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        for SC,

        the real life "Hookers & Blow,"

        I told you I was going to write a book about your cows...

        They're very pretty cows.
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      My eyes snap open-- much to my surprise-- and I stare at the ceiling and wait for the room to spin. It doesn't. Again, much to my surprise. I blink a few times and wait for the headache to set in. It doesn't. Nausea? Nope.

      The curtains are wide open and the room is brightly lit by sunlight. I must have slept long enough to have just slept through the hang over, I figure. It must be, what? 1 or 2 in the afternoon by now?

      Turning my head slowly on the pillow, still not trusting that I won't end up regretting moving, I eye the clock on the nightstand.

      9:21 AM.

      That can't be right.

      I know I was out drinking till the cows came home-- the saying tickles something in my brain and a memory flashes back to me-- cows. Oh shit! What about cows?

      Now I'm wide awake and completely mystified as to how it's possible for me to feel so good after drinking that much. I move under the covers, noticing the softness of the sheets against my skin.

      Two things occur to me:  One, I am naked. Warm, cozy, under perfectly arranged blankets in my own bed and stark. Raving. Naked. Two-- I am sore.

      Putting a little more effort into my stretch, I realize I am really sore. I feel like I was in some sort of endurance race, my muscles ache and my skin feels tender.

      Then I move a particular way and I realize-- uh oh-- I'm sore. As in, what the fuck did I do last night? Or more importantly, who did I do last night?

      I am not a black out drunk. There might be a whole lot of last night that's all blurred together, but I know who I was with. I know who brought me home and I know who I...I stare at the ceiling and revel in the dull, throbbing pain permeating every inch of my body-- inside and out-- under the warm covers.

      Then I start laughing.

      Maybe it's the hysterical laugh of a woman who has just realized she has done something unspeakably inappropriate and will have to deal with the fall out eventually but I hear my bedroom filled with the triumphant sound of a woman who has just taken a major step toward reclaiming her life.

      Yeah, that might have been one hell of a bad decision, but wasn't I just saying that the things I regret most in my life have all been the decisions I made when I was trying to be responsible?

      Fuck yeah! I shout my dubious victory to the ceiling fan with a fist pump that makes me wonder just how I got this sore all over? Still! Victory is victory! Hurray for bad decisions.

      That's what I tell my ceiling fan right before throwing back the covers and bounding out of bed. That's when I get a good look at my reflection in the mirrored closet doors.

      Holy shit. What the fuck did I do last night?

      I'm too busy feeling amazing to be freaked out and the snap shots of clarity that connect the drunken slur that's still most of my memory of last night are too good for me to mind the fact that I am absolutely covered in bruises.

      Varying shapes and shades of purple, black, and blue that all more or less resemble finger tips-- or maybe that's my memory-- and a few telltale marks that could only have been left by the overeager attentions of someone's mouth..and teeth.

      There is no way I will be able to wear a low cut blouse for weeks.

      I inspect my body in wonder. I'm sore, but I feel good. No. I feel great. And as I turn my attention off my breasts that are a mass of bruises and hickies and start taking inventory of the marks on my stomach, my hips, my thighs, my ass, and my...yup. There too. From my chest to my knees, I look like I just got a crash course in Christian Grey 101.

      Except I remember enough to know that's not how it happened. No one took a belt to me or a paddle or-- I stop to bring a few murky images into focus-- OK, there may have been some slapping. And pinching.

      A whole lot of squeezing and sucking and, well, stuff that leaves bruises. Which isn't really hard to do since I bruise particularly easily.

      Still, I turn and do my best to look at my back, there's more than one set of what doesn't take much imagination to realize are hand prints wrapped around my hips, my ass, and under one arm.

      I work to recall how I would have gotten that one but while I can remember a few creative positions I might have been in, I don't remember exactly where his hands were. I guess I don't really have to imagine, do I?

      I still feel great. More than a little surprised-- at both of us-- but great.

      As I run the shower and wait for the water to heat up, I look around my master suite. The only sign that anyone other than me was here is a half drunk bottle of water on the dresser that I'm sure wasn't mine.

      I still feel great. Increasingly curious about just how, exactly, it all ended up happening, but still great.

      Stepping into the shower I wince as the hot water reveals a couple of wounds I hadn't noticed yet. A flash of the sensation of my body being pulled across the comforter on my bed triggers a new memory and I know exactly how I got the matching set of rug burns on my elbow and the crease of my ass. For a second I can recall the feeling of colliding with a hungry mouth.

      I close my eyes and start laughing again. I can't believe it actually happened. All those years of wondering and I guess I got my answer.

      Suspicions confirmed: Stone Caldwell is one rough fuck.
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      I'm not upset at all. Not in the slightest. Maybe a little numb, but not upset.

      A lot of thoughts start to whirl as I listen to our boss give us the news: they're closing down. The warehouse will go first, inventory will get liquidated while the jobs already in progress get completed.

      The girls here in the office are getting 90 days notice. Three months to chase down payments, close accounts, and find new jobs but what reason do I have to stay until the business closes?

      Honestly, this job is pretty much all that's been keeping me here for the last year anyway.

      I listen to the offer that my boss is making to us, but I already know I'll be leaving before the business shuts down. There's no reason not to.

      "So, end of May," Lindy says as she rolls her desk chair over to me later in the afternoon, "What are you going to do after the office closes?"

      The announcement was made just before the lunch break. It's back to just me and Lindy in the office, the way it usually is. Dave and Caroline don't actually work in the office anymore and now they've decided they want to retire completely. Leaving the three of us girls to figure out what plan B will be.

      Dave's not an asshole boss though, he's giving us three months notice, a nice severance package and we'll all get unemployment for awhile, even if we don't stay the full 90 days. That goes a long way in making my decision to leave sooner rather than later.

      Jess is already on maternity leave, she just came back for the meeting today. It's going to be a blessing for her and Jim in the long run, because the unemployment will kick in after her disability runs out and she'll be able to stay home with her baby for a lot longer than most working moms get to.

      Lindy, on the other hand? She already works overtime every chance she gets. She's in debt up to her eyeballs, partly because she insists on supporting that loser she only occasionally still refers to as her boyfriend and partially because she spends a lot of money on shiny things to make herself feel better about supporting the loser.

      She's been with the company longer than any of the other employees. This is going to be hard on her. Not just financially, but emotionally as well. I'm really surprised she seems so nonplussed by the news.

      I shrug in answer to her question. I'm not ready to tell her that I already spent my lunch hour doing the math and making plans to leave next week.

      "What are you going to do?" I ask, genuinely concerned for Lindy's future.

      She shrugs, "I dunno, maybe this is the thing that will finally kick me in the ass and make me find something I love?"

      She kicks her chair back across the room, toward her desk, "Maybe I'll finally use my degree?" Now she's staring thoughtfully at her computer monitor and opens a Google window, "Or maybe I'll finally move out of here?" I see real estate listings pop up on a map.

      "You're not worried?" I ask cautiously.

      She looks at me blankly for a minute and then her smile fades and her eyebrows pull together, "It's going to be alright, right?" She asks.

      That's more like the Lindy I was expecting. Begging for reassurance is Lindy's default coping mechanism.

      "Of course it will," I smile back at her, "everything happens for a reason."

      "Ooh! Look at this one," she opens one of the listings and turns her monitor to face me, "it's only $400 thousand."

      She does this sometimes.

      I kick my chair away from my own desk and roll across the floor. The house is in Portland this time, a little 2 bedroom, 2 bath bungalow style thing that seems more than a little out of Lindy's budget.

      "It's cute," I tell her. It's true, it's fucking cute as hell for a thousand square feet with barely any yard to speak of for almost half a million dollars. "So you're thinking Portland now?"

      She's already changing the search terms so I'm guessing Portland is just another passing thought in the whirlwind of Lindy's hummingbird brain.

      The next house is "only" $425 thousand dollars and I think it's in one of the Carolinas.

      "Is that your new house?"

      Stone stands in the doorway, leaning his shoulder on the frame with a plastic cup in his hand.

      "She's window shopping again," I inform him blithely as I wheel myself back to my own desk.

      Stone casually looks at Lindy and sips the concoction in the disposable cup. Most likely heavily laced with vodka. "Where are you moving this time?"

      Even the guy across the hall knows Lindy's routine.

      "Minnesota," Lindy quips brightly, "Look at this one." She moves her monitor to meet Stone half way on his trip across the office.

      "A minute ago she was going to Portland," I inform him.

      Stone pulls one of the chairs back from in front of Lindy's desk and settles in. Moving the chair almost to the center of our small office so he has room to stretch his legs out in front of him as he leans back in the chair and gives Lindy half a smirk.

      "She's not going anywhere," he says confidently, more to his drink than to either of us.

      It's true. Lindy will probably never leave the valley again, she has too many commitments here, but she likes to dream.

      "Dave and Caroline are retiring," Lindy tells our visitor, "The whole office is closing."

      Stone pulls his cup from his mouth and swallows fast, looking like he's barely avoiding choking or spitting vodka and grapefruit juice across our office, "When?" is all he manages to get out.

      Stone Caldwell is an enigma-- and sort of our office pet. He rented the other office in the renovated house downtown where we work about six years ago and has spent most late afternoons in here with us, sipping vodka and grapefruit juice ever since.

      He's too tall for our small space, too wide, too rugged, too-- Stone. He takes up space in here and fills the place with the lingering scent of cologne and testosterone. It balances the all female staff and he puts up with the shit we give him.

      It's probably why we keep him. Letting him invade our work day regularly when his has ended.

      I haven't figured out if he likes coming in here because he's genuinely neighborly, is looking for the attention, or just needs ice when he's filled the small freezer of his own fridge in his office with too many bottles of vodka and doesn't have room to make ice on his own.

      "Three months," Lindy answers him.

      Stone stares into his drink and let's the news sink in, "Shit. Really?" He finally looks up at us and I'm caught off guard by the solemn look on his face, "We only have 3 months together?"

      Lindy breaks into easy banter with him and I give him a shrug, "Actually," I break my gaze off Stone's frown and turn toward Lindy, "I'm leaving earlier."

      "I knew it!" Lindy spins to face me, "You're going to move away!"

      "You're moving?" Stone looks up at me, looking dejected.

      "Well, I mean, Aubrey did offer to let me live on the boat," I point out apologetically.

      Lindy goes into a sorrowful wail like I'm abandoning her, "I knew you were going to leave us!"

      "You're going to go live on a boat?" Stone asks in his usual curious-yet-noncommittal way as he watches the liquid in his cup swirl with the movement of his hand, "Like a yacht? Or a houseboat?"

      So I explain the situation, that the bestie got the yacht in the divorce, "She's been renting it out as a vacation rental-- just for people to stay on board, not actually take the boat out of the slip," I tell them, "She doesn't want to get rid of it, but she doesn't have time to use it either and it costs a fortune to fill the tanks. She says I can rent it and live on board the boat full time. All I have to do is cover the cost of the slip and the utilities and I can stay as long as I want."

      "I knew it, as soon as you and Adam broke up, I knew you wouldn't stay here long," Lindy mutters as she makes a half assed attempt at working.

      She has been saying this since Adam left. I didn't really think I was going to move but with the office closing, there's not much reason to stay.

      "Well you can't turn that offer down," Stone says as he gets to his feet and heads for the doorway. "Make sure you let me know when you're leaving," he adds, "we need to get together and take you out to dinner or something before you go."

      I look up but he's already out of the office, leaving our door wide open behind him. It's what he does. Since the office doors open onto a hallway it's not a big deal. We've all spent many a work day with the doors wide open, adding to the feeling that we all work together.

      I swear the man sounded genuinely sad but I shrug it off and ignore the way my heart snags lightly on something unfamiliar when I think that Stone might miss me.
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      Fuck. She's leaving.

      I don't know what else to say to her. I need some time to let this sink in. Back in my office I close the door and pour another drink. I usually just have one at the end of the day, kinda my way of celebrating getting through one more day of the bullshit without killing anyone. Today I might get drunk.

      I don't even know why it matters that Maddie's leaving. It's not like we ever hooked up or hung out or hell, I don't know, even talked really.

      When I moved in here she was with Adam. They seemed like a good couple, very settled. They'd been together for a long time. I think I'd had the office for a few months before I even found out they weren't married.

      The memory of the way I felt when I found out tugs at the back of my mind and I kill it by downing the drink I just mixed in one pull.

      It wasn't appropriate then and it's about fucking pointless now.

      I don't really like change. I don't like shit that's out of my control and the last few years has had way too much of that.

      Finding out the girls in the office across the hall are going to be leaving in a few months is just one more thing I don't get a say in. Finding out Maddie isn't just leaving the building, she's leaving town. Well shit, that calls for another drink.

      I move a pile of paperwork from the center of my desk to the corner and lean back in my chair to put my feet up and enjoy one more round.

      There's a lot of work to get done and if I was smart I'd stay late and take care of some of it. But fuck! It's not supposed to be my job anymore. I'm not supposed to be dealing with anything related to the company anymore.

      I sold the whole thing six years ago. That's the reason I moved out here. Put the money down on the land, built the house, started building my dream thinking by now I'd have it all paid for. The ranch should be in its 4th year, not its first. I shouldn't be stressing over where the money's coming from to keep things going and I sure as fuck shouldn't still be running my own company for someone else.

      The whole thing is on my last nerve.

      If Rob doesn't get his shit together and finish this deal I'm going to have to take over the company completely again and I don't want to do that. I did this for 16 years, I built the company up from scratch. When I was ready to sell, it was worth a lot more than I agreed to but Rob and I go back, he's a good guy. I trusted him.

      Now it's six years later and I'm pretty much running shit from 200 miles away from headquarters in an office that's too small for all this paperwork I need to keep organized. I'm still waiting on Rob to pay off the balance on the company and find someone else to run it so I don't have to.

      This was supposed to be temporary.

      Remembering my original plans when I started building the ranch somehow brings Maddie back up and I lean my head back on the chair and close my eyes with a resigned sigh.

      Fine.

      Since she's leaving, I'll think of Maddie.

      The girls across the hall are the reason I stayed after my original year lease was up.

      I had the barn built and the pastures fenced before I had them start on the house. I was living on a back corner of my land in a fifth wheel trailer for the first year.

      Rob needed me to keep handling the accounts temporarily while he learned the ropes and sold off some of his other assets so he could pay me off. There was no way I was going to commute to the city and back every day and I didn't see the point in keeping a place there while the house was being built here.

      So I found the office here in town, signed a one year lease on the place figuring by the end of the lease Rob would be done with transitioning and I'd have money in the bank to get the ranch started. Even if I was still helping out, the house would be complete and I'd have a home office to work from.

      Of course, a year later, Rob still hadn't come up with the rest of the money he owed me. He was no where near ready to take over and I liked working here.

      The girls across the hall are something else.

      I remember the first time I knocked on their office door. I introduced myself and asked if they had ice in their freezer.

      It was obvious that they were in some sort of crazy conversation, I heard them laughing before I knocked on the door, but I remember the first thing Lindy ever said to me was "are you intimidated if a woman's vibrator is bigger than you are?"

      By the time my lease was up, I knew I wasn't giving up the office. Even after the house was done and the home office was fully functional, I've been keeping this place figuring that even when the sale and transfer is finally done, I'll use this place as the ranch office.

      Those girls are just too much fun. They put up with me hanging out in their space at the end of my day, since I call it quits about an hour or two before they do. They cuss more than any of the guys I know, and they have some fucking wild stories to tell. None of them are super models but they're all decent looking girls, it's hard not to love the place.
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