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By Kathryn Meyer Griffith

The music was loud but the band, three young men with dyed spiked hair and blue jeans, was good. They played the usual contemporary cover songs but threw in a few of their own to spice things up. Not bad. Sweet harmonies. The lead singer had a killer voice. Cute, too. It was a shame I wasn’t in a better mood.

People were dancing and laughing and drinking. But I wasn’t. I was frozen like a frightened deer on the edge of the bar crowd watching the couples gyrate on the floor.

Meat market. That’s all this is. What am I doing here? Alone? I’ve been divorced all of four days and somehow still feel as if I’m cheating on my husband—my ex-husband now—Jonathan. Oh, well, as Jackie, my best friend, keeps telling me: You can’t be a wallflower the rest of your life. So the jerk, first guy you ever loved and the father of your child, dumped you for another woman? So what? He never loved you like he should have. Selfish SOB. His loss. You’re free to go on with your new life. Find that love you’ve been so hungry for for so long. Jump in there. Find him.

Easier said than done. How many men would want a discarded woman with a child? Not many. Even my job, an assistant biller for a trucking company; just begun this week, was lousy. The graphic arts dream job I wanted would have to wait. I needed money now. Jonathan hadn’t given me much time. Six weeks ago he’d announced he was in love with someone else and was leaving. I’d never seen it coming, not even a glimmer. Stupid me.

Being a local cop, he’d had a judge friend who’d pushed the paperwork through so quickly I was divorced, abandoned, and alone before I knew it. With rent and bills due within a month, I’d had no choice but to take the first offer of employment given. A paycheck first and a better job later. Oh, well. Like my mother said, take baby steps towards where you want to be and sooner or later you’ll get there.

As if I could do anything else.

Still in shock over Jonathan’s leaving, even now I cringed at my response when he’d told me what was bothering him in bed that night after making love. There’d been more passion than we’d had in years. But afterwards, pushing away from me, he was sadly distraught. Sensing something wrong, I’d pressed until the whole ugly truth came out.

He’d met someone a year ago. Debbie. The sweetest, kindest most self-sufficient beautiful woman he’d ever met and he’d fallen deeply in love with her. He was so sorry. He’d never wanted to hurt our son, Christopher, or me but he had to follow his heart. Had to be with her and her two boys. So, so sorry.

Nearly shocked into hysterics, all I muttered at the time was: ‘Wait a minute. When we took our vows ten years ago you promised you’d love me forever. How can you do this to Christopher and me? I’ve been a good wife. A good mother. How?’

He had no real answer for that, but it didn’t matter. He didn’t care what I said or did from that moment on. For him it was over. Simple. We should both accept the divorce and move on. Beneath everything, I couldn’t understand how he could just lay there and calmly tell me, who’d loved him since I was fifteen, he was in love with someone else and was moving out.

I could have killed him. Gone for his duty gun he kept in the top drawer of our dresser and shot him dead. I didn’t. Instead, I cried.

He couldn’t wait for morning. As I looked on, wiping tears from my face, he’d gotten out of bed, packed clothes and toiletries, walked out the door and drove off into the frigid winter night without a look back. He’d claimed he was going to stay with a friend, another cop he worked with, but I knew he was going to her. I knew it.

I cried for hours. Grieved for weeks. Every minute of every day expecting him to stroll back in the door, say it had been a horrible mistake and please forgive him; take him back. He couldn’t live without us. It didn’t happen.

So here I was. At the meat market. Out looking for...what...love? No, Jackie was wrong. I don’t want love. Not now. I don’t want a man. I just want to have fun. Dance. Wear myself out so I’ll be able to sleep when I go home. Celebrate my first full week of work. As far as I was concerned men were nothing but trouble. Ha, how could I trust them anyway after what Jonathan had done? Not hardly. Maybe never.

The band took a break and I waved at Jackie across the room. She’d been dancing with some short stocky guy with long hair and now they were talking, heads bent close together. In the abrupt quiet I heard her laugh. Divorced a year ago, she’d been on the dating train for a while and liked it. Liked playing the field. Her husband had been a cop, too. That’s how I met her. Cops’ wives. We stuck together, before and after the ring left our fingers. She had two boys at home and a full time cashier job at a local supermarket. I don’t know how she did it. Dating, working and caring for her sons. Said she was happy. Lucky her.

Good time to visit the restroom. Since it was outside in the entry hall, I made a fast stop and threaded my way back in through the crowd. First thing I saw was the man checking ID’s at the door. He hadn’t been there before.

I was ready to brush by him when he gently grabbed my arm. “Hey, wait a minute, pretty one. I need to see your driver’s license first. Make sure you’re old enough.”

“I’m over twenty-one. Way over,” I huffed and looked up into smiling blue eyes. Caught my breath. He was holding my arm firmly as if he didn’t want me to go anywhere. He was flustering me and without thinking I found myself up tight against his warm body. I didn’t move away.

He was tall. Lanky long legs covered in soft blue jeans. Broad shoulders. Through his denim shirt I felt his hard muscled chest that tapered down to a lean waist. His hair was longish, brown streaked with golden highlights, and it gently brushed against the side of my face. My flesh tingled. Warmth crept up my body and settled in my face. After meeting his questioning gaze, I had to look away. There’d been something so intimate, so hungry, in his eyes I felt dizzy. A man hadn’t looked at me like that in years. Not even Jonathan.

I showed him my driver’s license and tried to walk away. He wouldn’t let my arm go and when I lifted my eyes to his again he smiled the sexiest smile I’d ever seen. People are always saying someone has a sexy smile, a sexy walk or some such thing but until he smiled at me I’d never known what the hell they were talking about. His smile made me want to rub my hands down his chest, stroke his cheek and snuggle up to him like he was some yummy teddy bear with silky fur, er, skin.

“Now I know your name and where you live, Emma Baker. You want to make it easier on me and just give me your telephone number now?” he pressed in a husky voice that made something deep down inside the center of me ache. His hand reached out and slid caressingly down my cheek. My mouth fell open. All I could do was stare at him. Of all the nerve. The people behind me in line giggled at us. I didn’t like being the brunt of their jokes.

“Awful sure of yourself, aren’t you? Is this the way you pick up girls?”

Hurt flickered in those sexy eyes and his smile faded. “Truth?”

I nodded my head. He was still holding me. I could hear his heart beating. It felt so right, so safe, in his arms I didn’t want to leave. Nice he was tall. Jonathan had barely been my height. For the first time in my life I felt delicate. Small. I liked it.

He leaned down and whispered in my ear, “I usually don’t come on to the customers. But the minute I saw you I knew you were different. You don’t look like you belong here at all. Where have you been?”

I didn’t know what to say. It was a strange come on and I had to smile. Where have you been? Really.

Suddenly I wanted to tell him everything. About my bad marriage. Jonathan. The divorce. The worthless way I was feeling. My dreams. Something about the man made me want to confide in him. But I kept my insecurities to myself. “This is my first time here, if you want to know. I just got divorced and my friend Jackie, who’s inside, and I are celebrating me getting my first ever job this week.”

“Well, good for you!” He laughed effortlessly. “I mean about getting the job.”

“Thank you. Now if you’ll let go of my arm I need to get back inside. Jackie will be wondering what’s become of me.”

He let go of me, but his hungry gaze never left my face. “Go on in. Have fun. I’ll be keeping an eye on you.”

Sure, I bet he will. I turned and scooted into the crowd that was dancing again to the music. Only when spotting Jackie and her new friend did I remember I hadn’t given him my telephone number. Oh well. I wasn’t here to get involved with any man anyway. Yet it’d lifted my spirits quite a bit. I was actually smiling. Wait until I tell Jackie that the door bouncer had come on to me. She’d get a kick out of that.

She didn’t. After I described the man at the door and what had happened, she’d dismissively flicked her hand. “Oh, Ben? Rumor is he does that all the time. Has a string of girls panting after him. He’s always asking them to marry him, too. Watch out for him. If I were you, I’d steer clear. He’s trouble.”

I didn’t want to be but I felt let down. The innocent flirting had made me feel desirable, if only for a while, again. Now I find out Ben—that was his name—treated all the female patrons to the same spiel. I’d been so gullible. Like always. I told myself, Men. They’re all the same. I don’t need ‘em. I have my friends, family, job and Christopher. All I need for now.

So I thought nothing of it when a guy in a black shirt and slacks walked up to me and asked me to dance. He said his name was Jason. Slick-backed dark hair and slender build. Shirt opened halfway down his chest, showing skin. He looked like one of those underwear models you see in those glossy magazines. I hesitated a second, glancing over at Jackie, who shrugged and energetically gestured me towards the man. Go ahead, dance with him. She was already dancing with someone else.

I nodded yes. The guy was a great dancer, not too bad to look at either though he wasn’t much taller than me and a show off. Stuck on himself. I could tell by the flamboyant way he moved and how everyone seemed to know him, he was a regular. Wasn’t my type but dancing with him was fun. Within a short time we had people watching us and the sweat was running down my sides beneath my clothes. It’d been a long time since I’d been out dancing.

I caught the door bouncer watching me dance with Jason. He stood quietly against the wall, arms folded across his chest, his eyes solemn. I was so aware of him it made me nervous. Why did I care if he was looking at me like a lost puppy I’d kicked? What did he want from me?

I found out when the music stopped and a slow song began. Suddenly Ben was breaking in and asking me to dance. Jason didn’t seem happy with it but surrendered me with a smirk and walked quickly off the floor. He went to another woman and asked her to dance instead. It didn’t bother me in the least.

“I told you I’d be keeping an eye on you,” Ben murmured. “I’m not giving up on you. In fact, after this night’s over you
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How many can say their forever and always
love truly lasts forever?
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