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​Chapter One: More Than One Surprise
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“What colors do you suppose she would like?” I ask Dana Ramey, one of my wife’s oldest and closest friends.  

She smiles as she holds up the tablecloth that has been brought in by a salesperson for us to look over.  “Peach and white,” Dana replies as resolutely as any could.  “Definitely her colors, Desmond.”  She looks at the young woman who is holding another two colors of cloth for inspection and tells her, “We won’t be needing any others to look at, Andrea.  These will do.”  

“Yes, ma’am,” the young salesperson replies before turning and walking back to a cart where several other samples are sitting, neatly folded and in order of shades of various colors.

“I knew there was a reason I brought you along,” I quip as I pick up the satiny peach tablecloth.  “Loraine will be pleased with her birthday party.” 

“Oh, there is no doubt about that.”  Dana laughs a little as she stands from a soft stool where she has sat for the past hour or so while the salespeople brought out a variety of dinnerware, napkins, and tablecloths.  “You’ve been very kind to her, Desmond.”

“Kind?” I say as I cock one eyebrow skyward.  “I’m not sure you have that the right way around.  My wife has saved me, I do believe.  Without her, my world would be nothing but greys.”  I toss a slightly grey-to-silver cloth back on the table nearby.  “Loraine has kept my world level and navigable.”

“You pulled her out of near-poverty, you know,” my wife’s friend replies as she pats me on the shoulder.  “If it were not for you, Desmond, she would still be turning tricks in the sticks.”  

The comment, off-color as it is, would not normally cause much thought from me since it is coming from Dana Ramey.  Her childhood in east Texas was very colorful to say the least, and Loraine found her to be witty and charming in her own way.  However, the odd look I catch in her face causes me to wonder exactly what she means by the comment.  “Tricks in sticks?” I ask.

Dana giggles nervously as she waves me off.  “Just making up stuff.  You know me.”  She turns and flags down another salesperson to ask, “We need to know the total cost if we have roughly fifty table settings, six per table, based on what we have put on the list.”  Dana hands the young man her handwritten notes on what we have seen this afternoon.  “I expect a small discount since we are ordering so many, okay?”  The salesperson nods and walks away to confer with his supervisor.

“You’re dodging,” I tell her.  “Come clean on what you mean, Dana.  I’ve seen that look on your face before, and it means that you have stepped into a mud puddle without intention.  You meant something by that comment.”

“What comment?” she replies innocently.

“Dana.”  I really do think highly of Dana and her husband Terrence.  They are good people, earnest in word and in deed, though a little nutty when it comes to how they behave sometimes.  They have found success in what they do for a living, Dana a radiologist who works for a hospital in Denver and Terrence an attorney who is able to work from home for a very large corporation.  The two of them epitomize the sort of couple Loraine and I strive to be, so when one of them makes a comment it is of great interest to me.

She takes me by the arm and leads me to a bench seat near one of the shop’s windows.  “Have a seat, Desmond,” Dana says as she sits down on one end of the bench.  I take my place at the other end as her blue eyes focus on me.  “How long have you known Loraine?”

“That’s a silly question, Dana.” 

“How long?” she asks again, but more directly.

I fumble for a moment as I think about how long I have known my wife.  “About seven years,” I say.  “Married for about four.”

“Okay.”  Dana looks around the shop before turning her blue eyes back at me again.  “Desmond, has Loraine told you much about her life before she met you?  When she was in college?”  

“A little,” I reply.  “She had a tough go of it at first, that much I have gotten out of some of her stories.”

“A rough go,” Dana says with a chuckle.  “I guess you could characterize it like that.”  She scoots closer to me and asks, “What was it like for you growing up?”  

I shake my head as I answer, “I’m not sure what that has to do with anything, but you know that my father was an attorney and owned a law firm.  My mother was a surgeon.” 

“Comfortable life?” she asks.

“Well, yeah, I guess so.”  

“It was a comfortable life, Desmond.  From everything you have told me and what Loraine has said about you, things came easily in your household.  It was not that way for Loraine when she was growing up.”

I nod my head.  “Her father.”

“Well, yeah, and in a way her mother as well.”

“Loraine’s mother wasn’t around,” I say as I look back at her.  “She died when Loraine was very young.”

Dana shakes her head and asks, “Can you keep a secret, Desmond?”  I nod my head.  “No, I mean can you keep your fucking mouth shut with your wife if I tell you something that she doesn’t want you to know?”  

“Um, what is this about, Dana?”

“Answer me,” she says sternly as she looks around for the third time.  “Can you keep your fucking mouth shut?”  I take a breath and nod my head at the auburn-haired woman.  “Loraine’s mother is still alive and lives in Phoenix.”

It takes a moment for the revelation to make its way to the depths of my brain.  “What?  That’s not possible.”

“Of course, it’s possible.”

“No, I mean I have seen the grave and its marker.  Darlene Parker is buried in Texas just outside of Houston.”  

“Darlene Parker isn’t her mother, Desmond.  That grave contains her Aunt Darlene Parker.  Her mother’s name is Angela Hughes now and she is married to a used car salesman named Rusty.”  

“What?”  I shake my head as I narrow my eyes at Dana.  “This isn’t funny, you know.  If Loraine heard you talking like this and making up stories about her family...”

“You promised to keep your mouth shut,” she says as she wiggles around on her end of the bench.  “Don’t breathe a word of this to your wife.”

“Dana,” I begin as I swallow hard.  “Why are you telling me this?  You know it’s not true.”

“It’s true, Desmond, and it leads to my comment earlier.  Your lovely wife, the woman who you already know had a tough time in college because she had no money, did things to help herself get along.”

“Help?  What did she do?”  Following the trail of breadcrumbs Dana is leaving for me is beginning to give me a headache as I consider just how insidious her comments appear to be as I think about them.  “What did you mean by the tricks-in-the-sticks comment?”

Dana puts her hands together and as she shakes a bit, she replies, “Loraine did things to earn money that most college girls don’t do, Desmond.  She had to do it so that she could stay in school and get to where she is today.”

“To become a successful businesswoman?” I say as I shake my head.  “What could she have possibly done that was so different from other women, Dana?  Did she work at a bar?  Maybe a tobacco shop?”  I laugh and continue, “Maybe my lovely future bride was a stripper at a club in her college town.”  

Though I expect my wife’s friend to laugh and declare that I’m being far too silly, I can see by her serious expression that I’ve struck close to the truth.  “Stripping would have been tame,” she tells me as she leans closer.  “Loraine had to do unspeakable things with men so that they would pay her, Desmond.  She made money that way for two or three years until she met you.”  

I feel goosebumps rise along the back of my neck as I look back at her.  “You’re joking, right?  Dana, this isn’t funny.  Please tell me you’re just full of shit and leading me on with this damned story.”

The young woman shakes her head.  “I wish I were, but Loraine should have told you years ago, Desmond.”  She suddenly becomes worried as she asks, “You can keep this quiet, right?  Don’t tell her I said anything about any of this.”  

“Dana,” I plead with her.  “Just be honest.”

“Sorry, sweetie.  The truth is the truth.”  It’s Dana’s favorite line, out of some movie from years ago where a woman sits down to tell her small son that his dog has died some horrific death.  It’s just now that I realize she is not telling me some fabricated gab, but being brutally honest in giving me the hidden background on my wife.  But why now?  Why just before Loraine’s twenty-eighth birthday?

“When did she stop?” I ask as I try to clear my dry throat.

“Just after meeting you.  She knew after the first date the two of you went on that you were the man for her.  Loraine even told me at the time that she would do anything to be with you.  I mentioned that her side job was probably not the best way to keep a man, so she quit then and there.  The poor girl had to take out another student loan to finish out the last half of her senior year, but she did it and she ended up with you for her husband.  So, like I told you earlier, you really are the good guy here.  I’m not sure what would have happened with her had you not come along.”

“Fuck,” I say under my breath as I put my hands through my hair.  “Oh, fuck.”

“Not so loud, okay?” Dana says as she looks around.  “Remember, we are here to get what we need for the surprise party you want to throw her.”

I shake my head.  “This whole time, six years, has been a lie.”

“Not a lie,” Dana says with a bit of scolding.  “She is your wife, Desmond, and you are her husband.  The two of you complete each other and make life worth living.  You should be proud of what the two of you have accomplished in the last several years.”

“Accomplished?”  I look back up at Dana as I try to understand how not knowing about Loraine’s past with other men is a good thing.  “Did she want me just for my money?  Was that all it was about back then?”

“Your money?”  Dana shakes her head.  “Desmond, you are a man born into money and you were set for life from the very beginning.  Loraine worked hard for her money in college, but she never looked at other people because of their financial status.  She fell in love with you because even though you saw a young woman with very little to her name, you were kind and compassionate.  It never had anything to do with the money.  As a matter of fact, she could have continued to make a very good living as a high-class escort had she decided to do so.”  

Dana is right, though I am having a hard time processing it all right now.  My wife has done so much to help build me up in my work today and I can honestly say that without her I would be so much less than I am.  Loraine is my rock and my foundation.  I suppose it is why I am having so much trouble understanding the whole prostitution thing.  “Has she ever done it while we have been married?”

She looks hard at me and replies, “Are you fucking kidding me, Desmond?  Loraine would never do something like that behind your back.  Remember, she quit because of you.  She decided it was over and that she wanted to be normal and have a life with one of the sweetest men she has ever met.  Desmond, you remind her of the sort of man she always wanted in her life.  You remind her of her father.”

My wife’s father passed away just months after Loraine and I married four years ago.  He was in poor health due to his drinking for many years, and I spent quite a large sum of money helping to get him all the care he could possibly need.  I have not one iota of regret in the money I spent on him.  I was glad to do it because I saw how much he cared about his daughter even though he had abused himself with alcohol.  Not once did Marvin Parker ever raise a hand against Loraine, and not once did he mention his ex-wife.  “Not once,” I say out loud.  “Oh, hell, he knew.”

“What?  Who knew?”

“Her father,” I say to Dana as I put a hand over my face for a moment.  “Marvin knew her mother was alive, but he never told me.  He played along.”

Dana smiles.  “That’s the kind of guy he was, Desmond.  The guy was a loser alcoholic, but in his sober times he was gold to her.  The man would have cut his own heart out for her if she had needed it.  Loraine sees him in you, so you need to cut her some slack.”

“Here is the total, ma’am,” says a young salesperson beside us.  

“Oh, wow,” Dana says as she looks at the bill.  “This is for you, Desmond.”

I look at the paper and then at the young man.  “Fifteen thousand?  For fifty table arrangements?”

“We are willing to place everything for that price and to take it all down afterward.  It is our finest tableware and décor, sir.”

“I’m sure it is,” I say as I feel my wallet become a bit lighter.  Still, it is for Loraine’s twenty-eighth birthday and I want it to be a special one.  Even if she has a secret she has kept from me for so many years.  “Here you go.”  I hand the young man my credit card and watch him walk away quickly with it.

“She loves you very much, Desmond.”

“And I love her,” I admit.  “It’s still difficult to imagine that she has done what you claim, Dana.”

“I know,” she replies.  “I know.”
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