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By Candace Gold

Patience, Jennifer Bailey, I cautioned myself as I waited for a potential client to answer a simple yes or no question. Damn! Why do I always get a client at the last minute whenever I’m in a hurry to get home? I wondered, wanting to shake the woman for not being able to make up her mind. I didn’t want to seem as if I was rushing, but how long does it take to decide?  

“I don’t know...” the rotund, frizzy, blonde-haired woman said. “Can I see the upstairs again?”

Really? I thought as I proceeded to lead her upstairs to the bedrooms once more. It would be the seventh or eighth time that afternoon, but who’s counting?  I glanced at my watch; it was 5:20. Even if I left at that moment, it didn’t give me much time to get ready for the possible career-changing dinner Richard was taking me to.   

“I really like the place, but I have to talk it over with my husband first.

Can I get back to you?”

After all that... “That will be fine, Mrs. Carlton. I’ll take you back to the office now.”  

Why the woman couldn’t have come to the same conclusion two hours ago was beyond me. At least we were finally out of there. The thought of possibly spending another afternoon with her didn’t thrill me much, either. All the way back, Mrs. Carlton chattered away. By the time we arrived at the realty office, all of fifteen minutes, I knew everything there was to know about her entire family.  It was a relief to see her get into her car and drive away. And none too soon since my head was beginning to pound.

I raced home to find a message from Richard on my answering machine.  

“Jenny, I have to cancel tonight. Will explain when I see you.  Richard.”

“Damn you, Richard!” I screamed to the empty apartment. It figured, though. I had practically broken every traffic law to get home to have enough time to get ready for the dinner and he canceled. Where’s the justice in that?  Somehow, I knew I shouldn’t be surprised. Ever since I carelessly had mentioned the words commitment and children in the same breath last week, he’d been acting strangely. But honestly, after seeing each other for over two years, they should no longer be offensive words. I had been feeling lately that my life was stuck in a rut and was stagnating. My relationship with Richard was at an all-time low and we didn’t seem to have much of a future.

I was rushing headstrong through my twenties. It was time to settle down and have a family. I thought Richard had felt the same way. Now I realized that perhaps I read into his thoughts, interpreting them the way I wanted them to be and not the way they actually were.  His words rang hollow and the little substance they possessed was just enough to bind me to him. Whoever coined the phrase “love is blind” knew what they were talking about.

“Well, fine!” I said loudly to the answering machine. “The hell with you.” The bravado felt good, but only for a short time. I really didn’t want to be alone, so I dialed Michael’s number, hoping he was home. Michael Greene was my best friend for as long as I could remember.

“You’re home.”

“Uh-huh. I do live here, you know. What’s up? Weren’t you were going to that big la-di-dah dinner with Richard tonight?”

“He canceled. Left a message on my answering machine.”

“He did? What a wuss!”

“Uh-huh. I think this is it.”

“I’ve heard that one before.”

“No, I really mean it this time, Michael. I’m tired of his bullshit.”

“Want some company?”

“I can really use it.  I had a horrible day on top of this,” I said a small smile forming on my lips.

“I can stop off and pick up some Chinese and rent a movie.”

“That sounds great. And Michael...”

“What?”

“Thanks.”

“Love you, too.”

Sweet Michael. I could see in my mind’s eye the adorable grin on his face. That man was going to make some lucky woman a great husband one day. Aside from being tall, dark, and nice to look at with an irresistible smile, he was always there when I needed him. In fact, he’s been the most dependable guy I’d ever known, even from the first time we met as kids.

I was about ten when my family moved into the neighborhood.  Most of the kids on the block were boys. When I walked over to say hello to the group of them sitting on the curb watching the moving van being emptied, they uttered in unison, “Ah, nuts, she’s a girl!”  

Then one voice replied, “But maybe she can play ball.”  That was Michael, always seeing the half-full cup and looking out for me even then. He’s never stopped, and we’ve been close ever since. He’s been like a brother and confidant to me all these years. I guess there was nothing about me that he didn’t know.

Forty minutes later, Michael rang my doorbell.  I opened the door to 

the aromatic smell of Chinese food coming from the huge bag he was holding.

“Hi, babe,” he said, kissing me and walking into my apartment, straight for the kitchen.

“Smells good.”

“It should. I got a lot of different things.  I didn’t know what you were in the mood for.”

We talked about my relationship with Richard as we ate. There was no topic that was taboo and as I said, Michael knew everything there was to know about everything about me. I was finally ready to end the relationship at this point. I only hoped I could remain as resolute when I saw Richard and told him. I wasn’t going to leave some stupid message on his answering machine. I was more classy than he.

After we finished eating, we watched the movie Michael had brought. It was lousy, but the popcorn fight we had was a great deal of fun.  

“I’ve been thinking,” Michael said when the movie ended, “we should do something exciting tomorrow.  I don’t want you thinking about idiot Richard.”

“Like what?”

“Drive to the park and picnic at the lake. How does that sound?”

“I've got a ton of errands to run, not to mention a pile of laundry to do...,” I began, but before I could finish, Michael interrupted.

“Really, Jenny?”

“Umm... Okay. The laundry can wait.

“I knew you’d go. I have the power to beat outdoing laundry any day.”  

“With that competition, it’s a tough call,” I said and laughed.

Michael made a face and made me start to laugh again. He always had a positive effect on me. When I was finally able to catch my breath, I said, “I’ll prepare lunch. Take the truck so we can ride our bikes.”

“Great idea. After tonight,” he said, patting his stomach, “I need all the exercise I can get.”  

Michael took the movie out of the disc player and headed for the door. “I’ll see you around ten.”

I smiled and said, “Fine.” A sudden wave of emotion touched me as I kissed him goodnight. I was really lucky to have him for a friend.

The following morning was glorious. Not a cloud in the summer sky. I wondered for the moment when Richard would decide to call and explain. I didn’t think he had the guts to tell me in person. Then I reminded myself that it didn’t matter anymore. I was through with him and all his excuses. I was going on a picnic with my best friend and intended to have a great time.

I was packed and ready when Michael arrived. He hoisted my bike into the back of his pickup and we were off. It was a short drive to the park. However, by the time we got there and parked, much of the lake on one side had been already staked out by families. We decided to ride over to the other side and hopefully find a quiet spot to have our lunch there.  

“Wine, cheese, you thought of everything,” Michael complimented me as I unpacked the picnic fare on the tablecloth.

“Eat and enjoy.”

We had a leisurely lunch and discussed some of the new movies that were coming out. Michael liked to play the role of the critic. I had to admit, though, he was usually right about whether the movie would make it or not. It was as if he had a finger on the pulse of the average person’s taste. Perhaps that was because he was a successful novelist who had ghostwritten several novels for prominent people.  

Afterward, we cleaned up and stowed our picnic basket in the truck. Michael untethered the bikes from the back of the pickup and rolled them each down the ramp we often used for just this purpose. Donning our helmets, we followed a trail that led through a wooded area. As I passed the stately oak and elm trees, I could imagine them turning colors in a month or two. 

Not more than twenty minutes later, the weather took a dramatic change—

for the worst. The sky began to darken rapidly. Unfortunately, we were in the middle of nowhere, too far to head back in time to the truck. Then I remembered seeing an old shack about a half-mile back.

“Do you think we can make it to that abandoned shack we passed back there?” I asked.

“What shack?” Michael shouted back trying to be heard over the wind that had picked up.

“Remember when the trail forked a while back?”

“I’m not sure where—yes! I remember now. There was a dilapidated cabin on the left side.”

“Do you think we can make it back in time?”

“We can try, but we’d better get a move on,” he said, feeling a droplet of rain.

We pumped our bikes as hard as we could down the dirt path as the sky opened and the rain started to come down in torrents. The ground became sloppy and we had to get off our bikes and make a run for it. Luckily the cabin was just up ahead. By the time we reached it, we were completely soaked through to the skin.

Laughing, we scrambled into the place, ignoring the mustiness and chill inside.

“Unbelievable!” Michael said. “Now I know how a drowned rat feels.”

“It wasn’t supposed to rain,” I said meekly.

“Well, somebody didn’t notify them upstairs,” he motioned. “If we strip down to our underwear, maybe we won’t be so cold.  It will let our clothes dry a little while we wait for the rain to stop.” 

“I guess it’s the best idea going. We just have to find a place to hang the stuff where the roof isn’t leaking.  Wish we had a blanket or something, though.”

We hung our wet clothes over a rafter, but the shack was still damp, and I was chilled to the bone.

“Come here and I’ll put my arms around you,” Michael said when he saw me shivering.

As I snuggled close to Michael with his strong arms around me, I felt a stirring deep inside, something I’d never experienced being with him before.  Suddenly Michael looked different as if I were seeing him for the first time. And I liked what I saw. How did I miss those adorable dimples? I had this overpowering urge to kiss him. This was definitely wrong. But all my thoughts were soon forgotten as Michael tilted my chin and gently kissed me
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