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CHAPTER 1
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It’s a sunny mid-July Tuesday in Manhattan, the thermometer’s nearing ninety, the specific location’s Tudor City Greens opposite the United Nations, where many employees of midtown firms are passing their lunch break, relishing verdant respite from the city’s clutter and clamor, hues of grey and beige. Hilaria Hath, a slender fit woman of above-average height, mid-back length vaguely wavy red hair, animated almond eyes, comeliness that frequently attracts lingering glances on Manhattan’s sidewalks—a former yoga instructor, who easily passes for over a decade junior of her thirty-three years—is seated on a bench in the shade of one of the towering trees not toppled by Superstorm Sandy. She’s a surgeon’s wife, married for two years and three months—the marriage is childless, her husband’s too preoccupied at the hospital to desire children. He’s often too preoccupied to pay little more than cursory attention to her—habitually climbs into bed with the sole intention of sleeping, disinclined to become intimate. Hilaria didn’t marry to be treated like a showpiece instead of a person, the security and status of being a physician’s wife means nothing to her. So she’s become intimate with Alexander Alexis, even if she was never consciously casting about for extramarital relief.

Alex is twenty-seven years old—over six feet, under one hundred fifty pounds, with broad-shoulders, high forehead and elevated cheek bones, full lips, sandy hair cut close enough for the mole on his head’s left side to be discerned. He’s easily excited, often restive, but also given to solitariness, not overly talkative—his dark brown eyes tend to either be piercing or abstracted, rarely midway between the two—sometimes he appears to stare too intently, other times to not trouble to pay attention. He works for a pharmaceutical advertising agency and his official title is “Regulatory Operations Coordinator,” a position new to the industry that your humble narrator, never having previously heard of it, is at a loss to describe. All that matters from Alex’s perspective is that his employer services clients with extensive budgets and billing’s the key to being a valued employee, regardless of how much work he does. He delights in announcing (but only to people outside the industry, lest word filter back to his employer) that his area of expertise is a silly gimmick, which affords him an abundance of “goof-off time,” “adventure opportunities,” “reimbursed fun”—something he never thought would be possible with a five-days-a-week job. Suffice to say Hilaria’s awaiting Alex, he having texted her thus: “Perfect that you’re free, honeydoll! Easy to ditch the office today, there’s nearly zilch to do! TC in forty min! Dying to grab and kiss you!”

Alex is thrilled at having become involved with Hilaria. She’s the stunning audacious married woman, thirsting for attention and excitement her husband declines to provide—the former yoga instructor, eager for physical expression, who has a two-year stint with a renowned dance company, as well as glowing reviews in Vogue and Cosmopolitan, on her resume—the beauty with more time at her disposal than she wants or knows what to do with, who realizes life is brief and doesn’t wish to be shortchanged. So she’s cheating on her husband to avoid being cheated by life. Alex would love to broadcast their relationship to the skies but, given Hilaria’s marital status, such would be ill-advised—he hasn’t told a soul.

“Hey you,” Hilaria calls out at Alex’s approach, beaming elation while flicking her hair behind her shoulders, springing to her feet, extending her arms.

“Been far too long, Hilaria, the delay torture,” he smiles, stepping into her embrace. While kissing her he’s alternately caressing her neck and shoulders, seizing and squeezing her waist, circling a hand about her back, tracing his fingers over her cheeks, smoothing her dress downwards against her thighs.

“Intervals between meetings are a seemingly unending walk across blazing coals, but every meeting’s salvation, my multi-handed-man,” she mirthfully responds once their lips part, fervently rubbing against him. “Your text was a super plus moment, sweet of your agency to turn you loose when the coast’s clear for me. But I’m still not sure what you do—you’ve never told much, always waving it off.” She’s clasping his right hand as he strokes the nape of her neck with his left.

“Waving it off because it’s boring—would rather appreciate your luscious locks,” he laughs, fluffing her hair and splashing it over his face, inhaling deeply.

“Yet you often mention your job—boast about what you get away with on the agency’s dime, rooftop swimming and floatation therapy, aerial yoga and tanning time, Central Park and Chinatown excursions, research at the Public Library, shopping at Macy’s. So I’d like to finally know why you’re able to get away with all that, be with me today.”; then, upon gathering her hair, flattening it against the top of her head, “Yeah, extortion! Either tell, or my hair’s off-limits!”

“But, sweetest, your plan’s flawed—all I need do is touch your tickle-spots and you’ll liberate your locks straightaway and I’ll be playing with them all I wish, your extortion’s doomed to failure. Our time together’s tough to come by, infinitely precious, so I’m not wasting time, spoiling things, by describing what I do for a living. Who cares how I flimflam the agency, so long as I do? Results speak for themselves.” He’s wiggling his fingers, reaching for her midriff.

“Jesus, Alex!” Hilaria giggle-cries, releasing her hair—swatting his hands, leaping back, executing a 360-degree spin. “Our fun’s my lifeline and sanity, especially since I come here from a sterile world of pretense for appearances’ sake—you don’t need to touch me to tickle me!”; then, stepping close again, flinging her hair at him, “I adore that you adore my hair, but what’s the issue with describing what you do? It’s not like we’re going to suddenly get stilted and cerebral beyond recall, lose the ability to be carefree brats.”

“Impossible for me to refuse you anything, Hilaria, when your hair’s waterfalling down my cheeks, delighting and disarming me!” he laughs, embracing her anew, inhaling deeply, one hand grasping her waist as the other slips up her dress in front. “My job’s digital database stuff, officially designated as ‘Material Approval Process Tagging and Linking,’ unofficially a slacker’s dream come true, ticket to goofing off galore. It’s not needed for most projects, but in some circumstances is very much needed; and the real kicker’s that no one else, including my boss, is sure what I do—I’m entrusted to do my job when need be and take care to deliver, as botching an assignment would jeopardize the extent to which I’m under the radar, as ignored and free to play around as anyone in corporate bondage will be, vastly exceeding what I imagined possible. I do zilch more than half the time and chances are few would care if they knew, although I’d never take such for granted. Bottom line is there’s no one else to do my job and I spare people in other departments, including those at the top, a great deal of stress. There’s a lot of money, as well as the agency’s reputation, at stake.”

“No one else to do your job? That’s loony!”

“Loony and surreal and 100% in my favor—I’m low on the totem pole but disproportionally have clout—many higher-ups are scared of me, since I can make or break a submission, but always meet client expectations—I can hint at quitting, subtly blackmail, worry people—no one tangles with me. I don’t really have a boss since my boss, having next to no idea of my job’s particulars, is unable to oversee my work, needs to accept it on faith, plus—a special bonus—when I’m on vacation the ill-trained freelancers reliably screw up the jobs and I’m sorely missed. My profession’s new to the industry, few have heard of it, Googling provides no info (I’ve confirmed). My fill-ins seldom know enough to fly solo, and the official guidebooks are—another bonus—more confusing than instructive. But do you really want to hear this stuff? I don’t want to be the guy who bores his girlfriend to death blathering about his job—my job’s a joke and I’m thankful for that.”

“Sweetie,” she smiles, hugging him tighter, “need I point out I had to threaten a hair-strike to get you to tell more about your job? Not that I’d be able to follow through, please be assured of that! But since I’ve—ha ha!—wrangled you into addressing the topic, what are client expectations? Call me a sheltered girl, no exposure to corporate doings. I’m interested, because you’re dealing with it.”

“Touches upon more of what I could’ve never believed possible, had I not accidently stumbled upon it. I’m in a humble support position, don’t participate in pitches or campaign development or attend meetings, and what the entire agency knows is that if I don’t do my job accurately the client will fail the job, regardless of how otherwise perfect; and then senior people can kiss their bonuses goodbye, and the agency can say hello to a three-grand-per-failure penalty, plus threats of account cancellation. I’m often the last in line when major jobs are submitted to clients, click on the final submission button, since jobs are electronically submitted via the databases in which I work—there are no checks and balances in place for me, which is amazing. Other departments review each other’s work but no one reviews mine because, again, no one has more than a vague idea of what I do and no inclination to learn. My instructions are generally along the lines of, ‘Please work your magic and submit the job and inform us when done.’”

“OK, Alex, I understand it’s fun to claim to be the most irresponsible person at the agency, but I’m not buying it. You succeed when called upon and there’s no one else to do what you do, so I’d say the agency’s lucky to have you.”

“Again, Honey, succeeding when called upon’s solely in the interest of adding to playtime on company time, being left alone when not on assignment, indulging in more unauthorized extracurricular activities,” he responds, two-handedly grasping her waist. “Think I want the agency to win new business? No! The only thing I get out of new business is more work and less playtime and I’m delighted when clients (too rarely!) take their business elsewhere, even if I’d sooner die than be the reason why. Only performance matters, my attitude’s immaterial.”

“Performance is everything for sure,” she coos, grasping his shoulders and winding a leg about both of his, leaning backwards—soon flat-out dropping towards the ground as he holds her, an arm wrapped about her back. She’s gazing up at him, circling her tongue about her lips. “Remember?”

“No chance of forgetting the miracle of being with you for almost a day,” he smiles, pulling her upright and twirling her twice, then dipping her again.

“We so need to hit a Latin club again soon as the coast is clear!” she says, eyes brightening, grasping the nape of his neck. “The radiance of that night’s haunting me, even stalking me—twinges of yearning, as sweet as tormenting, ambushing me anytime of day. Sinking melting into you on the dance floor, wanting you with all my heart to make me too wiped out to recall my name, worry about anything—our energy was undying! And our hand-communication, touch-telepathy—words became clumsy vague things, our gestures and glances so vivid new worlds were born—our night into day of dancing’s invading my dreams, nothing devils as deliciously as bygone bliss—fragile bliss.” Tugging downwards on her dress at her waist to lower her neckline, reveal the lacy tops of her brassiere-cups, she thrusts her chest closer to him. “Sorry for teasing, sweetie—simply can’t resist wanting more of how you look at me, light of your gaze sweeping through my veins.”

“It’s not teasing, it’s a preview of fun to come. It’s only teasing if you keep me hanging, and you never do.”

“May I be flogged senseless if I ever keep you hanging, Alex! And not just because such would be absolutely disgraceful behavior but because whatever you want of me serves me fully, ever your humble servant,” she smiles, lifting a leg nearly to his waist, winding it about him. “Love this gorgeous day.”

“Hilaria, we both know you’ll never be my servant, may I be flogged senseless first!” he laughs, one of his hands seeing to it her hemline doesn’t slide in the wrong direction, reveal an immodest amount of upraised leg. “You challenge me always and I value that beyond measure, I live to be flung in new directions by you. Of course we’ll hit a Latin club again—for an amazing night I united with the fantasy of having you to myself constantly, as if obstruction’s a mirage.”

“Alex, I was losing my mind imagining the joy of being together constantly, as if no marriage was shackling me—our night of dancing was a sun-shimmered sea.”

(It’s here we’ll mention that our couple are referring to their adventure seven weeks ago on a Thursday, when Hilaria’s husband was at a seminar in Salt Lake City, and they were free to be together all night—the only instance of such. After dinner at The Boathouse they danced until dawn at a Latin club, then were at Alex’s residence until late morning, not sleeping a wink, when Hilaria returned home and he arrived at work twenty minutes late, his shift being noon to eight. Hilaria snatched enough sleep to appear adequately rested upon greeting her husband in the evening, nothing about her manner striking him as questionable. “Not that he would’ve noticed a change but a girl can’t be too careful, complacency’s our enemy,” she’d observed via text. Alex was so inspirited, drugged on adrenaline, the office had never been easier to endure.)

“Speaking of sun-shimmered, love your dress,” Alex says, raising Hilaria to her feet as she unwinds her leg. “Bronze silk playing silver waterfall games with the light, sensuously floppy pleats swishing over your legs like waves, in rhythm with your movements, hemline’s black lace trim dancing; and above your waist your dress hugs you as tight as I wish I could, so snug with your curves it appears inseparable.”; then, upon sliding a hand through the pleats, lightly fluttering them, “And your dress feels even better than it looks—the way the silk sends static crackles through my fingers almost makes me believe it’s alive. I’m jealous of your dress, wish I could grab as much of you at once as it does—it must feel like you’re being felt up by dozens of electric hands when you move.”

“Happy you appreciate my dress, Alex, but need to dispel your misapprehensions,” she responds, wagging a finger in mock strict-teacher manner. “First of all, you hug me more blood-stirringly than fabric ever will—your touch is alive and my dress is inanimate. Second, men like to imagine we women are stimulating ourselves all day long in our dresses, scrunching our legs together under cover of floppy fabric in sheer stockings and tingling to high heaven, but that’s false—we’re no more stimulating ourselves in our dresses than you are in your pants. Surreptitious leg-rubbing is male-invented mythology.”

“Sounds like an admission, Hilaria, especially since I didn’t mention anything about rubbing legs together and you’re the one who brought it up,” Alex laughs. “You’ve vividly, lovingly even, described under-your-dress stimulation, and have especially given yourself away with the word ‘scrunching,’ as well as the phrases ‘tingling to high heaven,’ ‘stimulating ourselves all day in our dresses’ and ‘surreptitious leg-rubbing’—highly revealing imagery, I’m getting excited. Maybe I ought to try wearing a dress, see if I can go to that self-stimulation place.”

“Oh, be quiet you,” Hilaria says, playfully swatting one of his shoulders before reseating herself on the bench—briefly lifting her arms skywards, gazing into the sunlit foliage above, stretching—delightedly swishing her hair.

Within seconds Alex is alongside her. “Are you scrunching now?” he teases, referring to her crossed legs, tapping her topmost knee.

“Scrunching against you, silly,” she replies, cuddling close, nuzzling cheeks. “And the glint in your eye’s speaking volumes, a dead giveaway, adorable—you’re itching to tell about another exploit and I’m itching to hear.”

“Just so!” he says, wrapping his left arm around her shoulders, squeezing. “Can’t hide anything from you and don’t want to! There was a prank.”

“Yay!” she cries, seizing one of his knees. “I’m extra super curious now, you don’t designate just any exploit a prank, only special ones—the nuts ones.”

“Last Wednesday,” he chuckles. “Finally I can relax, since the prank’s done and I’m turned loose from the tension leading up to it. Advance preparation was enlivening but also oppressive, since I was firmly committed to execution and there was no escape. Like, once the prank was conceived it possessed me and I had to deliver, regardless of risk and stress. I blame the sterility of the office, it makes me restive, vexed, defiant—sometimes too eager to see what I can get away with, how far I can go before a worst-case scenario swats me down. Under ordinary circumstances, by which I mean real-life instead of office-life, I don’t need to dream up kicks to keep boredom at bay.”

“But I thought you have it easy—slacking galore and you’re often free to be with me, I never would’ve thought corporate jobs could be routinely circumvented. The corporate stereotype’s rigid supervision, which clearly has nothing to do with you.” She lifts his right hand to her lips.

“I do have it easy, am blessed, grateful,” he says, Hilaria softly nibbling his fingers, mock biting with lips instead of teeth. “The best accomplishment I could list on my resume (and obviously won’t) is I’ve scored a getting-away-with-an-insane-amount-of-recreation position at a top-tier firm—mindless with no one suspecting it’s mindless. But slacking or not, I still have to report to work and put on an obedient stooge act. As long as I’m in the office I have more leisure time than I know what to do with and few opportunities to put it to worthwhile use—fidgetiness accumulates, there’s no immediate outlet—I’m constantly gazing out the window, imagining I’m at liberty to do as I please when I’m not. Surfing the Internet’s emotionally hollow, sorry substitution for action—I want to be active for real, worthwhile challenge jumpstarting my pulse, and pranking enables that to happen. And ditching the office to be with you, Hilaria, will always be the pinnacle of pranking—you’re my ultimate prank-enabler, thanks for keeping me sane.”

“And thank you, Alex, for turning me loose from restive idleness, sensations of being slammed against a wall, at my office, AKA my so-called home. And never thought I’d be called a ‘prank-enabler’—priceless.” Slinging her right leg across his lap, she thrusts herself against him, licks his neck.

“Yeah! Strategically-placed-tote time.”

“You bet,” Hilaria giggles, slipping her left forearm through the straps of her tote bag, placing it on Alex’s knees, blocking observation. They’re deep-dish kissing by the time he’s reaching inside her dress, up her leg that’s slung over his lap. One reason Hilaria’s never worn a dress that’s skintight below her waist or less than knee-length is because such is unacceptable in her husband’s world. The primary reason is Alex routinely reaches up her dress in public and flowing folds enable greater freedom of movement and better prevent detection, no outlining of caress-motion. He’s stroking her thigh where her stocking ends and skin begins, relishing the contrast, while spilling her hair over his head with his left hand.
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