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Saturday Night, October 9, 1965

––––––––
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THE ATMOSPHERE WAS electric with anticipation as the drivers readied themselves for the race of a lifetime. Both cars had undergone meticulous modifications and tuning to maximize their power and velocity. The drivers knew all too well that the slightest error could cost them the victory, but their determination to win at all costs shone through. 

It was a dual quarter mile race, down to the three oil drums, around them and back. A dark green sixty-four Ford convertible pulled up to the spray-painted start/finish line. Its sleek exterior gleamed in the streetlights. All the windows were closed tight, muffling the inside from the rumbling engine. The soft top was secured in place, leaving the interior shrouded in darkness. You could feel the raw power emanating from the three-ninety engine, the gas pumping through the six-pack carburetor, ready to unleash four hundred and thirty horsepower onto the asphalt.

Next to the Ford stood its long-time opponent, a buttoned up sixty-three Pontiac hardtop. The street lights shining on its glossy black exterior accentuated the sleek blue racing stripes running the length of the vehicle. Under the hood, the recent addition of nitrous oxide boosted the three hundred and seventy-five horsepower engine, and gave the Pontiac an extra one hundred and thirty-five horsepower at the touch of a button.

A beautiful but intense, very slim blonde girl, wearing tiny and tight cut-off jeans shorts and a very loose red pull-over blouse, stood at the start/finish line between the two cars. With a red handkerchief flag in hand, she was ready to signal the start of the race. Pointing first at the Ford and then the Pontiac, checking their readiness, both drivers responded by revving their engines, the roaring sound echoing through the car lined streets. The smell of gasoline and burning rubber from the trashcan bonfires filled the tense air.

At the drop of the flag, the Ford shot off the line, taking an early lead. The Pontiac was hot on its tail, the sound of its engine roaring in pursuit. As the drivers shifted gears, the Ford continued to pull away, shifting seamlessly from second to third gear then fourth. With the turn around looming ahead, the Pontiac driver hit the nitrous button, propelling the car forward in a surge of power. The sound of the engine was deafening as the Pontiac rushed ahead, reaching the turnaround first.

Now the crowd erupted in cheers as the Pontiac driver celebrated, but the Ford driver was not ready to give up. He slammed on the brakes and spun the car around the oil drums, determined to challenge the Pontiac to the finish. The tires screeched as the Ford accelerated back to the finish line, gaining speed with every passing moment. 

The Pontiac driver saw the Ford approaching in his rearview mirror and smirked, confident in his ability to win the race. But the Ford driver shifted and pressed the gas pedal to the floor, the car responding like a bullet shot from a gun, left the Pontiac behind.

The Pontiac driver was stunned as he watched the Ford jump in front of him. He had never seen a car move so fast. But he wasn’t about to give up. He hit the nitrous button once again, holding it down with great determination to catch up and pass the Ford. Flames shot out of the Pontiac’s dual exhaust pipes as both cars raced down the street. Lined with cars and onlookers, the sound of their engines echoed through the night. The Ford was still in the lead, but the Pontiac was gaining ground. The finish line was in sight, and the crowd held its breath, waiting to see who would cross first.

In a burst of speed, the Pontiac pulled ahead, crossing the finish line inches before the Ford. The pretty blonde girl waved the checkered flag, signaling the end of the race, and the crowd erupted in cheers. The Ford driver slammed his fist on the steering wheel in frustration as the Pontiac driver revved his engine and did a victory burnout, smoke billowing from his tires. But suddenly, a loud bang echoed through the air, and the Pontiac’s engine exploded. Shrapnel flew everywhere, as the crowd screamed in horror watching the Pontiac lift off the ground as it flipped over, flames engulfing it. The Ford driver slammed on his brakes and rushed out of his car, running toward the burning wreckage, reaching the Pontiac just as the driver, covered in soot and blood, tried to crawl out. Helping the driver up, he carried him away from the burning car. The pretty girl called for an ambulance as the crowd gathered around the two drivers. The Ford driver held his opponent upright against the Ford’s fender, screaming, 

“Alex, Alex. Are you okay?”

“Cal?” A dozy Alex murmured. “I think so.” 

“You’re sure, now, because your car just blew up.”

“I think so. That wasn’t supposed to happen, Cal.”

“That’s why I don’t use nitrous, Alex.”

“Yeah, but I still beat you, Cal.”

“You did.”

“Hey Cal.” An onlooker yelled. “How’s it feel to lose?”

Still holding Alex upright, Cal yelled back. “Come and race me and you’ll find out!”

Steve, Jimmy and Baggs ran over. “Are you guys okay?”

“I’m fine.” Cal said. “Alex here needs a little attention. We’re just waiting for the ambulance.”

“What the hell happened?”

“Alex was using nitrous and the engine couldn’t take it anymore and just blew up.”

“I see now why you won’t use nitrous, Cal.” Baggs said, watching the Pontiac fire get put out by a few guys with fire extinguishers.

“Yeah, but since Alex beat me, now I have to take my car in for a tune-up.”

“Really? You want more power?”

“Just enough to beat Alex here, and that big-mouthed asshole over there.”
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CHAPTER 2
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Saturday Afternoon October 23, 1965

––––––––
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ALLISON LEANED FORWARD, her ears bombarded with the noise, as Cal attempted to yell in a hushed tone. 

“This is the sound of a one-hundred and ninety mile per hour wind. It’s hitting all parts of the vehicle as it passes under the equipment. That’s what’s drying the cars.” 

As he spoke, Allison could feel the gusts of wind whipping around her. She could see the crew members scurrying around, mopping up the drips and drabs that fell from the freshly washed cars. The sound of the wind was almost deafening. Cal reached out and grabbed the petite, sweaty brunette walking by. 

“Allison, this is Ruby,” he said, “The crew supervisor. She keeps everyone on their toes.” Allison nodded, taking in the surrounding scene, feeling as though she was right in the middle of the action.

Allison looked up at Cal, surprised. “You have a female supervisor?” she asked. The clack of her pen on paper resonated. 

“You’re surprised?” Cal replied, a hint of amusement in his voice. “She’s the best person for the job, Allison. Remember, it’s nineteen sixty-five, not forty-five.” 

Allison made another note in her notebook. “Can I take your picture for the article, Carver?” she asked, looking up from her notebook. 

Cal checked his watch, the ticking sound inaudible. “Use Ruby for your picture.” He said. “She’s much cuter than me. I’m really sorry, Allison, but I have an appointment I need to get to. Ruby can answer any further questions you may have.” 

“Well, thanks for your time, Carver,” Allison said, extending her hand. The feeling of their hands shaking was almost electric. “The article will be in next Sunday’s paper.” 

“Thank you, and it’s my pleasure. Oh, Allison. When you print my name, can you use Cal instead of Carver, please?” Cal asked, still shaking hands. 

Allison smiled, the warmth spreading across her face. “Will do, Cal.” 

“Thank you,” Cal said, before turning and leaving her with Ruby. The customer walkway door closed behind him, the sound of the wind subdued.

Cal leaned forward and pushed his head through the small opening of the inner office door. The noise of the giant blower filled his ears, making it difficult to hear himself think. Cal could feel a sense of comfort in the familiar surroundings of the family’s car wash. 

“Hey, Dad!” Cal shouted over the deafening noise of the blower. “I’m gonna leave now. My car’s ready!” His words were barely audible, but he hoped his father could hear him. 

“Can’t you wait until we close?” Saul said, glancing at his wristwatch while the rustling of his Car Wash magazine filled the quiet room. 

Cal moaned, checking the wall clock and feeling the cool breeze from the air conditioning on his skin. “No, Dad, I have to be there before he closes, and it’ll take me fifteen minutes to get there. Besides, it’s not that busy now. I’m sure you can handle things without me for aah, let’s see, twenty-seven minutes.” He smiled with a supercilious grin.

“Fine,” Saul relented, as his eyes and mouth came dangerously close to a grin. With his Car Wash magazine tossed on the opposite end of the sofa, he rose and the sound of his leather shoes echoed in the room. “So, go already!” He consented while giving Cal a back-handed wave of his hefty right hand. “Go!”

With a wide grin on his face, Cal hurriedly made his way out of the car wash and headed toward the hand-painted, blue, fifty-nine Chevrolet loaner that Itz had lent him. As he approached the car, he admired its sleek design and the way the sun reflected off its shiny exterior. Cal settled into the driver’s seat and turned the key in the ignition. The six-cylinder engine of the two-door bat-tailed sedan roared to life, filling the air with a deep rumble. He could feel the vibration of the engine as he shifted the automatic transmission into drive. The car stuttered for a moment before picking up speed, slowly making its way out of the car wash lot and into the bustling traffic of King Street. As he drove, Cal couldn’t help but feel a sense of nostalgia wash over him. This old Chevy had character and history, and he was grateful for the opportunity to drive it. He rolled down the windows and let the wind whip through his hair, enjoying the feeling of freedom that came with being behind the wheel.

As Cal pulled up to the entrance gate of Canal Auto Salvage, the old Chevy bounced uncontrollably, jostling him around in his seat like a popcorn kernel in a hot pan. He slammed his foot on the brake, slowing the car down enough to navigate the treacherous terrain of the once graveled dirt driveway. The sound of the car’s tires crunching over the potholes and ruts filled the air like the crackling of a campfire. He deftly maneuvered the Chevy around the corner, passing between Mutt and Jeff, the two Doberman guard dogs chained up inside the ten-foot-high fenced yard. They barked and growled at him, their teeth bared, but he knew they were all bark and no bite as long as they were chained up. Finally, he arrived at the salvage yard office, relieved to be out of the car and back on solid ground.

Cal parked the car in front of the weathered vintage shack, which Itzy affectionately referred to as headquarters. As he stepped out of the car, he couldn’t help but take a moment to appreciate the charming hand-painted sign above the door that proudly declared this was the office. He approached the rickety wooden screen door, feeling the rough texture beneath his fingertips, and took one more deep breath to steady his nerves before pulling it open. He couldn’t help but feel a sense of comfort as he entered the spacious one-room building. Itzy’s workspace was a multifunctional marvel, serving as his office, showroom, and parts store all at once. He packed the room to the brim with parts of all varieties, from different makes and models, stacked precariously on a dozen towering wall shelves that spanned every inch of the room. The shelves were so tall that it seemed as if they were holding up the roof of the building itself. Navigating through the maze of shelves in the dimly lit space was like wandering through a labyrinth, with each turn revealing an extra surprise. Despite the chaos, there was also a sense of order to the space, with each part meticulously organized and labeled, ready to be plucked off the shelves at a moment’s notice.

On the left side of the shack stood an enormous old display case crafted from glass and wood. It housed precious parts and sometimes served as a makeshift pedestal for Itz’s box of donuts or pizza. Today, he scattered it with the remnants of a bucket of fried chicken. Itz perpetually cluttered the case with heaps of mechanical parts, catalogues, and magazines, almost entirely obscuring the seated figure of a burly Itzy from view. 

Behind the weathered wooden counter, Itz lounged in his oversized, tattered armchair, eyes glued to the small flickering black-and-white TV. The screen cast a dim glow on the three-drawer metal file cabinet that stood like a sentinel in front of him, smudged with black and gray fingerprints, some as big as Itzy’s chubby digits. An unmistakable aroma of a smoldering cigar wafted from his stubby fingers, filling the air with a pungent, earthy scent. The ash from his cigar scattered across the floor, bouncing off the standing ashtray nearby. A large bucket of ice, filled with a family-sized bottle of Cola, sat beside his worn easy chair. Cal navigated around a display of oil quarts and sidled up to the counter.

“Hi Itz! Here’s the key to the Chev. I parked it in front of the office.”

His attention changing from the television to the intruder, Itz bellowed. “Well, Cal, come for your car, have you?” 

“Yup, you said she’s ready.

“Yeah, she’s all ready for ya,” he said with a hint of exhaustion as he stretched his arms and legs to get up from the plush, easy chair.

“Drop the Chevy keys on the counter there,” he gestured toward one little vacant space, “And we’ll go over to the garage.” The wood floor creaked under his feet as he walked toward the door, the sound of his steps muffled by the rubber soles of his shoes. Cal placed the keys on the glass countertop and turned to face Itz, ready to head out to the garage.

With a bulbous body, Itzy waddled out from behind the counter. Cal’s heart raced with excitement as he held the screen door open, waiting for Itz to lead the way to his new garage. The sun warmed Cal’s skin as he stepped outside, and he could hear cars passing by, but something fixed his attention on Itz. His steps were slow and deliberate, his large body swaying from side to side as he made his way to the garage. Cal followed closely behind, admiring the modern five bay work space as they approached. Cal spotted his beloved car, covered with a layer of light brown dust, parked in the last bay. As he approached, the sound of gravel crunching under his boots filled the air. 

“I’m excited to see her.” Cal said, a smile spreading across his face. “Ha, look, she’s not green anymore.”

“That shit’ll all wash off.” Itz laughed, “But I don’t have to tell you about cleaning cars. How are things at the car wash? Keeping you busy and out of trouble, I hope? Old Saul ever come out of the office anymore?”

“Yeah, it’s been busy,” Cal replied. “Dad doesn’t leave the office much. He checks that everything’s ready for the day, then he likes to take a nap. And, when he comes out, he usually heads down to the Hotel Queenston. He’s friends with the hostess in the restaurant, so he takes a long, long lunch.”

“Good for him.” Itz said, reaching down to unlatch the hood of the dark green Ford. The metal latch clicked loudly, echoing through the empty garage. “Time for him to retire, anyway. Let you run the business.”

“Yeah, I don’t think that’s going to happen anytime soon.” Cal replied.

Itz hunched over the front of the dusty hood, his hands leaving fresh prints on the already dirt-stained surface. Cal’s heart swelled with anticipation as he heard the release of the safety latch and watched Itz swing open the hood of the sixty-four Ford, revealing the gleaming new engine. Itz held his cigar between his teeth as his grin widened. 

“Behold, Cal. Your Four-Twenty-Seven Cammer.”

Cal’s excitement was palpable. His smile stretched from ear to ear like a little kid on Christmas Day. His eyes were wide, taking in every detail of his new engine. He walked around the front of the car, admiring its sleek design and the way it glinted in the light. As he reached out to touch it, he felt a shiver run down his spine. He ran his hand over the smooth, curved exhaust headers. The shiny valve covers caught his attention next, and he dragged his fingers over the raised letters spelling Ford, then a four, a two, and a seven, plus the letters S.O.H.C. catching the light. “Single overhead camshafts”, he whispered to himself. He couldn’t help but chuckle in amazement. Finally, he reached the chromed air filter, covering the dual four-barrel carburetors, and felt a sense of satisfaction wash over him. This was his engine, and he couldn’t wait to take it for a spin.

“It’s absolutely spectacular, Itz! Did you swap all the other parts, too?” 

“Yup. You now have the only NASCAR convertible on the planet. The engine, transmission, rear end, brakes, wheels, every single part. We essentially transferred your body onto the race car.” 

“I can’t wait to take it for a spin!” Cal’s face lit up. 

“That’s exactly what everyone said,” Itz chuckled. “And did they ever. Each one of them took it for a test drive. You know, to make sure everything’s in order.” 

“Wow, I’ll have to check the tires soon, then. They must have burned a lot of rubber. And the wheels are now fifteen inches, not the standard fourteen.” Itz pushed his cigar back into his mouth and shut the hood. “Alright, let’s go. Hop in and drive me back to the office.” 

As Cal approached the car, he noticed the sleek curves of the body and the way the light reflected off its still shiny parts. As he sat in the driver’s seat, he felt the smooth leather of the upholstery against his skin. Pressing the clutch and putting the transmission in neutral, he turned the key. The roar of the engine filled his ears, making him feel alive. He shifted gears and felt the car come to life under his touch. As he sat in the driver’s seat, he could feel the autumn breeze rushing past him, and he knew that this was going to be one hell of a ride. Itz squeezed into the passenger’s bucket seat, feeling the leather upholstery cling to his skin as Cal waited behind the steering wheel, just listening to the engine. The motor roared again, then purred with a soft rumble that simply exuded power. 

“Give it a little gas.” Itz said, feeling the vibration of the engine through the seat. Cal pumped the gas pedal a few times and smiled at the sound of the dual exhaust. “We made some updates here as well. First, a new tach and second, a new speedo.”

“Oh wow, look at that. This speedometer goes to two hundred and sixty m.p.h. How fast is this thing?” Cal exclaimed, his eyes widening in awe.

“Trust me, Cal, you don’t want to find out. See the switch we put in? The red one there, under the dash. Flip it, and then give it some gas.” Cal flipped the little red toggle and depressed the gas pedal again. The engine roared like they were on the racetrack. “That’s your exhaust cutoff. Flip that only when you’re racing. You’ll get a little extra power, but the blast alone should make the other guys fear you. And remember, this setup is not street legal, so don’t use the cutoff on the street. As a matter of fact, don’t get stopped by the cops for any reason.”

“So, what’s the horsepower now?” Cal said, watching a big ash fall off Itz’s cigar, roll down his stomach, then slide off to the side before landing on the carpet. 

“Well,” Itz took another drag of his cigar, feeling the smoke fill his lungs, said, “The factory specs say six hundred and fifty-seven with the dual four-barrel carburetors. But I was curious because they always under rate these enormous engines for insurance. So, I sent it down to Automotive Electric and had it tested on the Dynamometer.”

Cal’s eyes bulged. “And?”

“And I was right. It registered seven-hundred and forty through the exhaust and seven-fifty through the cutoff. That’s more than any other engine on the road. Even if they run nitros, you’ll still be top dog!” 

“What if I run nitros on this?”

“You could probably get close to a thousand horsepower, but don’t do it!”

“Why?”

“Did you ever wonder why they don’t use nitros in Nascar, or formula ones or any professional race car?”

“No. I never thought about it.”

“First, those types of additives have been banned because you get a burst of power, but you also ruin your engine! Maybe not the first time you use it, or even the second, but eventually, boom!”

“Right. That’s what happened to Alex’s car. He’s the reason I came to see you for a little upgrade.”

“Well Cal, now you’re upgraded the right way!” Itz grabbed him by the collar and shook him, feeling the excitement coursing through his body. “So, you be careful out there, young man! But have fun. Now, take me back to the office.”

Slowly backing out of the garage, Cal said. “So, what do I owe you? I mean, you did extra stuff we didn’t talk about.”

“Nothing. A deal’s a deal.” Itz forced his cumbersome body out of the car seat and closed the passenger’s door. “You can owe me a few car washes, ok?”

“Anytime Itz, anytime.”

“Now, get out of here so I can go home.” Walking back to the office, Itz stopped, removed his cigar while turning and yelling. “You be careful out there!”

With a gentle wave of his hand, Cal smoothly shifted the gear stick into first gear, feeling the cool metal beneath his fingertips. As he cautiously navigated the bumpy road, his engine purred like a contented cat. Despite the jarring ride, Cal’s heart was heavy with anticipation of his upcoming date with Susan, and he couldn’t help but grin as he drove back to the car wash to give his ride a thorough cleaning.

At the back of the car wash, now closed for the day and devoid of people, he parked his car in the spot where he usually steam-cleaned engines. With a quick but comprehensive sweep and vacuum of the insides, he then hand-wash and dried his beloved vehicle. The feel of the cool water and soft suds on his hands was soothing, and he took his time to ensure every inch of the car was clean. Eventually, satisfied with his efforts, he drove to Marky’s Drive-in for a delicious meal before heading home to shower and change.
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Saturday Night, October 23, 1965

––––––––
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THROUGHOUT THE DAY, Cal fixated on Susan’s words, we have to talk. He muttered to himself, “Those four words always make me uneasy.”

As he drove toward the Horseshoe Falls, he could hear the roaring sound of the water crashing down into the basin below. The mist from the waterfall filled the air, carrying with it a refreshing scent of nature. Cal felt the cool breeze brush against his face, causing his hair to sway gently. He hoped that the magnificent sight of the falls would ease his anxiety and help him forget about Susan’s words.

Cal approached the intersection of Clifton Hill and River Road as the traffic light turned red. He could feel the vibration of the engine as he nervously pumped the gas pedal. Looking around, he noticed the colorful billboards and neon lights that illuminated the otherwise dark night sky. “You can do this,” he muttered to himself, trying to calm his nerves. His hands tightened around the steering wheel as he let out an exasperated yell. The sound reverberated through the car, adding to the already tense atmosphere. He could feel the knot in his stomach tightening as he thought about what could be wrong. As the sun was setting, and casting an orange glow over everything, Cal was too preoccupied to appreciate the view. The sound of cars rushing by on the River Road only added to his anxiety. 

Memories flooded his mind, each one associated with those four dreaded words. The feeling of dread was palpable as he thought about the times he had heard them before. His father’s voice echoed in his mind, warning him not to date employees. He could hear his mother’s disappointed sigh as he failed to pay his rent because he lost at poker. The embarrassment of getting caught with Carol by his sister filled him with shame. Cal let out a deep sigh, the weight of those memories heavy on his mind. He knew those four words together always meant trouble. The deafening rumble of a powerful V-8 engine and the deep, growling hum of twin exhaust pipes from the car beside him interrupted Cal’s anxious thoughts. He turned his head to the left and saw a brand-new Shelby Mustang three-fifty inch up to the line. With sleek blue racing stripes running down the hood and sides of the car, the car’s metallic finish sparkled like a million tiny diamonds under the bright streetlights that illuminated the intersection. 

The sleek, white sports car emitted a low growl that reverberated through the air, and Cal could feel the vibrations in his chest. Despite the danger of the situation, he couldn’t help but feel a rush of excitement at the sight of the powerful vehicle. “I bet they want a run,” he thought to himself as he scanned their car. The revving of engines and the smell of the mist from the falls filled the air. He knew the two guys must have seen the three-ninety badge on his car and assumed they could take him on. But Cal knew better. 

As the driver of the Cobra gave it more gas, the engine roared, sending vibrations through the air. Cal’s engine kept pace, its rhythmic purr harmonizing with the Cobra’s growl. His nervous foot continued to pump the accelerator, his body tense with anticipation. His left hand gripped the leather-clad steering wheel, its smooth surface cool against his palm, while his right hand nervously clenched and unclenched the leather-wrapped knob atop the chrome shifter that angled up from the center console.

He pulled on the shifter, feeling the smooth resistance of the gears as he slowly slipped the transmission into neutral. With his right foot now pressing the brake pedal, he released the pressure of the heavy-duty clutch on his left foot and leg, feeling the tension in his muscles ease slightly. Seconds felt like minutes before the light changed to green, illuminating the surroundings and flooding Cal’s senses with relief. The driver of the Shelby immediately felt a sense of urgency to attain traction on the slick, moist asphalt around the roaring falls. With a sudden grumble from the powerful engine, the oversized rear tires squealed and spun almost futilely, creating a cloud of thick, white smoke that filled the air with a pungent smell of burning rubber. As the car crept to the middle of the intersection, the driver’s heart raced with anticipation, wondering if the car would ever gain enough traction to escape. Finally, with a sudden jolt, the tires grabbed hold of the road, and the car sped away with a ferocious acceleration, leaving Cal stranded at the stoplight.

“Not bad.” Cal said as his foot depressed the clutch pedal and he shifted back into first gear. “It may not even be stock. I might have to give him a run the next time we meet.” 

Continuing down River Road toward Susan’s house, he saw the bright, flashing lights of a police car up ahead on the right. As he slowed down to turn left just opposite the squad car, he saw the white Shelby parked on the side of the road. He couldn’t help but smile to himself as he thought, “That’s why I don’t race in the city anymore, boys.”

*****
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SUSAN CLENCHED THE black desk phone against her chest, feeling its coolness against her skin. She closed the closet door behind her, her heart pounding in her ears. The darkness enveloped her, but she could see the faint outline of her old friend waiting for her. His tattered face held a partial smile, and his stumpy appendages reached out for her. She took a deep breath, feeling the closet air fill her lungs.

As she settled onto her old friend’s lap, she leaned back against his plush, stuffed chest. She could feel the softness of his fake fur against her skin, and the aroma of lavender, leather, and fabric filled her nostrils. The sound of her own breathing was the only thing she could hear as she contemplated her next move. She knew she had to be brave and face the situation head-on.

“Oh, Winnie,” Susan sighed as she gazed at the darkness of her closet and her mind. She turned her head and leaned down to give her stuffed childhood confidant a kiss on his soft, compressed snout. Frayed from over twenty years of affection, Winnie’s nose was almost threadbare, and the fabric around his nose and cheeks was matted and worn. But his sewn-on smile, diminished only by the loss of some black cotton thread, still comforted her. She breathed in the faint aroma of cold cream emanating from the fabric, a reminder of the time she gave him a facial. Winnie, ever silent, always consoling, accepted without constraints the love, hugs, and kisses of his longtime friend. 

With a deep breath, Susan finally lifted the cold black receiver to her ear, hoping it was the right way. Taking a deep breath, she whispered, “Well, Winnie, here goes nothing.” 

With shaking hands, she pressed her slender index finger into each of the small holes on the telephone dial. Each click felt like an eternity, and beads of sweat formed on her forehead as she waited for a response. The closet was silent except for the sound of her breathing and the soft hum of the telephone wire. Finally, after what felt like hours, a voice on the other end answered.

“Hello?” 

The sound of the voice was like music to her ears, and she felt a wave of relief wash over her. “Hi Terry, it’s Susan.”

*****
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SUSAN’S MOTHER SAT on the couch, her eyes following Susan as she made her way across the living room to the picture window. The curtains hung heavy to block out the warm Indian summer sun. “Out with Carver tonight?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Susan pulled the curtains back, and it flooded the room with light from the streetlight. She took a deep breath and watched for Cal’s car, the anticipation building in her chest. The sound of a distant car engine grew louder and louder as Susan visualized Cal’s dark green Ford pulling into the driveway.

“Why can’t you call him Cal, mom?” Susan asked, turning to face her mother.

“Well, that’s his name, isn’t it?” her mother replied.

“Just call him Cal, okay?” Susan insisted.

“Okay, honey,” her mother conceded. “Will you be late?”

“No,” Susan replied. “I doubt it will be a late night.”

Bunny, Susan’s change of life baby sister, tore her eyes away from the TV long enough to ask in a facetious tone, “If his name is Carver, why do you call him Cal?”

Susan smiled, her hand resting on the warm glass of the window. “That’s his nickname from his initials,” she explained. “It’s like your name is really Elizabeth, but we call you Betty. That’s your nickname. But if we used your initials for a nickname like Cal does, your nickname would be Elb, for Elizabeth Lane Borkowski.”

“Elb? That’s a terrible name,” Bunny protested.

“That’s why we call you Betty,” Susan said with a laugh.

“But everybody calls me Bunny, not Betty,” Bunny pointed out.

“That’s just our family. Because you were cute as a little bunny when you were born, so that became your nickname in the family. Outside the family, your nickname is Betty. Get it?”

“Kinda,” Bunny said, her eyes sparkling with amusement. “Oh, I hear Cal’s hot rod.”

Susan looked out the window and saw Cal’s glistening car. She felt a rush of excitement as she headed toward the door. “He’s here, Mom. Bye.”

Susan, her high heels clicking on the tiled floor, briskly spanned the few paces to the front door. She pushed it open with a creak, and the warm Indian summer breeze rushed in. The bright streetlight illuminated the front stoop, casting long shadows of the potted plants. Susan descended the steps, her skirt swishing around her legs. She opened the passenger door of the car before Cal could walk to the rear of the convertible. Stopping, Cal just stood there, the confusion etched on his face.

“In a hurry?”

Susan gave him a bewildering look as she slid into the passenger seat and closed the door. A little muddled by her strange hello, he opened the driver’s door and slid back behind the wheel. Cal looked at her with genuine concern. 

“Are you okay?” Susan was silent. “I said, are you okay?”

“I heard you the first time.”

“Well, you seem a little . . . “

“Can we go, please?”

Cal knew enough not to press her. “Aah, yeah, sure.” 

Backing out of the gravel driveway, Cal revved up his Ford and headed for Lover’s Leap, his favorite spot in Niagara. The warm evening air filled his lungs. As they drove down McCabe Road, the tires rumbled over the tar strips, sending vibrations up through the steering wheel. 

“What’s your pleasure?” Cal asked, shifting into third gear. 

“We have to talk, Cal,” Susan said, her voice tense. 

Cal’s heart felt heavy as his eyes met Susan’s. He could sense the tension in the air, and it only added to his unease. “Damn,” he thought, as the sound of the wind filled the car. “She hasn’t forgotten. She wants to talk, and with her present attitude, I can tell it won’t be good.” He ran his hand through his hair, feeling the weight of the impending conversation. Finally, he glanced at Susan and gave her a half-smile. 

“Okay, let’s talk.”

The stillness of the night was palpable as Cal’s stomach twisted into knots. Beads of sweat gathered on his palms, making it difficult to maintain a firm grip on the leather clad steering wheel. The moon sky cast an eerie shadow on McCabe Road, but Cal could almost make out Susan’s subtle expressions in the darkness. 

The car suddenly made a sharp turn onto the well-lit River Road, and Cal’s tension eased as he saw Susan’s stunning leather miniskirt. Her posture was rigid, with her feet planted firmly on the sand-colored carpet, and her slender legs tightly held together at the knees. Her long, silky hair cascaded over her shoulders as she sat with her hands clasped tightly in her lap, her black handbag resting beside her. The white silk blouse she wore shone in the streetlights, and Cal couldn’t help but admire her beauty.

“What’s the matter, Susan? Are you angry with me?” Cal asked, his voice tinged with concern. 

“We can go to Arthur’s later,” Susan replied, her tone flat. 

“Sure, whatever you want.” 

Cal steered the car north on the River Road, the sound of the engine humming in the background. They passed under the Rainbow Bridge, connecting Canada and the United States, and the scent of fresh water and mist filled the air. 

With another swallow, Cal said, “Okay, let’s talk about it.” 

“What?” Susan asked, her voice barely above a whisper. 

“Whatever the hell you’re upset about?” Cal’s eyes remained fixed on the road ahead, as they passed the entrance to the Maid of the Mist, and continued straight toward the Horseshoe Falls. The sound of rushing water grew louder as they approached. 

“Park at Lover’s Leap, Cal, in case I decide to jump . . . or push you over.” Susan said, her voice laced with bitterness. 

“Gee, there’s a pleasant thought,” Cal replied, the sarcasm in his tone tangible.

He parked the car at Lover’s Leap, and the mist from the falls quickly coated the car with a fine layer of water. The roar of the waterfall was deafening, and the wind carried the scent of fresh water and the coolness of the mist.

“Okay, here we are,” Cal announced as he parked the car. 

They had arrived at Lover’s Leap, the spot where despondent lovers used to end it all. The sound of cascading water echoed in the distance, and the mist from the falls was visible all around them. Cal pressed a switch on the center console, and the windows almost closed, staying open just enough to let some fresh air in but still muffling the thunderous reverberations of the waterfall. Susan’s head turned toward him, and he could feel the warmth of her slender left arm as he touched it. A pained smile played on her full, pink lips, captivating Cal’s gaze. Susan’s flawless beauty again mesmerized him.

The Horseshoe falls were lit up by searchlights, creating a mesmerizing display of multi-colored reflections. The light cast an enchanting and almost psychedelic glow on Susan’s beautiful, round countenance. As she turned to face him, her shoulder-length hair almost hid her face. The sound of the falls crashing against the rocks filled the air, creating a calming ambiance. The smell of mist and water was invigorating to their senses. Her left earring sparkled, catching the light and adding to the beauty of the scene. The feeling of awe and wonder was intense in the presence of such natural beauty.

In a soft and intimate tone, Cal asked again. “Okay Suz, what’s wrong?” 

The sound of the waterfalls echoed in the background, creating a soothing ambiance. In her usual calm and sweet voice, Susan ignored his question. “Isn’t it beautiful here? I love this spot.” 

“Yeah, it’s one of my favorite places, too.” He paused for a moment, taking in the serene surroundings. “So, what’s on your mind?” 

“Oh, all kinds of things.” Susan replied, her voice slightly distant. The cool breeze from the falls gently touched her face, sending shivers down her spine. 

“Okay, like what?” Cal prodded, trying to bring her back to the present. 

“Oh, work . . . moving . . . you.” She replied, her voice still distant. 

“Susan, you’re being weird.” Cal said, his voice laced with concern. 

“Me . . . life . . . babies,” Susan continued, her voice barely audible. 

“Hello! Earth to Susan.” Cal said, trying to bring her back to reality. 

“Marriage . . . parents . . . stuff,” Susan muttered, lost in her thoughts. 

“Did you smoke a joint before I picked you up?” Cal asked, worried about her strange behavior. 

“Maybe yes, maybe no.” Susan replied, her voice still distant. 

“What’s wrong with you?” Cal asked, growing more concerned. 

“Wrong? What could be wrong?” Susan asked, her voice still distant. 

“I’m not sure. You’re the one that’s . . . that’s kinda flipping out.” Cal said, trying to make sense of her behavior. 

“Flipping out? I’m not flipping out! I’m thinking, that’s all.” Susan replied, her voice still distant.

“Okay, take it easy, Sweety.” Cal said, trying to calm her down. Susan turned away and gazed out the window, looking over the mist of the falls. “So, why are you all bothered? What did you really want to talk about?” 

“Us.” She said. 

His voice trembled slightly. “Us? Okay, what about us?” 

“I wondered what will happen, that’s all.” Susan replied, still lost in her thoughts. 

“What do you mean, happen?” Cal asked, confused. 

“Just that.” Susan replied, her voice still distant. 

“Damn it, Susan, what the hell are you trying to say? It sounds like you want to break up! Is that what you want? To break up?” Cal said, his voice laced with fear and desperation.

Staring blankly through the water droplets on the mist-covered windshield, Susan’s eyes fixated on the ethereal light that pierced through the mist, illuminating the falls. Suddenly, the mist dissipated, revealing the greenish-white water cascading down the rocky terrain. She withdrew her hand from Cal’s grasp, her eyes devoid of emotion as she gazed at the multi-colored fog that surrounded the falls. Her delicate fingers intertwined, then she placed her slender, clasped hands between her smooth knees. She felt a tightening in her muscles, and her fingers turned white as she whispered in a voice barely audible over the muffled thunder of the cascading water, 

“Cal, I’m pregnant.” 

Cal’s body became rigid with tension, his clammy hands tightly gripping the smooth, leather-bound steering wheel as he tried to block out the acrid stench of her words. An uneasy silence enveloped the car, punctuated only by the distant, muffled roar of tons of water relentlessly pounding the jagged rocks at the bottom of the falls. Cal’s gaze remained fixed through the kaleidoscope of shimmering light reflecting off the sparkling water droplets, which danced and bounced on the windshield. The atmosphere was fraught with tension, each of them waiting for the other to break the silence. 

“Did you hear me, Cal?” Susan’s voice was shaky as she looked at him, her eyes brimming with tears. The sound of her voice was almost drowned out by the sound of the mist hitting the windshield of the car. Then, one octave higher, she reiterated. “I said I’m pregna . . . “ 

“I heard you!” Cal exclaimed, cutting her off in mid-word. “I heard you.” His grip on the steering wheel tightened, his knuckles turning white. His voice trailed off to a mumble as he continued to look straight ahead. The feeling of shock and disbelief washed over him as he struggled to process the news. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest. His mind raced with a million thoughts at once. “I heard you,” he repeated, trying to make sense of it all.

Cal opened the driver’s window, craving the soothing touch of the misty Indian Summer breeze on his skin. As the cool air caressed his face, he felt the knots in his neck slowly unravel. His fingers, once clenched tight around the steering wheel, relaxed and the blood flowed back into his hands. The deafening sound of the roaring cataract and the sight of the turbulent water crashing against the rocks were both invigorating and calming. Cal inhaled deeply, and he felt his nomadic mind finally find some peace. Trying to shake off the tension, he evaded the situation for a while by reaching into his shirt pocket and fetching a pack of cigarettes. As he set the car’s cigarette lighter, he placed the filter tip between his lips and waited for the lighter’s characteristic pop. The warm glow of pale orange and yellow illuminated his face as he lit the tobacco, and he inhaled a few quick mouthfuls of the sedative white smoke. The smell of tobacco filled the air, and he felt a sense of relief as the smoke cleared his mind.

He carefully placed the chrome lighter back into the dashboard and gazed in awe at the billowing mist that rose hundreds of feet above Niagara. The cool, misty air brushed against his face, leaving a refreshing sensation on his skin. As he took another long drag of his cigarette, he felt the wet droplets of mist settling on his clothes. Suddenly, the blaring horn of a car pulled up beside him, jolting him and Susan out of their peaceful reverie.

The loud intruder turned out to be Steve, who had arrived in his family’s big blue fifty-eight Oldsmobile. Cal opened Susan’s window to speak to him, letting in a gust of warm Indian summer air. As the window slowly lowered, he glimpsed at a girl he did not recognize sitting next to Steve, and another stranger in the back seat with his buddy Baggs, the third Musketeer. Steve, his husky arm dangling out of the open window, smiled as he greeted them. The revving of his car’s engine drowned out the sound of his voice, which vibrated through the air and into their bones. 

“Hi guys,” he said, his words punctuated by the slamming of his hand against the outside of the driver’s door. “We’re on our way to Arthur’s and saw your car. When did you get it back? What are you two up to?”

Cal responded with a slightly raised voice to be heard over the noise of the falls. “Not much. Picked up the car today. Where have you guys been?” 

Steve’s bushy black hair rubbed against the top of the window opening as he leaned in closer to Cal. “We were going over the river for pizza, but took a drive first, then decided instead to go to Arthur’s. Want to join us?” 

Cal hesitated for a moment, taking in the warm breeze, the smell of exhaust fumes, and the sound of the car’s engine. “We might meet you later, okay?” 

“Don’t be too late,” Baggs yelled from the back seat. “It’s a celebration.” 

“Ok, see you later.” Cal waved his hand as the big blue Olds backed out of the wet parking spot and screeched away toward Clifton Hill.

“Did he say celebration?” Susan wondered, her eyes squinting from the bright sun reflecting off the water. 

“Yeah. That’s his new excuse for heavy drinking. When he gets plastered, he says it’s a celebration so people won’t think he’s an alcoholic.” Cal’s voice carried over the sound of rushing water from the falls. 

Cal closed Susan’s window, blocking out the sound of seagulls squawking in the distance. He fixed his gaze on the water, the mist from the falls cooling the surrounding air. With his eyes still focused on the falls, Cal asked, “Okay, Suz, how far are you?”

Susan’s hand instinctively went to her belly, feeling her flat stomach beneath her shirt. “About six weeks, maybe a little more,” she replied, feeling a mix of excitement and nervousness.

“Shit!” Cal exclaimed, turning in his seat to see her big brown eyes glistening with moisture. He regained some of his composure and, with a last puff, crushed his cigarette in the ashtray. “Have you seen a doctor?”

“Yes. I went to the walk-in clinic on Monday,” Susan replied, feeling a sense of relief that she had taken the first step on her pregnancy journey.

“So, it’s definite then? No mistake?” Cal asked, his voice quivering with anticipation.

“No mistake, Cal. The rabbit died.” Susan replied, staring blankly out of the window. 

“So, I guess we’re in for an abortion?” Cal asked, his eyebrows furrowed in concern.

Susan watched as the autumn leaves danced in the wind, the rustling sound filling the car. “I thought about it,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

“Okay then, what’s the protocol for this?” Cal asked, his eyes glued to Susan’s face.

Susan felt a cold shiver run down her spine and clenched her fingers tightly. “I’m not sure,” she replied, her words barely audible.

“We need to find a doctor for you. That’s seems like the logical next move.” Cal said, trying to sound confident.

Sadly, Susan lowered her head and mumbled, “I can’t go through an abortion.”

Cal turned his body again to face her. The sound of the leather of his bucket seat echoed in the silence. “You’re not planning on giving birth, are you?” he asked, his voice filled with disbelief.

“Maybe,” Susan replied, her eyes fixed on the horizon.

“You’re joking, right?” Cal asked, his voice raising an octave.

“No,” Susan replied, her voice steady.

A surprised Cal breathed hard. “How can you even consider giving birth? What about your parents? My parents? Me? You?” he asked, his voice trembling.

“It will be fun to choose a name,” Susan said, her words almost whispered.

“Name? Susan, do you hear yourself?” Cal asked, his voice filled with frustration.

“Would you rather have a boy or a girl?” Susan asked, her voice sounding dreamy.

“I’d rather not have a baby or this conversation,” Cal said, his voice laced with panic. “Will you have an abortion?”

Susan squirmed in her seat, the leather creaking beneath her. In a wavered voice, she said, “I’m terrified at the thought of abortion. So, no . . . no abortion.”

“But girls have abortions every day,” Cal said, trying to reason with her.

“If my parents ever found out, they’d disown me, and if I go to a doctor or hospital, my parents will find out,” Susan said, her voice trembling.

“There are other ways. Other towns. Other doctors,” Cal said, his voice filled with urgency.

“Like being spread out on some dirty kitchen table by a medical school dropout? No Cal, I said no abortions and I mean it. I won’t even discuss it anymore!” Susan said, her voice rising with anger.

Stepping up to the line, Cal’s stomach churned with anxiety as he heard himself say the words, “Okay, okay . . . no abortion. Marriage?”

Her hand found his on the center console, and she turned to face him, the streetlights casting a glow on her face. He could smell the faint scent of her perfume and feel the warmth of her hand. “I thought of that,” Susan said, her voice soft. “I love you so much, but marriage . . . is that what you want right now?” 

Cal was silent, his eyes fixed on her face. He took her left hand in his, thinking that this was not the reason to cross this line, but he swallowed hard and uttered, “Yes,” his voice barely above a whisper. “Let’s get married.” 

Her heart raced in her chest, pounding against her ribcage as if trying to break free. The surprise in her widened eyes quickly transformed into an intense desire, fueling her impulsive action. Leaning over the console, she closed the distance between them and pressed her lips against his. At that moment, time seemed to stand still. Their bodies melded together, his arms encircling her with a firm yet gentle hold. The touch of his skin against hers sent electric currents coursing through her veins, igniting a fire within her. As the intensity of their kiss heightened, the air seemed to grow warmer, suffused with the heat generated by their shared passion. Every nerve ending in her body tingled with an overwhelming sensation, a feeling she couldn't deny. But just as the flames of their desire threatened to consume them both, a surge of conflicting emotions flooded Susan's mind. Doubts and insecurities crept in, mingling with the euphoria of the moment. With a sudden realization, she pulled back, breaking the connection between their lips.

Gasping for air, Susan looked into his eyes, her own filled with a mixture of longing and uncertainty. Her hand trembled as it reached out to touch his cheek, a silent apology for her sudden retreat. The air now felt colder, the warmth that had enveloped them dissipating. In that bittersweet moment, Susan knew she had to confront her fears and address the inner turmoil that had momentarily interrupted their passionate encounter. It was a battle between her desire to be swept away by the intensity of their connection and the need to ensure that their love was built on a solid foundation. As she pulled away, Susan's heart ached with the weight of her conflicting emotions. She hoped he would understand the complexity of her actions, that he would offer her the patience and understanding she desperately needed. For in that moment, Susan realized that their journey together would require more than just passion; it would demand trust, vulnerability, and the willingness to face their deepest fears together.

“No,” she said firmly. 

Cal slammed on his emotional brakes, his heart racing. “What do you mean, no?” he asked, his frustration mounting. 

“Yes, we can get married, but I don’t want to. Not now, anyway,” Susan said, leaning against the passenger’s door. “And not for this reason.” 

Cal could see the disappointment in her eyes, and he sighed. “So, what are your plans?” he asked, feeling defeated. “Is there something else you’ve already decided?” Cal probed, desperate for answers.

“Look, neither of us is ready for marriage, and I won’t start a life together just because I’m pregnant,” Susan explained, her eyes fixed on the falls.

Cal’s heart sank. “What’s the difference? I love you; you love me. What else do we need?” he asked, his voice pleading.

“You’ll grow to resent me and our child,” Susan replied, her voice filled with sadness.

“I could never resent you, much less an innocent baby!” Cal protested.

“Yeah, you say that now, but I saw it happen with my cousin. She got pregnant and married the guy. After a couple of years, her husband left her high and dry. She’s home now with the kid. Hates everyone, and she’s bitter as hell. My aunt and uncle are miserable with her home and with a child. I won’t have that happen to me or my parents,” Susan explained, her voice laced with fear.

“I’d never do that, Suz,” Cal promised.

“That’s exactly what her husband said when they married, but it happened, and I don’t want it to happen to us. Anyway, we’re too young to settle down. We need a couple more years before we can commit to each other. Let’s get over this hurdle, and then we’ll talk about marriage,” Susan reasoned, her voice filled with conviction.

“When did you become so sensible?” Cal asked, a small smile playing at the corners of his lips.

Susan grinned back at him. “This week.”

Cal regained his composure. “Well, using my fancy college math, all that’s left is to have the baby.”

“I know,” Susan replied, her voice filled with resignation.

“And if you do that, your parents will find out and . . .” Cal trailed off, his voice faltering.

Susan bent her head, allowing her shoulder-length hair to fall forward and partially conceal what looked to Cal like a sly, brief smile. She sat silent and motionless, reluctant to expand on her thoughts. “Well, maybe not,” Susan replied cryptically.

“And how will you keep it from them?” Cal asked, his voice laced with concern.

“Well, I have an idea,” Susan replied, turning to face him. “Do you remember Terry?” Cal furrowed his brow, trying to recall who Terry was.

“Terry McDonald,” Susan said, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Oh yeah, McDonald, didn’t she move out west to Calgary or someplace?” Cal replied, his voice equally hushed.

“Yes, but it’s a secret why.”

“Wait a minute, beautiful, I’ve got this one. She was pregnant, right?” Cal asked, his eyebrows raised.

A surprised look enveloped Susan’s moist face. “Is that a guess? No one knew . . . except Lynn and me.”

“And Steve and me.”

“How did you two find out?” Susan asked.

“Steve’s the father, that’s how!”

“That bitch! She told me I didn’t know the guy. Wait till I see her. When the hell were those two together?” Susan exclaimed, her voice rising.

“At her Halloween party last year.”

“That was the night I . . . we . . . “

“Right. We first got together that night.”

“But . . . “

With a perceptive smile, Cal continued. “Don’t you remember? We were all together the day before and Terry said she really wanted to have a baby but wasn’t interested in a relationship with the guy.”

“And Steve . . . “

“Right. Steve volunteered, and the rest is history.”

“I can’t believe this.” An incredulous look changed her face while she ran her fingers through her now disheveled hair. “And you never said a word . . . she never said . . . this is incredible. So, I suppose the entire town heard.”

“Nope. Even Baggs doesn’t know.”

“Why? I thought you three were like the musketeers.”

“Yeah, but Baggs can also be Sir Blabbermouth. We don’t tell him everything. Okay, so what’s Terry got to do with you?”

“What if I went to Calgary, stayed with her, and had the baby there? I could give it up for adoption like she did, and no one here would be the wiser.”

“Calgary, eh?” The mist drummed on the car’s roof. “You sure you want to cross that line? 

“Yes.” Susan’s voice was soft and hesitant, as if she was afraid of what Cal might say next. “I know. It’s far away, and the thought of a separation for that long doesn’t thrill me either, but I don’t see many other options.”

Cal’s mind was racing, but the pitter-patter of the heavy mist made it hard to concentrate. “Have you been in touch with Terry at all?” 

“Yes. I spoke to her tonight, before you picked me up.” 

“And what was the outcome of that?” Cal’s heart was pounding in his chest, making it hard to hear anything else. 

“She’s making plans for my arrival.” 

“Your arrival!? You mean you’ve already made plans to go? When are you leaving, and what was all this shit you put me through?” Cal’s face turned sullen as he stared out into the mist. “Well Niagara.” He thought. “It’s time for your magic again.” Aloud, he questioned her, “Do you have any idea who to contact about adoption?” 

“Yes.” Her voice was not as enthusiastic. “Terry told me about the unwed mother’s program she was in. They take care of all your medical expenses if you sign a paper that grants them all rights to the baby at birth. I’m sure they’ll accept me too.” 

“What about an income?” Cal’s hands tightened on the steering wheel, making it creak under the pressure. 

“I’ll get a job. I’m an excellent secretary.” 

The sound of the mist grew louder, as if it was trying to drown out their conversation. “Yeah, but you can’t work right up till you give birth . . . and you won’t have any income if you get sick.” 

“I’ll be fine, Cal. Don’t worry.” 

“But I do. How much will you need to live for the next nine, uh, eight months?” 

“I can only guess. Why? Do you plan on covering my expenses?” 

“I need to at least help.” 

“I love your offer, Cal, but it’s unnecessary. I have some money saved. Honest, I’ll be fine.”

In the bright beam of the searchlight, Susan’s brown eyes shimmered and brimmed with moisture as she attempted to force a smile. She ran her index fingers under each eye, halting a stream of tears from cascading down her smooth cheeks. 

“How long until it shows?” 

“I’m confident it won’t be for a few weeks.” 

“Well, then we should make plans.” 

She leaned in and kissed him on the lips. “They’re already made.” 

“What do you mean, they’re made?” 

“Just that. I’m leaving on Tuesday.” 

“TUESDAY!? Holy shit, Susan, the way this is being dealt with, I’m surprised you needed me to get pregnant!” 

“Oh, Cal, I feel much better now that we’ve talked about it.” 

“Oh, yeah. Definitely. Me too. Much better.” 

“Don’t be so down. I love you. You’ll see, time will fly by, and I’ll be back home soon. Plus, I feel closer to you with your child inside me.” 

“You’re nuts. Now you’re happy about this?” 

“No, I’m not happy, but it warms me up inside.” Susan took his hand and placed it on her still-flat belly, attempting to raise his spirits. “Do you feel that? That’s a little Cal inside me.” 

Cal yanked his hand away. “That doesn’t make me feel any better, Susan. This is serious.” 

“Serious? You’re damn right it’s serious!” Susan turned her gaze out the passenger window. She took a deep breath and then turned back to him, her voice trembling as she confronted him. “Honest Cal, I’m not trying to make light of the situation, but we can’t do or say anything that will alter the facts . . . and the fact is, I’m pregnant. This kid is yours just as much as it is mine. You’re as responsible as I am, but don’t worry! I’ll handle it. I’ll leave town, and you can carry on with your buddies as if nothing happened. After the baby is born, maybe, just maybe, we can start anew, but for now, you’re out of the picture. Is that what you want to hear? Do you feel better now?”

Cal sat silent. The only sound in the car was the occasional beep from a passing car. 

“Well? Will you say something?” Susan’s voice was strained.

“I could really use a drink, Suz . . . do you feel like going to Arthur’s?” Cal’s voice was low and tired.

“That’s it? I need a drink! Where’s my sensitive, caring Cal? What happened?” Susan’s tone was accusatory, and her nails tapped a staccato rhythm on the armrest.

“I don’t know what to say anymore, Suz.” Cal’s hand reached out to pat her knee, and the fabric of her skirt brushed against his palm.

“Say you love me. That you want to be there for me. Say something!” Susan’s voice cracked, and she leaned into Cal’s embrace.

Cal put his arm around her shoulder. “I love you, Suz,” he whispered, and Susan’s tears dampened his shirt.

“Really?” Susan’s voice was barely above a whisper.

“Really.” Cal pulled her closer, and the softness of her lips against his made his heart ache. Cal felt Susan’s body quiver as she sniffed and wiped the tears from her eyes. “Are you okay?” His hand caressed her soft hair as he cocked his head back to look at her.

“I’m okay.” She sniffled a couple more times as she sat up straight in her seat. The searchlight streaming through the windshield highlighted the tears on her cheeks.

“Do you want to go home?”

“God, no.” She took a tissue from her tiny handbag, then patted her eyes and wiped her nose. “I don’t want to go home when I feel or look like this.” She pulled down the sun visor to look in the mirror. “I must look terrible.” The sound of the mirror clicking into place filled the car.

“You look gorgeous . . .” Cal’s voice was reassuring, but he knew Susan wouldn’t believe him.

“Yikes! I’m not going anywhere till I fix my face.”

A small smile played at the corners of Cal’s lips as he watched Susan’s ritual of removal, repairing, or replacing of her makeup. After a few minutes, her face restored, she pulled a small hairbrush through her silken locks, and then somehow crammed all that paraphernalia back into her little handbag.

Confident that her appearance was again suitable for the public, she smiled at Cal. “There. Now we can go someplace.”

“You’re sure?” Cal’s amazed smile broadened his face as he looked at her.

“Yup. Where should we go?”

“Well, the guys are at Arthur’s. Is that okay with you?”

She paused for a moment, taking in the mist’s sound tapping against the window. “I’m not really sure I want to be with them tonight.”

“Oh, come on. We’ll have some laughs and maybe we’ll both get into a better mood.” The sound of the mist intensified as Cal spoke.

He accepted her silence as capitulation and started the big Ford. With the windshield wipers running, he backed out onto the road. The car’s tires splashed through the puddles, sending droplets of water flying in every direction. The mist continued to pour down, making the world outside seem hazy and indistinct. Out of the mist’s range, the weather was beautiful. Cal’s car felt warm and cozy. He turned on the radio, and the soft sound of music filled the car. Together, they headed for King Arthur’s Court.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
REMINGTON

FOLES

) e

TANGERINE

Inspired By Actual Events





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





