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The Gospel of John 8:7 (King James Version)
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Once upon a time, there was a lonely guy. He was generally happy because he had lots of friends and was close with his family and he was a Christian who really loved Jesus. But he was still lonely, though he was coming to peace with the idea that he was just going to grow old by himself and write books. But God had other plans. Those plans came in the person of a beautiful, kind, loving, Godly woman and her equally beautiful daughter. And when he met them, the man’s life was instantly turned upside down—in a remarkably happy way!

And so, the man became a doting husband and stepdad. Eventually, he and his beautiful stepdaughter decided they would both like to take the step out of their relationship. He adopted her, which makes her his beloved daughter and him her wonderfully blessed dad. While all this loving and happiness and marrying and adopting was going on, the man found that he’d begun to miss writing books. But who had time for such things when he was busy working at his day job and having the time of his life by spoiling his wife and daughter? Not the man. 

But then a sad, happy thing happened. The daughter did two things at the same time: she went away to college and married the love of her life, which was happy for all parties, but also kind of sad for the man and his beautiful wife. But then another thing happened. This one was pretty much all happy. The man retired from his day job. So, what did the man do, now that he wasn’t going to work every day and coming home to grade papers and write lesson plans every night? You guessed it—he found time to write. And that’s how this book came to be. The man would like to thank his beautiful wife Sarah for being his cheerleader and for allowing him to bend her ear as he stumbled and jumbled through the plot of this story. 

And they lived happily ever after.    
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“Ladies and gentlemen, if I could have your attention.” The Reverend Jonathan Delgado’s voice rang out on the other side of the double swinging doors. “I am excited to introduce to you, for the second time, the happy couple. Ladies and gentlemen, two of my favorite people have become one of my favorite couples. Please welcome Sam and Meg Stone!”

I was about to push through the door, when Meg, my newly minted bride and the love of my life, held me back. I turned. “What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing.” She stretched her head up to whisper in my ear, a naughty grin on her face. “After this, the honeymoon begins.”

I squeezed her bare shoulders, pulled her close, and nipped her neck, then kissed her ear. Before I fell for Meg, I would never have guessed an ear could be sexually desirable, but, while she’s a woman of great faith and innocence, the sight of even her elbow could cause a monk to walk into a telephone pole. “Can’t wait to get you out of that dress.”

She pulled back so our faces were maybe two inches apart. Her honey-colored hair was up in an elaborate swirl; despite what had to be more than a can of hairspray cementing it in place, the unmistakable aroma that was her hair caused a stirring deep inside me. She looked intently at me, her eyes ablaze. “The dress is all you’ll need to get me out of, because there’s nothing underneath it.” 

What came out of my mouth in response was something along the lines of, “Humminahumminahummina,” as she yanked me through the door to the raucous applause of over a hundred of our family and friends. 

Aside from obsessing over my wife’s wardrobe choice, nothing was more paramount in my mind than the fact that I had not had anything to eat or drink since an admittedly late, admittedly large brunch at my parents’ house. My busy morning of lying around until an hour before the wedding had been interrupted by a trip to a neighboring county at speeds that definitely broke civil laws and may have broken a couple of physical laws as well, all in the name of helping a pair of friends, one of whom was being held hostage by the other one’s dad in the hopes of persuading him not to marry her. That’s not as crazy as it may sound. I’m a private eye. Stuff that might seem odd to most people is kind of par for the course for me. Not sure if that’s a good or a bad thing. Probably both. At any rate, I succeeded in helping my friends, getting back to Parkersburg, where my wedding was, with exactly enough time to change into my tux, wipe the sweat and dirt off my face, and almost catch my breath before saying, “I do” to the most beautiful woman on the planet, something about which I was—and am—exceedingly happy. But nowhere in that schedule did I mention lunch or even a quick pit stop at a water fountain. I was ready to drink a bottle of liquid antacid if someone offered it to me. 

On the way to the head table where we would finally get to relax for a few minutes and catch our breath, maybe drink the water out of the flower arrangements, I passed the table of a friend. Fred Gailey was a lawyer I worked for sometimes and he was on his way back to his table with two cups of lemonade when I caught him. 

“Fred, thanks again for coming.”

He stopped and started to shake my hand but realized both his hands were full. 

Before he knew what I was doing, I grabbed the cup out of his right hand. “Here, let me take that for you.” I held out my hand to shake as I stared longingly at the lemonade. After our shake, I held out his cup but struggled to let go. 

“You okay, there, Sam?” he asked.

I laughed and let go of the cup. “Yeah, just really need a drink.” 

He nodded over his shoulder. “Cute black-haired girl handing out the punch will fix you right up.” 

Something about that didn’t seem right, but between wedding-induced delirium and just plain dehydration, I couldn’t gather my thoughts enough to figure out what. I glanced at refreshment area but didn’t see anyone who matched that description. Before I could ask him to point her out, Meg hugged Fred, thanked him for coming, and pulled me forward in her wake as she hugged what seemed like all the people in the room on our way to our table. She was so busy she hadn’t heard any of our conversation. I turned and waved at Fred as he disappeared in the distance. He waved and, in a move I’m sure was meant to taunt me, he downed one of his punches in one gulp. 

We finally hugged everyone and were at our table. To my great relief, there was a pitcher of water and some cups there. I nearly bypassed the cups and chugged the pitcher, but feared people—and by people, I mean Meg—might judge me. My thirst finally assuaged, I turned to take in the glory that was my bride. Meg and I had known each other since her sophomore year in high school, which was my senior year. She had been dating my best friend at the time, Cal Elder. The high school fling ended when Cal and I graduated, so Meg and I didn’t see each other for several years, though Cal was still my best friend. Meg and I had reconnected after we each, unbeknownst to the other, had moved to Louisville, Kentucky—she to get her master’s in accounting and I to go to seminary. Well, that was the original reason I had gone there, but by the time Meg breezed in and changed my entire life, I was a fledgling super sleuth. Sadly, it didn’t take a trained investigator to know my best friend was still carrying a torch about the size of Lady Liberty’s for my beloved. I knew it. Meg knew it. Cal knew we knew it. It was most assuredly a violation of the bro code, but Meg and I knew after approximately five seconds in each other’s presence that we were going to be together for a lifetime. At the same time, I couldn’t even contemplate losing my best buddy. So, we were left with trying to work through it.   

Cal, who, in addition to being the best man I know, was literally my best man, finally arrived at the head table, greeted us with a laugh and a hug. “Congratulations, you two.” He slapped my back and offered a cheek to Meg, who planted a kiss on it, leaving a perfect lipstick imprint of her equally perfect lips. “I’m so happy for you both.” He touched his cheek gingerly. “I’m not washing that for at least a week.”

Meg wrapped her arms around Cal’ waist. “We love you, Cal.”

I laughed. “Speak for yourself.” 

Cal put one hand to his chest and squeezed my shoulder with the other. “You just warm my heart.”

I grabbed him by the collar of his tux jacket and pulled him closer so I could kiss his other cheek. I left no lipstick imprint. “You know I love you, my brother.” 

It may seem to strain credibility that we three were not awkward with each other, given that history, but we weren’t, thanks in large part to the fact that Cal truly was a man of the highest honor and integrity. He had loved her from afar since they dated, but he seemed to understand he was destined to be her knight in shining armor, loving her enough to be willing to take a bullet for her. She was destined to love him more than any brother. And he and I were family. Beyond siblings. Far past best buddies. All he had to do was call and I was there, no questions asked, and vice versa. And she and I were designed by God to fit together like two pieces that mesh seamlessly to become one and make a whole that is greater than the two parts could ever be separately. She made me want to be the man she saw me to be. I saw her as what she was—an angel and my gift straight from heaven. Together, the three of us made a dynamic trio that, against the odds, truly did work. 

“I just stopped by to get my hugs in before the real festivities start.” Cal downed his drink. “Gonna go off in a corner and practice my toast. Remember, Meg, you said no parameters, no restrictions, right?”

Meg gave him the smile and the laugh. On its own, either was capable of brightening the cloudiest day, but when combined, the two have been known to raise the dead. “I trust you, Cal.” 

“Yeah,” he said with a laugh as he turned and sauntered off. “That’s probably a mistake.” 

Our wedding was early in the day, so we opted for finger foods rather than a full meal; therefore, we were quickly to the point of toasts. As I picked at the last of the cantaloupe on Meg’s plate—my third heaping mound of food had been gone for ten minutes—Cal, who had made his way back to his seat beside us no more than thirty seconds earlier, stood and tapped his champagne flute with a butter knife he’d purloined from the kitchen. “If I could have your attention, folks. Folks. Hello.” He was being unusually shy. Maybe I should have sneaked some actual champagne into his glass. 

“All right, PIPE DOWN!” There was the voice I was used to. The crowd fell instantly into a hush. “Sorry to go all cop on you,” he said, “but it’s time for our toasts and I’d rather be talking to a hopped-up meth-head through the grate of my cruiser than a bunch of clean-cut, civilized folks like yourselves, so I better get this over with before I chicken out.” 

He paused a few seconds, seemingly lost in the tiny bubbles in the sparkling grape juice. The half-smile that came onto his face was enigmatic. I honestly didn’t know if I should be looking forward to or really afraid of what he was about to say. “I don’t know how many of you know this, but Meg and I were once an item.” 

Meg looked at me, her face flushing, her eyes wide. I shrugged and leaned closer. “You said no parameters.” 

“Well, to say we were an item is probably stretching things ever so slightly. I mean, look at me.” He touched his empty hand to his chest. “And then look at her. Have you seen a worse match in your life? Not that my Meg is shallow—she’s anything but—but the laws of nature dictate that such a rare and surpassing beauty find a mate who is at least only one league behind hers and, let’s face it, if Meg is the majors, I’m clearly Legion ball at best.”

Meg buried her face in her hands and shook her head before swatting Cal, who had moved to stand between and behind us, in the stomach with the back of her hand. “Stop!” 

“While I’ll always treasure our short but ill-fated romance, I knew on some level it was only a matter of time before she found someone a little more able to not ruin family photos. Imagine my surprise when she fell in with this ugly ape.” He gave my shoulder another affectionate squeeze. 

“Hey, now.” I fake elbowed him. “It hurts because it’s true.”

“In all seriousness, I’ve known Sam since we were shooting spit wads at each other in first grade. I knew him through his chubby phase. And I have the class pictures from Tavennerville Elementary, may she rest in peace, to prove it, by the way. We would have called him the Round Mound of Rebound on our school basketball team, but that would imply he ever got a rebound. As we got older, he slimmed down everywhere but that melon of a head. But I digress. I just want you to know, Sam, over the years, I’ve found you to be a royal pain in the butt.” 

I sighed. “Feelin’ the love, brother.”

“Seriously, though, how do you think it feels to be a cop and have a best friend who is not a cop but who is a better shot than you and could beat you senseless with one hand tied behind his back? And look at that face. I mean, I’m as straight as they come, but even I will admit that’s a good-looking face. And I’m not even bitter about that.” 

He paused again. I studied the dainty hand I was holding, the thumb of which was gently caressing the back of mine. Finally, he let out a sigh. “I promised myself I wouldn’t get emotional.” His voice cracked a little. I most definitely did not have to swallow down a lump in my throat. “Sam is not your average Joe. If I believed in reincarnation, I’d swear he was a knight in shining armor in a past life. To be his best friend is maybe the highest honor of my life so far. So, to say it would take a spectacular woman to be his mate is the biggest understatement ever. But you know what’s amazing? Meg is pretty much the most spectacular woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.”

A tear escaped my eye. To my left, several were escaping from Meg’s. She let out a ragged breath as she dabbed at her eyes with her free hand. 

“Usually, when you say two people deserve each other, it’s a bad thing. Well, these two deserve each other and I mean that in the best way possible. I’m so glad that Superman found his Lois. Ladies and gentlemen,” he said as he raised his glass, “I give you the happy couple.”  

Everyone drank, followed by raucous applause. Meg and I rose together and hugged him, all of us sharing a good cry. The rest of the speeches were pretty mundane after Cal’s performance, though the maid of honor, Meg’s old roommate, had a couple of embarrassing tales from Meg’s less-than-perfect dating life before she met me. By the time all the speeches were through, I was ready to eat cake and then finally ravish my, to quote Cal, spectacular bride. 

Before we could do that, though, it was time for our dance. I swayed with Meg to our song. “Harvest Moon” by Neil Young had been ours since I’d talked her into watching Eat, Pray, Love. We both seemed to have independently chosen it for our dance song before we ever discussed it. As the first quiet notes played, I looked into those deep, chocolate wells that seemed to be able to scan my soul. My breath became shallow as she smiled enigmatically at me. We melted together and swayed rhythmically. The laughter of the attendees, the crying of babies, the squealing of children, the normal cacophony of a hundred people in a large room—all faded into nothingness as we swirled our way into our own little world. I kissed her cheek and she nuzzled into my neck. I could feel her warm breath against my throat. And then her lips brushed gently just below my jawline, sending an electric shock through my body. I nibbled on her ear, causing her to take in a sharp breath. She leaned back, biting her lip and staring hungrily into my eyes. 

Our lips met gently, but the kiss grew in ardor; as we began to part, she gently nipped my bottom lip between her teeth. “I love you, my prince.” 

My breath was becoming ragged. “I love you back, sweet angel.” 

Squeezing me tightly to her curvaceous body and sliding her lips across my cheek, she stopped with them right beside my left ear. “I need you so bad it hurts.” I could feel her smile against my face as she crushed her body into mine. “I feel like you might be hurting a bit too.”

Every fiber of my being was shouting to sweep her off her feet and find a quiet spot to consummate our brains out, but that was going to have to wait just a little longer, though not much longer, I told myself. All that stood between me and carnal bliss with the sexiest woman on the planet were cake and some bubbles. I started to whisper something wildly inappropriate into her ear, but I suddenly became aware of a change to the normal din in the room. The accustomed happy sounds were replaced by something more ominous, more concerning. Apprehensive whispers were replacing festive chatter. 

Meg clearly felt the change as well. We stopped mid-dance, and both looked around. It didn’t take long to locate the source of people’s unease. A crowd was gathering around a table. Fred Gailey had slid his chair back from the table, and he was leaning forward, his head between his knees while his wife squatted as best she could in her pencil skirt beside him, her hand stroking the back of his head while she called his name.

Meg took my hand as we moved as a unit toward our friend. Before we could get to him, all tension left his body, and he slid from his chair like a great snake slithering onto the floor. As if she had been waiting for it to happen, Susan glided to her knees while simultaneously catching his head in her arms and gently cradling it just inches off the hard tile floor. Belying the tenderness of her movement was the harsh panic in her scream. “Fred, wake up—OH, HELP!”

“Fred!” I knelt beside him. “Stay with me. Fred, you’re going to be okay.” Even as I said them, I felt the words were a lie. His vacant eyes stared at the ceiling, but they saw nothing—nothing I could see, at least. But I kept yelling, in the hopes somewhere inside him, or maybe even nearby, he could hear me and would come to my voice. 

Meg, who had worked her way through college as an EMT, was performing CPR while we waited for the ambulance that Cal had called, after which he went into cop mode and kept the crowd back from where we worked. Opposite us, rocking on the floor beside her almost certainly late husband, was Susan Gailey. 

The ambulance pulled up outside the doors of the church fellowship hall, where less than twenty minutes before, we had been dancing and laughing and preparing to cut the cake to celebrate our wedding. Even just a half hour before, neither of us could have conceived of anything ruining what, up to that moment, was the greatest day of our lives individually and as a couple. Now we stood, me in my now sweat-soaked, disheveled tuxedo and she in her inexplicably still perfect wedding dress, watching as the EMTs carried on the vain theatrics of trying to restart our friend’s inert heart. 

It was like something out of a movie. I heard words like arrythmia and tachycardia. I’d heard them before but had no idea what they meant. They opened his shirt, broke out a hypodermic with a huge needle filled with what one of them called epinephrine and drove the needle into his chest. While one EMT, a short, fit-looking woman with sandy hair who looked to be about my age and was, I was confident, someone I knew from somewhere, was doing that, the other, an older man with salt-and-pepper hair, a shaggy goatee, and an impressive beer gut, got out the defibrillator. Injection complete, he charged it, placed the paddles on Fred’s chest and side, called clear and punched the button, sending such a jolt through his body that he nearly came clear off the floor. He checked for a pulse and then did it again. I took Meg’s hand and we bowed our heads to pray. Words failed to form in my mind, though. The only one that I could come up with was please, so I just kept repeating it. Another shock. 

“Sinus rhythm.”

Our heads snapped up.

I squeezed Meg’s hands. “Does that happen?”

She tilted her head slightly. “It happens.”

“How often?”

“After this length of time? This makes once, that I’ve seen.” She looked up at the clock over the door. “Twenty minutes. I felt no pulse at all, not even a thready one.”

“You could’ve missed it?” I propped the doors open for the gurney to roll through. 

Meg patted the female EMT on the shoulder as she passed. I figured out why she looked familiar. She had gone to high school with us, but I couldn’t remember her name.  

“Great work Julie.” I guess Meg did remember her name. 

“Thanks Meg. Carl, we ready?” Julie Steiner? Greiner! She was a basketball player. 

Meg turned back to me and laid her head against my chest. “Maybe. Regardless, we need to send him a huge flower arrangement for not killing our honeymoon.” 

The ambulance was pulling away, so we stepped back inside the hall as the DJ appropriately started “Stayin’ Alive” by the BeeGees. It wasn’t on our playlist, but I decided to allow it. 

By this time, a good portion of the guests were in no mood to hang around, so we stole some clamshell containers from the kitchen and gave everyone their cake to go. My family, my in-laws, and a gaggle of church friends who were cleaning up the hall were the only folks still around as we made to leave, so we decided we would just have to settle for making our own bubbles on our way to the car. The best news of all was that Fred’s event came at the exact time when the groomsmen would have been decorating The Tumbler, as we called my black Escape, so we missed out on that. Darn. 

The place was nearly cleaned up when Meg’s roommate from when she was in grad school in Louisville, Kentucky walked up and put her arm around Meg. “We got this, guys. Go home.”

Meg kissed her friend’s temple. “Thank you, Jolene. You’re such a good friend. By the way, I expect to be your matron of honor. I intend to repay you for those toast stories.”

Jolene laughed. It was a raucous, throaty laugh. It made me smile. “Hey, now, I didn’t make up a single thing.” 

Meg giggled. “Sad, but true.”

They hugged and then Jolene gave me a bear hug. “You got a good one, Sam. Treat her like a queen or I will get you.”

I kissed the top of her head. “Trust me, I know. I’m the luckiest guy on the planet. Going to spend the rest of my life trying to deserve her.”

Jolene laughed into my chest. “Oh, don’t worry. You’ll never get there. No man is good enough for our Meg.”

We walked all around the church hugging the rest of our family and friends goodbye, thanked them for all their help, and started to move toward the door when my mother stopped me. She was standing at the entrance to the kitchen right off the fellowship hall.

“Sam, we have some lost and found items here. What should we do with them?” She held up a seafoam green sweater, a pair of glasses, and a prescription pill bottle.

I reached out for them. “I’ll run them to the office. Anything else?” 

“No, just those three.”

The name on the pill bottle wasn’t familiar. No one who’d attended the wedding. The prescription had been filled by a pharmacy in St. Marys, a town several miles up the Ohio River from Parkersburg. “You know this person?” I asked Mom.

She squinted at the bottle. “Nope. Sorry. That pharmacy’s near your uncle’s old Western Auto, though. Not sure that helps.” 

I laughed. “Not much. 

She looked again at the bottle. “What is that medicine?”

“Sildenafil. It’s for, well, performance problems.”

“What kind of performance problems?” she asked. 

I grimaced. How do you say stuff like this to your mother? 

“Oh, those,” she said. “Okay. You don’t gotta say it.” 

Something tickled in my brain. “You sure it wasn’t already here?”

“Absolutely,” Mom said. “It was right beside the lemonade dispenser. Meg’s mom asked me to put the lemonade out. Would’ve been hard to miss.”

“Would you mind running them up to the office for me?” I asked. “I need to go find Meg.” I held up the pill bottle. “I think I’ll hold onto these, though.” 

Erectile disfunction meds. And Fred, a healthy younger guy, almost drops dead from a heart attack. I couldn’t figure how they could be connected, but it seemed like a really big coincidence. One of the first lessons my old boss Solomon taught me was that coincidences were almost never, in fact, coincidences. I’d read once in an article Solomon made me read that an overdose of ED meds can cause a heart attack. My mind was knocked off this morbid track, however, by the sight of my breathtaking bride.

Meg looked around wistfully. “We should be passing through a gauntlet of well-wishers on our way to the car about now.”

I squeezed her left butt cheek, eliciting a surprised gasp from her. “Or on our way home so I could finally see this in the flesh.” 

She gave something of mine a squeeze. “And I could finally see this.” 

“Oh, my sexy angel, I hope you do more than just look at it.”

She snaked her arms around my waist and kissed me, a long, slow, smoldering kiss. I wasn’t sure of my name. “Don’t worry. I’ll do more. Much more. But...”

I kissed her forehead. “But first, we need to go to the hospital.”
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Fred was stable. They were running tests, but there didn’t seem to be any damage to the heart. The event was puzzling. Fred was a health nut, other than an unhealthy obsession with coffee. He ran every year in the Parkersburg Half Marathon, ate like a rabbit, and his cholesterol bordered on too low. He seemed like the last person who should have had a heart attack. 

“His dad dropped dead of a heart attack at 53.” Susan Gailey played absently with the rim of a coffee machine cup. “Though, to be fair, Kris was a haystack of a man. Fred was always paranoid he’d end up looking like his dad, so he’s always taken care of himself, but he really started running seriously and eating well when his cholesterol came back high at his annual check-up. That was what, ten years ago already?”

Meg touched her wedding ring for about the thirtieth time. She furtively glanced around, undoubtedly trying not to notice the waiting room full of people looking at the couple in the corner who looked like they’d escaped from atop a wedding cake. “So maybe it’s congenital. Has he ever been diagnosed with AFib?”

Susan shook her head. “No diagnosed heart issues. Ironic he did all that running and never ate desserts and he still almost dies of a heart attack. Not even 45.” 

I finished my bottle of water. Still felt dehydrated. “Probably all that healthy living that has him up here in CCU instead of downstairs.”

Susan sighed and smiled wanly. “And allows you to enjoy your honeymoon and have a funny story to tell your grandkids instead of a horrifying one.” Her smile became warmer. “Speaking of honeymoon, what the heck are you two doing here?”

Meg laughed. “We agreed it was only proper to come thank Fred for not dying.”

Susan laughed. It was nice to see. “Sadly, you can’t tell him personally, but I’ll make sure to tell him you were here as soon as he’s more awake. Now you two go. Enjoy each other.”

Before we left, I pulled the pill bottle from my pocket. “This is a completely insane question, but you don’t know Alva Boyles, do you?”

She tilted her head, puzzled. “Not that I know of. Could be a client of Fred’s I suppose. Why?”

I wasn’t sure how to approach this. “Okay, I said. This is a really awkward question.” I hesitated. “Does Fred have...any...well...you know...performance issues?”

She tilted her head and squinted at me. “Performance...oh.” She laughed. “No, nothing like that. He’s like—well, no, let’s just leave it at that. Why in the world would you ask that?” 

“We found this bottle of sildenafil in the kitchen at church. Wasn’t there before. Belongs to an Alva Boyles from St. Marys.”

“What would that have to do with us?”

I shrugged. “Like I said, insane. I read an article recently that said you could cause a heart attack by taking too much sildenafil.”

“You think someone poisoned him?” Susan asked. “Wait, do you think I poisoned him?”

I held up my hands. “No, of course not! I’m just wondering if someone slipped him some of these. Maybe in his drink.”

“He did have at least four cups of that punch,” Susan said. “But no one else had any effects.” 

“Maybe Fred made the wrong person mad,” Meg said.  

“Or,” Susan said, “he has the wrong dad. I can’t imagine anyone being crazy enough to poison my sweet lug of a husband.” 

I laughed. “Yeah, I’m just being paranoid, I’m sure. Hazards of my business. Well, let us know if you need anything.”

We stopped at the vending machines on the way out of the hospital so we could each pick up another bottle of water. “Can’t seem to get enough to drink,” I said before chugging nearly the entire bottle as we strolled to the car. 

Meg squeezed my hand and took her usual micro-sip. “Drink up, Mister Man. You’ll need all the fluids you can get. I plan to give you quite the workout as soon as we get home.”

I may have sped just a little on the way home, but it still seemed to take an hour. In reality, it was about ten minutes. The closer we got to the apartment that had been hers only until that day, the shakier I got. My breath was becoming shallow and my heart was fluttery. I’d never been so excited for or wanted anything as badly as I wanted her. To finally see her completely naked, open, exposed to me. No secrets, nothing held back. To give myself, body and soul, to her with no reservations. To fully consume each other and to give ourselves up for consumption. To make love with complete and utter abandon. I couldn’t wait to study every curve, every nook, every cranny of her delicious body and memorize it all before going back and doing it all again. 

Meg ran her hand up my thigh as I turned the corner onto our street. “Hurry up, I’m ready to rip that tux off you!

That’s another way to put it. I was excited to see she wasn’t using hyperbole. As soon as I put her down after carrying her over the threshold, buttons and zippers started being pawed at as we kissed, mouths wide open and tongues battling each other. We weren’t fully disrobed by the time we made it to the top of the steps into the living room, but we’d shed enough to get to the parts we each wanted. It probably wasn’t a traditional choice, but our hunger for each other’s body was just too pressing, the need too acute, so we consummated our marriage on the floor right there in the living room. 

After the rambunctious first round, we made love again, this time more deliberately and in the more conventional spot for a honeymoon, our bed, after which we both dozed off. I had no idea how long we were asleep, but the light coming through the window was soft, indicating it was nearing dusk. I reached for Meg, who was lying on her side facing away from me. I wrapped my arm around her waist, nestled myself against her backside, and kissed her bare shoulder. Home. 

She wiggled against me with her bottom. Dangerous move. “I love you, sweet man.” 

I thrust against her, eliciting a giggle that was both innocent and quite lewd. “I love you back, angel.” After lying for a few minutes in silence nibbling on her neck and shoulders, I spoke hesitantly. “Meg?”

“Sam.” I could hear the laughter in her voice.

“I need to ask something.”

“You can ask me anything.”

“Okay. Well, I was wondering, you know, if, well, you...”

“Yes, love, I did.”

“Really?”

She rolled over, smiled, kissed my hand gently, and then held it against her soft cheek. “Could you not tell? Was I not demonstrative enough to make it clear?”

“Well, yeah, but, you know, this was my first time. Our first time.”

She bit her lip. “And our second.”

“Yes, and our second. But I didn’t want to assume. I’ve heard about them, but, you know. I’ve never actually witnessed one before.” 

She laughed. It was mirthful and heartfelt, with not a trace of derision. My heart felt like it was wagging its tail in my chest. She let go of my hand and put both hands on either side of my face. She pulled my face down to hers and kissed me hard, running her fingers through my hair and biting my lip as she released me. “Oh, how I love you. Well, now you’ve witnessed several.” Her left hand slid under the covers, down my chest, past my stomach, and did not stop north of where I wanted it to this time. She grinned. “Feels like you’re about to witness some more.”​
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Chapter 3
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“So how was your honeymoon? Anyone almost drop dead?” Fred Gailey looked fit and healthy, which is pretty much how he looked right up to the point he died in the middle of our dance.

I laughed. “Nope, surprisingly enough, the reception was the last time that happened. And to be fair, you actually did drop dead. But I guess you were just mostly dead.”

He winked at me. “And mostly dead is slightly alive.”  

I pointed at him and nodded. One of the reasons I really liked Fred was our shared passion for The Princess Bride. I was sitting in my office chair with my feet up on the desk and a cup of lukewarm coffee in my hand. Fred was sitting in one of the client chairs holding a cup that had once had coffee but was now empty. It was his second. I’d offered him a third, but his doctor, he said, told him to take it easy on the caffeine. I guess Fred’s idea of taking it easy is less than one pot a day. 

I downed the last of mine. It wasn’t hot, but good coffee is palatable even when it is less than the ideal temperature. It’s only gross when cold if it’s bad quality to begin with. “When did you get out of the hospital?” 

He looked a little sad, I thought, watching me toss back the black gold. “On Wednesday morning—well, they told me Wednesday morning. The doc finally came in and signed the paperwork just in time to get home for dinner. Went to work the next day. Truth is, I don’t feel like I even had a heart attack.”

We were silent for a bit. The only sound was the low hum of the air conditioning. It was an unseasonably warm day for October. The sun cast the multi-hued trees on the hillside below Fort Boreman Hill across the Little Kanawha River in brilliant technicolor. The blazing reds and oranges and yellows of the foliage were some of the many reasons this was my favorite time of year. And the fact my office was situated in such a way I could sit at my desk and see so much of it over the city’s floodwall was one of many reasons I felt blessed to have it. After maybe thirty seconds of companionable quiet, I turned to Fred. “I meant to ask, what happened? I mean, I know what happened, but did you feel bad beforehand? Was there any indication something was wrong?”

“That’s the crazy thing.” He wiped an invisible smudge off his immaculately shined black tasseled loafers. “I did a five miler that morning and had a PR. I feel like I’m literally in the best shape of my life and suddenly blam—this hits me out of the blue.”

“When did you know something was wrong?”

He laughed. “When I woke up in the ambulance.” 

“You mean you were fine and then, next thing you know, you’re strapped to a gurney?”

“Yup. I remember not being able to get enough of that lemonade. That stuff was addictive. I felt kind of self-conscious going back twice to ask for more. The little girl handing it out must have thought I was some kind of hog.” 

“Little girl? Like a child?”

“No, she was a woman, I guess. Teens, early twenties, maybe. Don’t you know who was in charge of your drinks?”

I shrugged. “I’m happy I got to the wedding. Meg’s mom was in charge of the reception. Probably some cousin or friend. Until you keeled over, I couldn’t take my eyes off Meg.” 

“I don’t know. Pretty, though. I like black hair, though hers looked like it might have come from a bottle. Anyway, how was your honeymoon? Susan said you went to the Outer Banks.”

I closed my eyes and smiled for a second. “Amazing. I’ve been told the beaches there are nice too. Have to go back again for that sometime.”

He seemed confused for a second, but a smile spread across his face. “Ah, young love. Hang on to that.” 

I got up with my cup and grabbed Fred’s to wash them out in the sink. My office, per Meg’s guidance, had a kitchenette and sofa. She’d said the couch was for in case I was working late and needed to nap, but I liked to think she had an ulterior motive. “Oh, I intend to. Meg and I are in it for good.”

He shifted in the chair and shook his head. “Easy to say.”

I was using a little plastic wand filled with dish soap and a sponge on the end to wash the cups. I spoke over the running water. “We aren’t starry-eyed romantics. We know marriage is hard. Harder sometimes than others.” I turned off the water and dried the cups with a towel hanging above the sink. “But we know it’s about learning to pull together and seeing conflicts as us two fighting together against the situation.” I hung the cups on the tree beside the pot. “That God has to be in the center. And we know we have to consciously choose each other every single day.” 

He chuckled to himself. There seemed to be a melancholy in his face, though. “Should’ve known you’d handle marriage with the same doggedness you handle being a detective with. Wish someone had told Susan and me that when we got married.” 

I dropped into my chair, slowly. Yesterday had been leg day at the gym. I was working on strength in preparation for the Parkersburg Half Marathon the next August. I had a little over ten months, so I was working on building muscle and doing some speed work. Heavy miles would come in the spring. Sometimes being in shape seems like it hurts worse than sitting around. Sometimes. “You two having trouble?”

He didn’t answer right away, looking off at something I couldn’t see. Then he seemed to snap back to the moment. “Nah. We had a real rough patch. Long hours at work for both of us, we seemed to forget that choose-each-other-every-day thing for a bit. At least—well, anyway, things are better. Counseling helps a lot.” 

Before I could say anything else, there was a knock on the frame of my office door, which was half open. A man peeked through the opening. His face was craggy and deeply tanned like he’d worked a long time outdoors and the hair sticking out from under his Cincinnati Reds ball cap was black flecked with silver and close-cropped. He cleared his throat. “Oh, sorry, didn’t realize you were busy.” His voice was a growl, but not an angry one.  

Fred stood. “No, no. I’m on my way out. Just here on my lunch hour to thank Sam here for saving my life. At his own wedding, if you can believe it.” 

The man stepped in and looked around. He was tall, probably a few inches over six feet. His lean, angular arms stuck out from a black zip-up hoodie. Underneath was a light blue short-sleeved button-down shirt. 

Fred reached out his hand, which I took. His handshake was firm, not like a man who recently nearly died. “Don’t forget, Sam. Friday night at 7:00 at our place. Bring swimsuits. The pool
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