffee
while she argued, “But she agreed to it.”

“Yeah, out of
desperation,” Elliott remarked.

“She said I’m one of you
guys now,” declared Nora proudly in contravention of Elliott’s
doubt.

“Oh, boy,” Elliott said
with widening eyes. He set his mug on the end table, stretched his
legs and arms and exhaled, “Bet she wishes she had that one
back.”

“Hey!” whined Nora in
response to Elliott’s stinging words. She suddenly remembered
Emma’s admonishment from her first day at Johnny Dubs and her body
deflated, asking, “She’s gonna fire me, isn’t she?”

“Nah, she
can’t do it now,”
Elliott scoffed. Considering his sister’s stubbornness, however, he
hedged his bet by adding, “But even if she did, I can get you
another waitressing job.”

“At your bar?” asked Nora. She partook
of her coffee but watched Elliott disbelievingly.

“My buddy owns a bar-,”
Elliott began.

“I’m not working for
Neil,” insisted Nora good-naturedly. She handed Elliott her mug,
which he accepted, and then dramatically stretched her body. Her
sensual movements aroused him but, ignoring his leering, she took
back her coffee and said, “Brandy’s there, anyway.”

“My other buddy owns a bar. Up in
Dearborn Heights,” Elliott expounded. Rebuffed by Nora, he
retrieved his mug and drank from it before saying, “He owes me a
big favor and he’d hire you in a second.”

“A big favor?” asked
Nora.

“I got him laid once in
high school,” Elliott replied with smirk.

“You think a guy you got
laid, in high school, is gonna give me a job, now?” queried Nora. She tilted her
head and rebuked him, “Elliott.”

“I didn’t just get him
laid, I got him laid by the hottest girl in school,” Elliott
explained with pride. The memories of high school flooded his mind
as he explained, “Shirley Adams. She was a friend of Em’s . . . of
my sister . . . she helped a little, I admit it . . . but anyway,
the two of ‘em clicked. And that one-night stand turned into a
seventeen-year marriage and three kids.”

“You’re crazy,” said a
grinning Nora despite slowly coming around to Elliott’s
plan.

“Seventeen years. Three
kids,” Elliott repeated. His countenance dimmed and he conceded,
“The money won’t be as good.”

“I’m hardly making it as
it is,” said Nora as her shoulders slumped, the distress evident in
her voice. She handed her coffee to Elliott again and stood up.
Pacing and gesticulating, Nora continued, “I’ve gotta cut my
schedule some at work ‘cuz ‘a my class load this semester, plus my
rent’s, like, going up and-.”

“Just move in here,”
Elliott suggested without hesitation.

“Oh, come on,” Nora
protested. Elliott placed her mug on the end table next to his
own.

“I’m serious,” Elliott
asserted. He rose to his feet and inquired, “You got a religious
objection to shackin’ up outside ‘a marriage?”

“What about Toni?” asked
Nora bluntly, her demeanor darkening.

Elliott winced as if stuck with a
needle. The mention of Toni stirred strong emotions within him but
also brought a conversation he had with her into his mind. The
words seemed to fit the circumstances so he walked to the window
and repeated them to Nora.

“I think it’s possible for
you to have strong feelings for a few different people at the same
time,” Elliott said in strong, clear voice, “but the right moments
for each person come and go, and the time frames
overlap.”

Elliott’s heartfelt wisdom wafted over
Nora. She felt oddly calmed, almost hypnotized, by his explanation
and observed him with a blank expression.

“They’re like strands
blown in the wind, and they flutter all around you, all the
possible endings,” continued Elliott with his glazed eyes staring
forward. He took a deep breath and continued, “Some people grab one
and hold on for dear life, other people move from strand to strand.
Some decide which strands to grab and others just flail around and
grab whatever ones they can.”

“So you couldn’t grab
Toni’s strand so I’m next in line,” replied Nora in a wounded tone.
Elliott spun around and it startled her.

“Do you remember the first
night we met in Em’s office?” Elliott asked while gazing at her
intensely. Nora bowed her head and nodded. Elliott stepped forward,
took both of her hands in his own and declared, “I fell for you the
second I saw you.”

Nora’s face flushed with
embarrassment. She tried to extricate herself from Elliott’s grasp
but he maintained it.

“You can’t tell me you
didn’t feel the same way that night,” Elliott declared. He
attempted to pull her closer but she resisted as he said, “And you
wouldn’t’ve come here, hell, you wouldn’t still be here, if you didn’t still feel
it.”

Nora hesitated. She then jumped into
Elliott’s arms and kissed him deeply.

“You’d better not tell me
in six months you’re still hung up on her,” Nora challenged
Elliott. She took his chin in her hand and squeezed it forcefully,
saying, “I mean it, Elliott.”

“So do I,” Elliott
answered though the words pained him. He hid his hurt and buried
his feelings for Toni deep inside. His feelings for Nora flooded
over them and rose to his emotional surface. She shook his
chin.

“And listen. Emma’s not
just my boss, she’s my friend,” said Nora. Relinquishing her grasp,
she declared, “So I decide what we tell her and when . . . and I’m not ready to
tell her anything yet.”

“Whatever you say, kiddo,”
Elliott answered despite knowing Emma would interrogate them both
in the coming hours.

“Don’t call me
that, grandpa,”
replied Nora. Elliott walked to the couch and gently tossed Nora on
it. She squealed and the lovers, suddenly awash in mirth, playfully
tussled with each other. The physical contact soon turned sexual
and they spent the morning in each other’s arms.

******

Nora slumped in her seat and stared
out the car window while nervously stroking the long, loosely
braided ponytail in which she tied her hair. She occasionally
fiddled with the small, red bow affixed to its end. Elliott
recognized her anxiousness, grabbed her thigh and shook it
gently.

“Ya’ okay, there?” he
inquired.

“Uh-huh,” mumbled Nora in
unconvincing fashion. Elliott shifted his gaze between his
girlfriend and the road and appreciated her youthful comeliness.
She wore a red, oversized velour top with black trim underneath her
jean jacket and black leggings. Red makeup adorned her lips and
fingernails.

“You know, you don’t have
to dress up just to go to Em’s,” Elliott advised Nora as he
surveyed her outfit. The comment distressed her.

“You don’t like how I
look?” Nora whined while sitting up straight.

“I love how you look,” replied Elliott with a
smirk. He waved a hand towards himself to note the battered pea
coat, the old, collared shirt and the worn jeans and added, “It’s
how you make me look that’s the problem.”

Elliott laughed. Nora frowned. He
shifted tack.

“This car turns eleven
this year,” Elliott said as he drove his red 1975 Ford LTD down
Goddard Road. He patted the dashboard, entertained a few thoughts
of the past and uttered, “Hard to believe. That time went
fast.”

“It used ta’ be your
Dad’s, right?” asked Nora gingerly. The question momentarily
discombobulated Elliott and he nearly missed the turn into Emma’s
neighborhood. Hitting the brakes, he turned sharply with squealing
tires and his arm held up to protect Nora.

“Yeah, though not for very
long,” Elliott said after completing his turn. He withdrew his arm
but not before Nora noticed the chivalry.

“Sorry,” apologized Nora.
She felt foolish.

“You’re fine,” Elliott
said as he grasped her hand. Lifting and kissing the back of it, he
smiled sadly and added, “We’ll talk about John Warden someday. Just
not today.”

Nora grinned weakly and nodded in
assent. She squeezed Elliott’s hand.

“Yeah,” agreed Nora. The
pair gazed forward and remained mute as Elliott drove past Emma’s
house, turned around in her neighbor’s driveway and parked on the
street. Nora wrung her hands.

“I’m really nervous,
Elliott,” Nora confessed as she turned her head towards him. She
squirmed in her seat and said, “I mean, what if Emma has, like,
second thoughts?”

Elliott lunged into Nora and kissed
her. The sudden affection rendered her lightheaded.

“And I thought
I worried too much,”
said Elliott. He slid back across the front seat, opened the
driver-side door and urged her, “C’mon.”

Nora placed her hands in her lap and
sighed. She watched Elliott exit the car, walk around its hood and
open the passenger door. Nora looked to Elliott with the face of a
child going to her first day of school. She unfastened her
seatbelt.

“I only carry you into the
house if you’re under five-feet tall and asleep,” advised Elliott
with a smirk. He held out his hand. Nora giggled and pretended to
fall asleep. Elliott chuckled in return and said, “Don’t make me
break out the tape measure.”

Nora exhaled dramatically, steeled her
will and debarked. Walking hand-in-hand with Elliott and buttressed
by his presence, she allowed him to lead her towards the house.
Nora stopped on the porch and turned to Elliott.

“Don’t tell her anything
you don’t have to,” Nora instructed Elliott. She disentangled
herself from his grip and placed her hands in her jacket pockets,
saying “Em knows I stayed with you last night but that’s,
like, all she
knows.”

“I’m sure she
figured that one out,” said Elliott. Acutely aware of Nora’s anxiety, he threw
a reassuring arm around her shoulders and said, “We just gotta get
through the first hour or so, and then we’re home free.”

Elliott paused to consider his
assertion. He shrugged.

“That’s my theory anyway,”
Elliott said.

“Elliott,” pouted Nora.

******

Emma always slept well into the
afternoon on New Year’s Day but insisted on a casual family dinner
after she recovered from the last of the previous year’s
festivities at Johnny Dubs. Her first familial gathering of 1986,
however, would be a small one as her in-laws spent the New Year’s
holiday in Chicago.

“Gonna miss your mom and
dad this year,” Emma said to David with a hint of disapproval in
her voice. She wore a hooded Wayne State sweatshirt and grey
leggings. Her husband, clad in his familiar baggy jeans and Tigers
jersey, picked up a stack of plates on the counter.

“Hey, even they need a
break from our craziness once in a while,” David scolded her
gently. Emma sighed away her displeasure.

“Yeah, I guess,” replied
Emma. She pulled out her hair tie, shook out her hair and then
reaffixed it. David moved into the kitchen doorway and
paused.

“Can we just eat wherever
since Mom and Dad aren’t here?” suggested David carefully. His
thoughts rested on the broadcast of the Rose Bowl game.

“Absolutely not,” Emma
stated firmly. She began unbagging long loaves of bread and added,
“This family eats at the
table, as a
family.”

Emma stopped. David’s hopes
rose.

“God, I sound like my
mother,” Emma said while drifting into memories of Lillian Warden.
David waited for a dispensation to continue his duties but it did
not arrive. Emma finally returned to the present and admonished
him, “Doesn’t change anything. But you can watch the game until the
subs are ready.”

David shook his head and departed into
the dining room with the plates. Looking out the kitchen window,
Emma saw Elliott’s car pull up to the house.

“Well, here we go,” Emma
sighed. She took a deep breath to center herself, reached her hands
towards the ceiling and performed an elaborate stretch. She avoided
another glance out the window, walked into the foyer and opened the
door. Elliott’s appearance, though much improved from the day
before, stunned her.

“Happy New Year, Sis,”
Elliott greeted her with a shit-eating grin. Disregarding the cold
cement on her bare feet, Emma stepped onto the porch and closed the
door. Nora took a diagonal step backward to partially shield
herself behind Elliott.

“You look terrible,” Emma
declared. Elliott’s skin remained pale and dark circles ringed his
eyes. Emma appraised his form and asked, “Have you lost
weight?”

“You shoulda’ seen what I
looked like yesterday,” replied Elliott with a widening smirk. Emma
reached out and rubbed the collar of his shirt between her thumb
and forefinger.

“You are wearing a shirt
with a collar, though,” Emma added in an impressed tone. She
switched to a displeasured one and said, “I bought it for you in
1980, but better really damn late
than never.”

Nora felt an unfamiliar twinge. It was
a protective instinct, one that spurred her into action.

“Hi, Em,” Nora interjected
as she stepped fully into Emma’s view. She moved to hug her boss,
hesitated and then embraced her. Emma, to the surprise of both Nora
and Elliott, returned it.

“You, on the other hand,
look absolutely adorable,” Emma commented bluntly. She pulled away
from Nora but retained her grip on her elbows, the older woman
appraising her with shining eyes and saying, “Like a model straight
outta the JC Penney catalog.”

“Aww. Thanks,” an
embarrassed Nora cooed. David opened the front door and lumbered up
behind his wife.

“She’s right, Nora, you
look great,” said David, his gaze conveying a message of approval
to Elliott. He set a large, strong hand on Emma’s shoulder and
asked, “You guys comin’ inside or what?”

“She’s one of us now so
she has to,” Emma said with a firm tone and pointed expression. The
light in her eyes told Elliott she was, at least initially,
resigned to – perhaps even supportive of – his relationship with
Nora. Beckoning them into the house with a wave, Emma urged, “C’mon
inside. It’s effin’ cold out here.”

******

Emma freed David once the dining room
table was set and he and Elliott settled into the living room with
beers to watch the Rose Bowl. Nora, meanwhile, remained in the
kitchen with Emma and assisted with the dinner preparations.
Submarine sandwiches were to be the main course.

“Good thing you went over
there,” Emma said as she stood at the kitchen island and arranged
layers of ham and turkey on the bottom half of the loaves. Nora
sliced tomatoes at the counter.

“He hadn’t showered in
like a week,” Nora said with a wrinkled nose. Emma grimaced at
first but, as her mind processed Nora’s words, she guilefully
smiled. Finished with the lunch meat, she re-wrapped it, placed it
in the refrigerator and retrieved a package of American
cheese.

“He gave that up pretty
quickly,” Emma remarked while walking past Nora. She playfully
allowed her shoulder to brush against the twentysomething who
failed to acknowledge it and continued slicing tomatoes.

“Oh, well, yeah,” Nora
said sheepishly as she remembered her nude enticement of Elliott.
Emma added the cheese to the sandwiches.

“Men are suckers for the .
. . attention of
younger women,” Emma said. Nora turned to her, the knife still in
her hand, and struggled to find an explanation. Emma held up her
palm and assured her, “Don’t worry, Nora, I don’t wanna know.”

“Are you mad?” asked Nora
after rotating back to her original position. She set down the
knife and picked up the cutting board.

“How can I be mad?” Emma
replied. She tossed down the last slice of cheese and stated
sardonically, “This is the first New Year’s dinner he’s shown up
for showered, shaved and, most importantly, bimbo-less.”

Nora grinned with a sibling’s love and
offered Emma the cutting board of tomato slices. Feeling
uncomfortable with the emotion, she pointed towards the
sink.

“Lettuce first,” Emma
instructed her. Her daughters bounded into the kitchen as Nora set
the board on the counter and obtained the colander full of washed
lettuce. Elliott appeared in the doorway, leaning against its frame
and holding his beer.

“Is dinner ready yet,
Mommy?” inquired Tessa. She and Lanie noticed Nora and eyed her
suspiciously. The young woman pretended not to notice as she added
lettuce to the sandwiches.

“Where’s Toni?” asked
Lanie bluntly. The adults in the room winced.

“Yeah, where’s Toni?”
queried Tessa.

“This is Nora,” Elliott
quickly answered. Motioning towards his new love interest, he said,
“My girlfriend.”

Elliott offered Nora a muted smile.
She trembled with sudden elation.

“But I thought you
and Toni-,” began
Lanie. Elliott threw optical daggers at her.

“Toni is just Uncle
Elliott’s friend, and she has a fiancée,” Emma interrupted her
daughter. Lanie inhaled to ask another question but her mother beat
her to the punch, saying, “Which means the man she’s going to
marry. So, Toni and her fiancée, Bobby, are together today because
it’s a holiday.”

Lanie snickered.

“He’s the guy I kicked in
the nuts at your party,” Lanie declared proudly. Even Nora
giggled.

“That’s right,” Emma said
while displaying the same pride as her daughter. She exchanged the
colander that Nora held for the board of tomato slices and politely
nudged her towards the sandwiches, saying, “So Toni’s with her
family, and Uncle Elliott is here today with his family and . . .
.”

Emma hesitated for a fraction of a
second. Nora held her breath.

“. . . that includes his
new girlfriend, Nora,” she said. Elliott smirked but Nora exhaled
in relief as Emma reminded Lanie, “You met her at my party, too,
remember? She works at my club.”

“Oh, yeah,” Lanie said.
She and Tessa grew quiet and pondered the new information while the
adults nervously waited for them to respond. Tessa stepped forward
first.

“You’re pretty. Not like
Toni, but like Mommy,” said Tessa. The adults’ collective skin
crawled and Nora turned white. Tessa, however, defused her loaded
comment by asking, “Wanna play Nintendo with us?”

“Uh, okay,” said Nora. She
and Elliott exchanged glances as Tessa grabbed her hand. Lanie
bolted down the hallway.

“Dibs on the good
controller!” yelled the ten-year-old on her way to her
room.

“I’ll help with the subs,”
Elliott said as Tessa pulled Nora from the kitchen. He turned to
Emma and waited. When she said nothing, he asked, “What, no shot
about all the kids playing video games together?”

“Nope,” Emma answered as
she applied the final touches to the subs.

“Thanks, Sis,” Elliott
said.

“You’ve finally got what
you wanted from the beginning,” replied Emma. Remembering similar
advice she gave him about Donna, she said, “So don’t screw it
up this time.”

“Right,” Elliott said.
Emma let several seconds pass and he felt her emotional temperature
sharply drop.

“That means 1986 is a
whole new year,” continued Emma gravely with scintillating eyes,
“and you’ve got to forget about 1985.”

Feeling the veiled reference to Toni
like a knife in the kidney, Elliott lingered in a brief trance
before he raised his eyes to his sister. Unable to speak, he simply
nodded his head in agreement.

 



 


 When You Close Your
Eyes

 


Toni wallowed in a hot shower after an
exhausting day of delayed flights and a harrying layover. It was
late when she and Bobby finally arrived in Miami from Detroit and
checked into their hotel. Running her hands through her short,
brown hair, she let the water soak it and thought of
Bobby.

“I still can’t believe he
agreed to separate beds,” Toni said to herself. Bobby indulged her
desire to shield her virginity until marriage, so much so that he
reserved two single rooms on different floors of the hotel when no
adjoining rooms were available. She distinctly remembered their
conversation about it.

“Just get a rollaway and
I’ll sleep on it,” Toni suggested when Bobby told her of the double
booking of single rooms. She reasoned, “We’re gonna be sleeping in
the same cabin on the cruise anyway.”

“I want to sleep on a real
bed, not some crappy rollaway, and I don’t want you sleeping on
one, either,” Bobby responded. He chortled and added, “Besides.
It’ll be good practice for the night before our
wedding.”

“Thank you,” said Toni as
she insinuated herself into his arms and grasped the back of his
neck. She planted a grateful kiss on his lips and stated, “You
don’t know how much this means to me.”

“Just make it worth my
while on the wedding night,” said Bobby. Toni laughed, gently
pinched the skin of his cheek and shook it.

“Deal,” Toni said
suggestively before engaging Bobby in a longer, sultrier
kiss.

Replaying the memory made her heart
flutter and her libido engage. She doused her desire in cool water
and said aloud, “Okay, time for bed, Toni Amanda.”

Exiting the shower, Toni meticulously
dried herself and then wrapped the plush, white hotel towel around
her body. She moved to the vanity, squeezed toothpaste onto her
toothbrush and looked to the foggy mirror. She wiped some of the
condensation away with her hand and studied her face.

“January in Miami and my
birthday on a cruise with the man I love . . . my fiancée,” Toni stated thankfully.
Grinning, she raised her toothbrush and asked herself, “What else
could I possibly ask for?”

Toni commenced brushing her teeth but
then abruptly froze. Her mind answered the question with an
unpleasant image of Elliott’s devastated countenance.

“Please
let him be okay,” Toni prayed. Her spirits fell
and her heart ached as she brushed her teeth in deep contemplation,
saying to herself, “With everything going on I forgot.”

Thoughts of Elliott suffering back in
Michigan plagued her as she completed her nightly routine,
discarded the towel and slipped into her cream-colored nightgown.
She exhaled and rubbed her eyes.

“Get some sleep,” Toni
instructed herself as she clicked off the bedside lamp. Pulling
back the covers, she tucked herself into bed and let her heavy
eyelids fall. She then danced in and out of an uneasy sleep and ran
from Elliott in both her dreams and her waking moments. Irritated
by her inability to escape him, she sat up, pulled her knees to her
chest and hugged herself.

“Stop it,” Toni scolded
her mind as if it were a separate entity. When it refused to obey,
she sighed and reasoned in a quiet voice, “He’ll be okay. He’s got
Em and she’ll find him someone.”

The telephone’s shrill ring startled
Toni and derailed her consideration of Elliott. She turned on the
light and answered the call.

“Hello?” Toni said with
uncertainty.

“You get settled in?”
inquired Bobby. His strong voice comforted her.

“Yeah, I did,” Toni
replied with a smile, “but I can’t stay asleep for some
reason.”

“You’d sleep better in my
arms,” said Bobby. Admonishment, albeit gentle, arose on Toni’s
tongue. She squelched it, however, and instead decided to
appreciate Bobby’s desire for her.

“Soon,” Toni said
wistfully. She grew serious and gushed, “And then I’m never leaving
them. I’ll be completely yours, forever. You ready for
that?”

“Yeah, I think so,” said
Bobby in an intentional understatement of his feelings.

“I love you,” Toni said,
the words seeming inadequate.

“See ya’ in the morning,
beautiful,” replied Bobby.

“Good night,” Toni said.
She hung up the telephone, clicked off the lamp and settled into
bed. Thinking of Elliott a final time, she said, “I have my own man
to take care of. Elliott’ll be
okay.”

Toni closed her eyes. The hotel became
silent.

“He’ll be okay,” she
whispered as sleep finally overtook her. Her consideration of
Elliott, like her consciousness, gradually slipped away into the
night and she did not see him again in her dreams.

******

“Oh my goodness,
Bobby,” Toni gushed when
she first saw the Song of
America, the Royal Caribbean Cruise Lines
ship that would whisk them from Miami to Nassau in the Bahamas. Its
massiveness astonished her and she felt as if she lingered in a
fairytale. Toni grasped Bobby’s arm and whispered, “How much was
this trip?”

Bobby engulfed Toni in his arms and
kissed her. She melted into him.

“That’s nothing you need
to worry about,” replied Bobby. He extricated himself from her
embrace, took her hand and led her into the check-in area. White
signs, each lettered with a range of the alphabet and supported on
tall columns, guided cruisegoers to the appropriate desk. Inundated
by swarms of buzzing passengers, the paramours completed the
procedures necessary to board the ship.

“This is too much,” Toni
insisted as the couple walked hand-in-hand. Toni wore a white
sundress decorated with flowers of green, yellow, blue and pink.
Its wide hem brushed her knees and long spaghetti straps tied into
large bows graced the smooth skin of her shoulders.

“You’re worth it,” Bobby
said. He donned deck shoes, khaki shorts and a blue polo shirt.
Fellow cruise-goers noticed the handsome couple and, with Toni’s
engagement ring gleaming in the light of the hot Florida sun,
sensed the passion and love between them.

Their boarding experience and
orientation to their home for the next seven days proved magical
for Toni. She marveled at the massive common areas and the
amenities the ship offered and repeatedly thanked Bobby with
copious affection.

“Separate beds, just as
you requested,” Bobby announced when they arrived at their cabin.
Noting the tinge of disappointment in his tone, Toni decided to set
him on his heels.

“So I’m worth a cruise but
not the wait?” asked Toni with a glance at Bobby as she sauntered
past him and through the cabin’s doorway.

“I got the separate beds,
didn’t I?” Bobby countered. He entered the room in her wake, closed
the door and hugged her from behind.

“You did,” responded Toni
as she laid her head on his shoulder. She soon broke away from him
and curiously examined every inch of the room. Bobby dropped
himself onto one of the beds, placed his hands behind his head and
watched Toni’s meticulous inspection in amusement.

“Oh, wow, look at how
small the bathroom is,” Toni remarked. Her blue eyes sparkled and
she beamed. Flushing the toilet, she jumped and squealed when it
emitted a high-pressured whoosh. Laughing, she said excitedly,
“Let’s go up to the top deck. I wanna see the ocean, and feel the
heat, and the breeze.”

“And get a cocktail,”
added Bobby with a smirk.

“Oh, Bobby, this is gonna
be the trip of a lifetime,” Toni declared breathily. She felt
lightheaded.

“No, it’s not,” disagreed
Bobby with a feigned grim mien.

“Why’s that?” pouted a
surprised Toni.

“This is gonna be the
status quo, sweetheart,” asserted Bobby with serious eyes. Toni
offered him an adoring expression.

“You’re gonna spoil me,”
Toni playfully scolded Bobby. She walked to him and said, “But
don’t forget, I’m a simple girl, and I want to build a loving home,
and fill it with kids.”

“Fill it?” queried Bobby
with a dubious expression. Toni reached out her hand, which he
took, and pulled him onto his feet.

“Let’s go,” Toni urged
him.

******

Despite a whirlwind first
day on Song of America, and from the moment she closed her eyes, Toni spent another
night running from Elliott in her dreams. She slept in spurts of
varying lengths, sometimes forcing herself to wake up to escape his
advances, other times starting out of a deep sleep to a surge of
anxiety. Bobby slept soundly and gave no indication he noticed
Toni’s restlessness. She flipped a final time and faced him, her
head lying on her pillow and her arm perched atop the curve of her
hip.

“Look at
him. Think about what he’s done for you,
what he’s given up, how he’s changed . . . all because
he loves you,” Toni
rebuked herself. Her persuasion successful and her angst
evaporating, she settled into sleep. It did not last long, however,
as Bobby slid into bed with Toni and spooned her. Waking out of a
deep slumber, she felt his erection against her buttocks. Toni
screamed and jumped.

“Bobby!” Toni
protested.

“Hey, take it easy!”
exclaimed Bobby. Toni rolled over the top of him and onto her feet.
She scalded Bobby with a harsh look.

“We talked about this
and you promised,” Toni admonished him. She suddenly realized the volume of
her voice and, gesturing to her full-length nightgown, said
quietly, “It’s the whole reason I’m wearing this.”

“It’s tough to be on a
romantic cruise with my fiancée and not want, ya’ know,
that,” said Bobby with
desperate eyes.

“Then we should have
waited until our honeymoon for the cruise, too,” an undaunted Toni
replied. She exhaled dramatically and slumped her shoulders in
exasperation. The simultaneous pursuit of two men – one in her
dreams and one in reality – wore on her.

“Hey, c’mon,” said Bobby
as he rose from the bed. He attempted to hug her but she folded her
arms and pulled away from him.

“I’m going for a walk,”
Toni announced. She circumvented the bed and moved to her open
suitcase.

“Okay,” said Bobby as she
procured a pair of jean shorts.

“Alone, Bobby,” Toni
replied quickly with a glare. Bobby’s old ways warred against his
new policy of restraint. He wallowed in frustration for a few
seconds before surrendering with a sigh.

“All right,” relented
Bobby. Remorse crept over his heart and he said, “Look, I know I
screwed up. I’m sorry. You just, well, you know how guys
get.”

“Turn around,” Toni said
as she pulled on the shorts underneath her nightgown. Bobby
hesitated but she insisted, “Turn around, Bobby.”

Bobby turned his back to Toni. She
slid off her nightgown over her head and revealed her long, slender
back. Swiftly pulling a bra from her suitcase, she wrapped it
around herself and fastened the hooks.

“I just need a little air
and I’ll be back,” Toni informed Bobby. She grabbed a gray,
long-sleeved Detroit Tigers t-shirt and pulled it over her head.
Sliding her arms into the blue sleeves, she then pulled the shirt
down and said, “Okay, you can look.”

Bobby turned around. He chuckled while
leering at her.

“You didn’t get it right,”
said Bobby. Her prominent curves and girl-next-door appearance
reignited his arousal.

“Didn’t get what right?”
Toni asked with a puzzled mien.

“You look even sexier
now,” answered Bobby. He started to walk around the bed but Toni
froze him with a pointed finger.

“Get some sleep,” Toni
instructed him firmly. She gave him a loving, earnest glance,
motioned towards his bed and assured him, “I won’t be
long.”

Toni stepped into her sandals and
exited the cabin. Sitting down on the bed, Bobby watched the door
for several minutes after she departed. Suspicion gripped
him.

“Something’s not right,”
Bobby said aloud, “and I think I know what.”

******

Toni stepped quietly on the varnished
flooring of the vacant promenade deck while running her hand gently
along its white railing. Choosing a spot with minimal lighting, she
placed her elbows on the railing and clasped her hands together.
Toni inhaled deeply and indulged in the pleasant sea breeze. The
moonless sky formed a dark fabric dotted with thousands of
twinkling stars.

“Maybe we should’ve gotten
separate rooms,” Toni posited as she pondered Bobby’s
licentiousness. She sympathized with his plight nonetheless and
conceded, “I know this is tough on him. Saving oneself for marriage
just isn’t that big of a deal anymore.”

Elliott was ever present in her mind,
lingering in the shadows of her thoughts as if patiently waiting
for the right moment to step forward. Toni’s solitary presence in
such a spiritual setting provided him the perfect opportunity: she,
nestled in his car on a rainy fall night, laid her head on his lap
and her heart bare.

“Why can’t I stop thinking
about him?” Toni whispered as one of the deck’s lights glinted off
her engagement ring. She suddenly realized she was
crying.

“What the hell, Toni?”
asked Bobby. He slowly approached her with his hands in the back
pockets of his shorts.

“Bobby,” gushed a surprised Toni as she angled her body away from
him and hastily swiped at her tears. Bobby angrily folded his
arms.

“It’s Elliott, isn’t it?”
demanded Bobby. A tremor ran through Toni at the mention of the
name. She panicked.

“Let’s not do this,” Toni
begged, the soon-to-be twenty-eight-year-old refusing to face her
fiancée. Her mind raced and her heart thumped as she pleaded,
“Please. Not
here, not now.”

“Then when?” queried Bobby
sharply. He hesitated before turning around with his hands on his
hips. The lovers spent a tense thirty seconds with their backs to
one another. Bobby abruptly groaned and began to depart.

“Bobby, wait,” Toni
implored him. He stopped and lifted his chin.

“What?” asked Bobby in
frustration. Toni whirled around with one outstretched hand still
draped on the railing.

“You’ve done so much, and
changed so much, for me,” Toni explained. Uneasy about the
conversation to come, she sighed and then said, “I can do this for
you.”

Bobby languidly turned back towards
Toni. She looked at him with love in her eyes and grinned weakly.
When Bobby remained stationary, Toni proceeded to a blue-and-white
deck lounger and sat down on it. She pulled an adjacent lounger
closer to her and patted its seat.

“Come. Sit with me,” Toni
encouraged Bobby. Accepting the gesture, he slowly walked to the
lounger opposite her, paused and then seated himself on it. Their
gazes met and she stated, “Let’s talk about Elliott.”

Bobby became uncomfortable and averted
his steely grey eyes. Toni bit her lip.

“I don’t know where to
start,” grumbled Bobby. Toni set her hands on his knees in a
gesture of support.

“I do,” Toni said. She
carefully constructed her question and then asked pensively, “Did I
have feelings for Elliott?”

Bobby clenched his jaw. Toni
shrugged.

“Yeah, I did,” Toni
admitted. Bobby seethed but said nothing. Toni squeezed his
knees.

“But the only reason our
friendship started to become, well, something else,” Toni said as
she released his knees and straightened her body, “was that
I thought we were over, Bobby. When you punched him, and I saw the anger and hate in you,
I doubted for the first time that you were the man for me. That day
was horrible and sad and just . . . jarring.”

Toni’s emotional distress caused her
face to contort but she held back her tears. Bobby squirmed in his
own skin.

“But that’s all behind us
now,” Toni assured Bobby. Her countenance gradually relaxed and she
explained, “You’ve more than earned my forgiveness, and you never
lost my love. You’re a better man today, and I want to spend the
rest of my life with you. And only you.”

“Did you love him?” Bobby
interjected bitterly. It was Toni’s turn to squirm. She stood up
and gazed out over the ocean. Bobby watched her closely.

“As a friend, yes, and I
know that may be hard for you to accept, but my relationship with
Elliott never matured beyond that point,” Toni replied. Her
anxiousness subsided and, while happily examining her ring, she
continued, “But when you came back, with a proposal, and this
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