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IN THE BEGINNING GOD said “let there be light” and so there was.

Chapter One
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THE NIGHT AIR WAS COLD, but not cold enough to calm the feverish pulsing in young Clara’s face. Her toes were numb, the balls of her feet tingled in an unpleasant manner and her knees ached from squatting. She pressed her palms against the exterior wall and gulped at the frigid night air. In through the nose, she reminded herself as she inhaled slowly. Out through the mouth, she pursed her lips and watched as the vapors faded then counted to ten before sucking in the next stinging breath. 

After a few moments, the nausea was little by little subsiding and the swimming in her head slowed to a dull blur.

Clara dug her fingernails into the grainy mortar and forced herself upright. Her eyes strained beneath the dim security lamp as she scanned the parking lot. She was relieved to see it empty. Hopefully the partially digested bits of tuna and bile would be indistinguishable by sunup. 

She pressed her uniform into place, smoothed her hair and checked her reflection in the amber 

glass. It is all on the inside, she thought as she held out her hands and studied them. The trembling had subsided. She gave her cheeks a light slap to evoke color and stepped through the door as if nothing had happened. 

“Are you okay?” Maggie paused long enough to study the strained pale face of her colleague, gave her a swift head to toe glance, disregarding the emesis on her right shoe. 

“I’m fine, thank you.” Clara lied, suppressing the urge to cry.

“You’re welcome. Now finish re-stocking the cart, I want to be out of here on time.”  She commanded before dashing out of the room.

My lord what does that woman think this is – an afternoon tea? Just clean it up. Sweep it away. Everything in its place like nothing ever happened. Clara kept her thoughts to herself, she was good at that and besides, she had no reason to be upset with the woman. Maggie was just doing her job and somebody had to keep it together. 

Clara knew nothing of Maggie’s background, not yet, but she imagined her in a branch of the military, perhaps a sergeant. Not only was she plain spoken and quick to bark out orders but she cussed like a sailor, a demeanor that was in sharp contrast to her debutante appearance.
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CLARA STOCKED EACH cart according to the list, checking and re-checking each vial, each package. A few items she pulled to check again, in case she missed an expiration date. The truth was she was just going through the motions; her mind was still elsewhere. Whatever she had assumed this career would entail, whatever she had primed herself to do... she was not prepared for the way it would make her feel.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Maggie prodded.

“Oh yeah, I’m fine.” Clara fibbed again.

“Well then how many times are you going to shuffle those bottles?” 

“I’m done, just need to date and initial a few forms.” Clara forced a smile.

“She’s in a better place you know.” Maggie spoke, as if to console her.

“What do you mean?” Clara pulled a ballpoint pen from her pocket, clicked it and began to scrawl her initials.

“Mrs. Levine – she is in a better place. At least that’s what everybody says.” Maggie’s sensitivity surprised Clara but she merely nodded, clicked her ink pen a few times and kept writing.

At last, the night was over. Clara made her report as brief as possible, said the customary goodbyes and headed for the parking lot. She wanted to get home as soon as she could and put this night and Mrs. Levine behind her.

“See you tonight?” Maggie yelled across the lot.

“Sure” Clara replied, “Why do you ask?”

“I don’t want to be shorthanded.” Maggie bellowed, “You’re a greenhorn and tonight was the kind of night that makes `em or breaks `em – you know what I mean? A lot of them don’t come back.”

“Really?” Clara asked in honest surprise. 

“Yeah.” Maggie chuckled, “It’s not as profitable and glamorous as some might think. I’ve trained more newbies than I care to count.”

“But I’m not a newbie; I’ve been here over six months.” Clara boasted in her own defense.

“You’re still a newbie!” Maggie smiled, shook her head and shut the car door, ending the conversation. 

“Well, I’ll be back. It’ll take more than that to break me.” Clara yelled as Maggie sped away. 
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IT WAS NOT WITNESSING death that rattled Clara; she had seen people die. It was the seeing them afterward that was the problem.

​

Chapter Two
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CLARA HURRIED HOME to beat the morning light. For her it was unnatural to sleep during the day, but working the nightshift left her no choice. 

She pulled the heavy drapes in her room, turned back the covers and dimmed the bedside lamp. A pseudo evening of sorts, she thought while picking a book from the nightstand. There were three paperback novels to choose from, Eenie meenie miney moe, she closed her eyes and grabbed the middle one. Clara read only to dull her mind and drown out her own thoughts.

The bed seemed too big without Jim beside her and she could not help but think of the rest of world bustling around while she was trying to force an unnatural slumber. She regretted taking the graveyard shift as much as she dreaded sleeping alone.

She crawled beneath the cool linens, packed extra pillows around her and opened the book to the page where she had left off.  Not that it mattered, she hadn’t retained a word and had no idea what the story was about. She read until her mind was blank, her eyes grew heavy and once again she marked her place in the musty paperback, slid down into the flannel sheets and closed her eyes. And sleep took her.
Hand me the suction. Clara’s heart fluttered at the command but in an instant she was at the lady’s side, flipped the power to the canister on and handed Maggie the cannula.

Hand me the suction dammit! She heard again. Bewildered, Clara realized the apparatus was still in her hand and shoved it at Maggie. 

Where’s the damn suction – she’s aspirating, came the voice with extreme agitation. Clara fumbled for the tubing but before she could grasp it, it disappeared. Feeling around the bed, seeing it again—but again it vanished from her hand. 

She’s choking you idiot, I need suction! 

“I am trying!” Clara heard herself whimper.  

“Give it to me—give me the tube. The tone grew deeper; give it to me... so I can wrap it around your scrawny neck!”  

Suddenly the voice did not belong to Maggie. Clara strained at the face – the face looked like Maggie’s but the eyes... there was something terribly wrong with the eyes. They were so dark and sinister. 

“So you want to be a nurse?” It growled, “You think you can make a difference? A stream of profanities followed with hissing and mocking. You will break like mommy’s favorite vase! You are too weak. Just give in.” The voice cackled, a wicked laugh erupting from the twisted mouth. There were two, maybe three voices coming from what appeared to be Maggie, but it was not her. It had her dainty appearance but even Maggie did not speak as foul as this intruder. 

Clara wanted to confront the thing, tell it what she knew; that it was not who it pretended to be, but she could not coax the words out. All of her strength was gone as she stood frozen and speechless beside the woman’s bed.

Olam ha-ba, came another voice, a softer voice. Clara’s mind was spinning as she strained to make sense of it. “Olam ha-ba” Clara looked down to see the dying woman’s eyes wide and staring– not really at her, or even past her. It was more like the frail old lady was staring straight through her. Squeezing Clara’s wrist she cried, Olam hah bah, over and over, more slowly and more pronounced until it became a soothing chant. 

But how could it be her, how could she speak? Clara wondered as Maggie swept the woman’s mouth, darting in and out with the suctioning device.

“Have you ever seen so much fluid come out of such a small body?” asked the entity across from her. “Help me turn her on her side.” Relieved that it was Maggie’s now speaking, Clara turned the thin body with little effort. Green liquid oozed from the woman’s gaping mouth, though it did not quiet the horrible gurgling and the woman’s respirations grew more erratic.  

“Milk bubbles.” Maggie said. Clara cocked her head, not understanding the strange remark. Maggie clarified “Milk bubbles – didn’t you ever blow bubbles with a straw? That’s what the gurgling sounds like, don’t you think”? 

Clara gave a mechanical nod.

Remember that sound newbie and know that death is close by.  Clara had not thought about it and did not want to think about it. All she could consider was the bizarre sick feeling that had overtaken her. 

“Let’s clean her up – it won’t be long now.” Maggie said.

Clara studied the petite frame lying before her and gently wiped the weathered flesh of her face, her arms, her hands – watching as they turned a mottled pink and blue and then a yellow shade of alabaster. She felt the involuntary twitch of the body and the slight contractions of the limbs, all the while listening as the gurgling became barely perceptible. The monitor registered a heart rate of 43 beats per minute, then 21, then eight... 

After one long wheeze a straight flat line on the screen appeared and Mrs. Levine was gone.

“Better go tell the family, she’s give up the ghost.”  Maggie spoke with an odd tenderness before fading away.

“Olam ha- ba.” Clara spun around at the sound of those foreign words she had heard earlier, the same gibberish but the anxiety in her tone had vanished. To her shock, a radiant woman stood at the foot of the bed smiling. 

“What?” Clara asked.

“Olam ha-ba.” Mrs. Levine said; “Tell her I have seen and I’m not afraid.”  

“Tell who? Who should I tell?” 

“And you child must beware of the curse – the curse of the Naga.” 

“What? What do you mean?”

Clara heard herself asking as she jerked straight up in the bed.

​

Chapter Three
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“HONEY, I’M HOME.” JIM called, as he came into the kitchen, sliding his lunch box and thermos across the counter. Before Clara could turn to meet him, he slipped a stout, bushy arm around her waist, lifted her up and buried his thick beard into her neck. 

“Stop it.” She giggled.

“No,” he mumbled through playful nips, “I’m going to eat you up.” 

Jim was the happiest, and sometimes the silliest person Clara had ever met. In all the time she had known him, she had never seen him unhappy. He had the temperament of a seasoned philosopher, refused to be angry and truly took life in stride. He was what many called a bear of a man, being six foot three inches tall, 250 pounds and hairy. Jim was not Clara’s original idea of a handsome man. When they met, she thought he was too shaggy and rough around the edges.

Clara and Jim met at The Eats & Ale Restaurant, a small tavern the O’Bromley family had owned for years. 

Clara was waiting tables after graduating nursing school when Jim and his crew stopped for breakfast one morning. The men were building the new interstate that would stretch from the east coast to the west coast, along the entire southern portion of the United States. Lucky them, she thought. 

“What brings you to our neck of the woods?” she asked, while pouring fresh coffee into a dozen cups.  It was a habitual, polite inquiry, not directed at anyone in particular.

“Looking for you.” One crewmember snorted.

“Yeah, we’ve been looking for you all up and down that highway.” A second man chimed in and a roar of laughter went up from the table.

“Well, you found me.” Clara smiled, though un-amused. “Pardon me while I put on another pot of coffee gentlemen.”

“You better put on a few pots for these clowns.” The husky voice called from behind her, causing her to turn. “I hope you will overlook these heathens.” Jim said, “They don’t mean any harm – they just, well they are just heathens.” 

Clara suddenly felt mesmerized yet fearful, along with a million other undefinable emotions as she gravitated in Jim’s direction. “Hi, my name is Jim, Jim Havel.” 

She grasped the big man’s hand, noticing how small and pale hers looked in comparison before her eyes quickly shot up to meet his. The air around her warmed with the scent of cake, chocolate cake. The aroma so strong she could almost taste the fresh, sweet confection.  Clara felt the floor rising beneath her. It seemed she and Jim was the only ones left in the room, in the universe, which was now softly spinning.

“Well, are you going to dance with him or introduce yourself?” she heard someone ask. Clara, lost in a pair of cocoa tinted eyes, could not bring herself to speak.

“Her name is Clara O’Bromley and you boys are out of coffee.” The woman said, as she gently pried their hands apart. She turned Clara toward the counter and swatted her behind.

“Mother!” Clara exclaimed. “How embarrassing!”

“You’ll get over it. Now go and make these men a fresh pot of coffee.”  Mrs. O’Bromley chuckled, shook her apron and headed back to the kitchen.

Clara surveyed the men with amusement as they devoured every morsel of bacon, eggs, pancakes and gravy, swigged four pots of coffee and laughed at meaningless things. As crude as they seemed she hated to see them leave.

“I’m so sorry.” Clara told Jim when he approached the register to pay the tab, “My mother can be so-” 

“Let your mom do what mom’s do best.” He said, cutting her off.

“Seriously? I am a grown woman, yet she treats me like a little girl.” Clara argued.

“And you treat her like your mother, that’s how it works. Love it for what it is.” Jim winked, stuffed his wallet back into his stained denim jeans and jaunted out to catch up with the crew.

Clara watched out the window until the white work trucks drove out of site.

“You’ll marry that one.” Her mother yelled from the kitchen.

“You are joking, right?” Clara asked.

“Nope, afraid not. Mrs. O’Bromley declared, “He’s the one.” 

“You can’t say who I’ll marry or even if I’ll marry.” Clara called back, “Besides, I didn’t know you liked that big burly type.”

“Don’t matter what I like Clara Bell – you’re already in love with him, even if you don’t know it.”  

“If I marry it will probably be a doctor.” Clara said dreamily. “It’s just as easy to marry up as it is to marry down. That’s what you’ve always told me.” 

“Ole Jim might turn out to be a doctor, who knows – we’ll see. Won’t matter, he’ll be good for you.” Mrs. O’Bromley shrugged.

“I don’t see that happening”, Clara said with a phony laugh “He looks like a real road scholar. Ha, ha, get it? Road as in highway?”

Mrs. O’Bromley was not amused.

“How about a piece of that chocolate cake you’ve got back there?” Clara paused, rubbing her stomach in anticipation.

“I don’t have any cake today, would you settle for some hot apple pie?” Mrs. O’Bromley asked, while readying the plates.

“No thanks to the pie Mama. I know I smelled a chocolate cake baking.”  She spoke with certainty as she scanned the counters. Seeing no cake, she pushed through the doors leading to the kitchen and peered into the empty oven. “I could have sworn I smelled cake.” 

“Yep, you’ll marry that one.” Mrs. O’Bromley reiterated.
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CLARA SPENT THE NEXT few weeks avoiding Jim. When he came to the café, she managed to reassign herself to the bar. If he came to the bar to chat over a cold Guinness or a glass of cheap Cabernet Sauvignon, she resorted to cleaning toilets.  Anything to escape the gentle giant she did not intend to fall for. If she could just hold out a few more weeks, he would be moving on.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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MARY AND JOSEPH O’BROMLEY prepared a colossal celebration in honor of their only child. Not that the Irish descendants needed a reason to celebrate, but this was special. Young Clara was the first nurse that either side of the family had ever produced. A huge banner hung over the bar that read, CONGRATULATIONS TO OUR LITTLE CLARA.

Mrs. O’Bromley was not one for unnecessary clutter but on this day streamers hung from the ceiling, every table was adorned with balloons and flowers, and colorful confetti littered the usually spotless tiled floor. The air was thick with the smell of corned beef and beer. Friends and relatives who had not visited in years, made the pilgrimage to share in the family’s joy. Some, frankly, came for the open bar and free food. The sign on the front door read, Closed for Private Party but even a stranger would not have been turned away.

“Come in. Come in.” Mr. O’Bromley said to every arrival as he shook their hand, hugged them or patted them on the back. Clara had not seen her father this excited in quite some time and it made her heart swell at the sight of his happiness. 

“Jimbo, Come in, come in – so glad you could make it.”  

Jimbo... Clara wondered, noticing the rise in her father’s voice. Who is Jimbo? 

“Look here Clara who has graced us with his presence.” Mr. O’Bromley called out, motioning Clara over. As soon as she realized that Jimbo was in fact Jim, the man she had laboriously been avoiding, she pretended not to notice and quickly busied herself with other guests, but it was pointless. Mr. O’Bromley was dragging Jim across the room, pushing through the crowd that had gathered at the tap for refills and soon they were standing right beside her.

“Look here Clara,” he yelled within inches of her ear “Jimbo has come to wish you well.”

“I am not hard of hearing Pops.” Clara said rubbing her right ear.

“Sorry sweetie, guess ‘cause I am, I think everyone else is.” Mr. O’Bromley said, giving her a quick peck on the head.

“Just when did you take to calling him Jimbo?” Clara asked through a smile that looked more like a grimace.

“I think it was after he fixed me old truck.” Mr. O’Bromley chuckled, slapping Jim on the back, “I’ll leave you two young`uns to it.” Then he danced away to play host.

“Congratulations Clara.”  Jim said as he placed a beautiful bouquet of straight pink roses in her arms.

“Thank you.” She replied without looking up. 

“I hear you passed the exam and have a job already, in a specialty department at that. How awesome! Good for you!”  His words were so heartfelt, so enthusiastic that Clara felt shameful for treating him so coolly. 

“ICU.” Clara answered, still avoiding eye contact. “Intensive Care Unit, but I guess that’s common knowledge – I mean most people know that.” 

“True.” Jim nodded. Clara held the roses like one holding an infant, rocking side-to-side and straining to avoid Jim’s gaze, hoping that her awkward silence would force him away from her – he could mingle with the other blokes at the bar. “I think you could lay them down now, they look like their asleep.” He laughed.

“What?” Clara asked before getting the gist of his remark. “Oh, yes. I’ll get a vase.” Grateful for a reason to step away, she hurried to the cabinet beneath the gift-covered counter to retrieve a vase. She stooped to view the collection and picked a beautiful hand blown container that had been a gift to Mrs. O’Bromley from her deceased brother. 

Clara had no real memory of the uncle that had bestowed the beautiful vase upon her mother though it seemed she did, from stories her mother told, along with the photo that had been on the mantel as long as she could recall. 

He was a striking dark-haired Scotsman with a big heart and a wandering spirit. If he lived long enough to make a family, they would have to be gypsies because he could never stay in one place long enough to see a baby born. That’s what Clara’s mother would say of the handsome Duffy MacDougal, followed with, He always stood between me and hard times, God love his soul and may he rest in peace. Mrs. O’Bromley was not a sentimental person, not about material things but the vase was one of the rare things that she said spoke to the heart.

Clara stood in a trance, remembering tales of Duffy, stroking the container as it spoke to her heart. 

“It is a beautiful piece of glass.” Jim’s voice startled her and the beloved container shattered as it hit the floor. 

“Oh God, no!” Clara cried, scrambling to pick up the pieces.

“Calm down, it was just a vase.” Jim said.

“Just a vase?” she squealed, “That was mother’s favorite vase. It was all she had left of her brother.”

“I’m so sorry.” Jim moaned, trying to console her, as he bent down and began gathering the shards of glass. “Surely your mother will understand that it was an accident.” 

“I know, but there are so few things that really mean anything to her and this was one of them. Oh, you do not realize... She will say that it’s okay but she will be sad Jim. Lord, it might break her heart.” 

Clara was so distraught by the busted vase she let her guard down and looked up... and there they were. Those cocoa tinted eyes, the undefinable emotions and the smell of warm chocolate cake, fresh out of the oven, rising... 

This time it was over, there was no fight left in her, moreover she did not want to fight it. His stare fit like a favorite pair of pants and he made her feel at peace with herself - no, not just herself – he made her feel at peace with the world.  She knew it was ridiculously too soon to feel this way, this ecstatic and giddy. It was not rational, but love rarely is.

Eight weeks later Clara O’Bromley and Jim Havel were married.

​

Chapter Five
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“STOP IT, I MEAN IT.” Clara giggled drawing her shoulders up in response to the tickling.

“Just give in.” Jim playfully persisted.

“No!” Clara’s mood shifted and with startling power she shoved Jim away.

“Whoa,” Jim stepped back with his arms in the air, “What just happened?”

Clara felt embarrassed and ashamed for the hurt look on Jim’s face; quickly she hugged her small frame against him. 

“Oh honey I’m sorry.” She said pressing her body to his, wishing she could physically meld them into one being. Comforting her more than him, she held on until the security of his arms engulfed her and took her to a place of somber quiet where only they existed. 

Jim did not hurry the embrace, he didn’t speak. He savored the moments and held her until she was ready to let go. Then he felt her relax and slide her hands down his back, over his hips and in to his waiting hands.

“I’m sorry.” She said again, this time looking straight into his eyes. The angry cynical Clara that had briefly and unexpectedly reared an ugly head was gone. The same woman that had pushed him away and then pulled him to her now looked like a bewildered child.

“Do you want to talk about it?”  Jim asked.

“No, I really don’t.” Clara said rubbing her thumbs nervously over his.

“You busted a nail.” He said as he examined the chipped acrylic and then the pale red streak that ran horizontal to her eyebrow. 

Clara continued the nervous rubbing until Jim gently raised her hands for examination.

“That one.” He said pointing out the fragmented fingernail. Turning her palms up he noticed the reddened marks only a clenched fist could make. Marks so red it looked like they might trickle blood. And grooves, deep callused grooves that over time had become scars. Without a word, Jim placed her dainty hands to his face and kissed her palms repeatedly. Pressing his lips and holding as if he could suck the venomous visions from her head and save her... but from what?

“I’m going in early tonight.” Clara said, kissing him on the forehead and turning back to the counter to put away the lunch box and thermos as if none of the last eight minutes had occurred.  

“Clara,” Jim spoke hesitantly, “I’m worried. This isn’t healthy – do you know what I mean? I think maybe you should see a doctor.”

“I know,” Clara replied patting his jaw in a motherly fashion “But I doubt there is any type of doctor that can fix me.” 

“Maybe a sleeping pill or something?” He asked. Clara detected a hint of desperation in his voice, so unlike the calm steely man she knew and she felt remorse for causing him such unease.  

“Please don’t worry Jim. You know it only adds more stress to the situation.” 

Seeing the love in Clara’s face, in her words and wanting to put her at peace more than himself Jim exclaimed, “If just for today, I shall not worry!” 

“Done.” Clara said, “Now kiss me good bye and tell me you love me.”

As soon as the words left her mouth, his lips were on hers. His kisses were soft, warm and sweet like the center of a honeysuckle bloom. Gently massaging her mouth with his until a tingling stirred in her thighs, until her breasts swelled and throbbed and the slow burning in her groin became a wet fire. The sweet aroma of warm cake overwhelmed her as Jim softly sat her on the counter. She was not sure how he had gotten her pants off and it did not matter as he pressed inside her. She opened wider, pushing her hips forward feeling for a way, craving to be as one.  Clutching one another tightly, bracing for the explosion and in a final thrust the heavens opened up for a millisecond. 

“That was some good bye.” Clara whispered, panting through a devilish smile.

“Oh no” said Jim, “that was I love you and I would like to tell you again.”

“Later” Clara laughed, “I have to go to work. Now where are my pants?”

“Here they are.”  Jim said while retrieving the cotton scrubs from the kitchen table, “I took `em off, guess it’s only right I put `em back on.” He dressed her with care, kissing her thighs tenderly before he eased her to the floor and adjusted the waistband of her slacks. “As good as new.” He winked.

“Better than new my love, way better than new.”

Clara freshened up, grabbed her bag and hurried to the door. Looking back at Jim she sparkled, “Don’t forget to clean the kitchen.” 

Chapter Six
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“YOU CAN STAY AND WORK the ER with me or you can go home.” Maggie announced before Clara could put her bag down.

“What do you mean?” Clara asked.

“No patients in here tonight so Linda said you have the option of going home and being on call or you can stay and work the ER with me.” 

“I’ll stay.” Clara said excitedly.

Linda Latrull was the unit supervisor, an attractive woman who looked to be in her mid-thirties and though always pleasant, she rarely smiled, not a real smile anyway. Occasionally she would force a tight-lipped attempt at a smile that barely lifted her painted cheeks but it could not hide the deep unhappiness in her dark brown eyes. 

Clara watched as Maggie gathered her belongings into a gym-sized duffel bag. The same things she brought in every night and left with every morning. A Tupperware plate filled with left overs, last month’s People Magazine, several one gallon Ziploc bags containing skeins of yarn in every color, some crocheting needles, an old gray jersey and a pack of Pall Mall cigarettes.  Maggie liked to think of herself as a good Girl Scout, always prepared for the unexpected, or at least the mundane.  Rummaging through her pocket Maggie extracted a cluster of keys held together by a ring of purple rubber. She motioned Clara out the door, locked the deadbolt, and heaved the duffel strap over her shoulder and announced, 

“Okay, let’s go kiddo.”  

“Let’s go.”  Clara echoed, falling in behind her.

There were three ways in or out of the ER. The front door, which opened in to the lobby for walk-ins, the back door to the parking lot for ambulance arrivals and a small door that opened into a space shared with the laboratory with a sign that read: STAFF ONLY. The modest emergency room had four beds, five if you counted the gurney parked by the desk. Heavy curtains in outdated colors divided three of the beds; the fourth bed was in a room squared with Plexiglas.  There was no such thing as privacy. You could be seen and not heard or vice versa, but it did not matter much in a small town where news traveled faster than the ambulance and everyone knew everyone else’s business. 

The phone rang and Maggie yanked it from the cradle mid-ring, “ER – Maggie Turner. Uh- huh. Yeah, yeah.  Don’t matter. We’ll be ready, bring her in.”  She hung up the phone and hurried to the back door. Glancing back she smiled at Clara like a kid on Christmas morning, “Call the doc stat. Notify lab – tell them we need all they’ve got of O negative plus some and be ready for a type and cross match. Oh and get your skates on, we’re about to get our first customer and it’s a doozie.” 

Clara phoned the physician on call and then the laboratory. Within five minutes the doctor strolled in from the physicians lounge.

“What’s the deal?” the doctor spoke as he stretched creating a trail of foul breath.

“A twenty eight year old female” Clara gagged and fanned the air, “with major lacerations noted at bilateral femoral arteries. Extreme blood loss. Unconscious, alcohol detected—.” 

“Boy that was fast! They’re here!” Maggie yelled.

Within seconds two bloodstained men burst through the door, one on either side of a stretcher heaped with red sheets and gauze.  A suspended bag of intravenous fluid swung wildly, striking one man on the head; he clasped the stainless steel pole and ducked the next swing without missing a step. The paramedics jogged beside the gurney, guiding it as they applied pressure to the groin, and like a dance, Maggie and the doctor stepped in and slid the dying woman onto a bed. Within minutes the doctor was stitching and cauterizing. 

“Good thing vascular is your specialty.” Maggie said, tearing open another pack of sutures.

“Not sure anything I do is gonna save this one.” He replied.

“Whew, doc! Are y’all out of mouth wash in there?” Maggie asked, pretending to cough.  

“Which is worse”, asked the doctor, unaffected by Maggie’s bluntness as he continued to repair the arteries, “My breath or the stench of burning flesh?”

“Your breath for sure.” Maggie laughed.

Clara stood fixed and staring like a deer caught in the headlights as she waited for instructions.

“She got into the ligament on this one but we can’t worry with that right now. Do you want to take a look?” The doctor asked, glancing toward Clara.

“Umm, sure.” Clara stammered as she stepped up to get a better look.

“Oh my gosh!” She gasped in surprise, “What - who done that?”

“She did it!” The paramedic speaking was an older man, seasoned with confidence and a kind face. “Lengthwise slices through the femoral arteries, approximately ten centimeters each. She cut herself in such a way – she meant business.” He stated as he stood over the sink scrubbing the dried blood from his arms.

“And she may have very well succeeded. This is odd, odd indeed.” The doctor said, shaking his head. “I don’t understand how she’s still alive to tell you the truth.”

The lab technician stepped in with the third unit of blood and announced, “That’s all we have... that is all I can get and guess what...”

“She is O negative.” Maggie replied without looking away, “Clara, get another liter of D5W.” 

Clara ran to the closet and rummaged through the IV fluids. The bin labelled Dextrose 5% was empty. Frantically she searched through the bags to no avail and yelled back, “There’s not any!”

“Then bring a half liter.” Maggie called back.

“None of that either. Do you want a normal saline?” Clara asked.

“Hell no!” Maggie and the doctor said in unison. 

“Gawd dammit!” Maggie yelled, “Run to the floor Clara and I mean run as fast as you can and get back her with all you can carry. NOW!”

“Yes ma’am.” Clara said as she sprinted out.

“Who the hell was in charge of stocking?” Maggie continued cursing, “Someone’s ass is in deep voodoo. That makes me so fracking mad!”

“Calm down, you foul mouthed woman.” The doctor chortled.

Clara raced back with an amazing quickness, threw four of the five bags she acquired onto the desk, removed the nearly dry bag and hung the fresh liter of 5 % dextrose. 

“What next?” she panted.

“Bump the O2 up a couple of liters then scratch my nose.” The doctor instructed.

Clara leaned forward to adjust the oxygen and looked at the woman’s face. Staggering back she whispered,

“Dear sweet Jesus Maggie, do you know who this is?”

“Don’t need to know.” Looking at the expression on Clara’s face Maggie quickly added, “And I don’t want to hear it, not right now. Let’s get her patched up first then we can freak out, okay?” Maggie continued blotting and snipping in rhythm with the doctor. “Did you forget something?” she asked the stunned Clara.

“Huh? What do you mean?” Clara stammered.

“The doctor asked you to scratch his nose.” Maggie replied without changing her impatient tone.

Clara reached up and scratched the end of the young doctor’s nose.

“I was just kidding, but thank you. I always wanted to ask a nurse to do that” He smiled. Clara noticed a smile creep across Maggie’s face too when she added,

“As long as you don’t ask one of us to scratch you below the belt.”

“How is she doing?” It was the voice of the younger paramedic, freshly washed and donned with a clean uniform.

“You guys still here?” Maggie asked.

“Yeah. Burt’s catching up on some paper work. Crazy, isn’t it?” he asked staring at Linda lying near death on the stretcher.

​

Chapter Seven
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“WELL SHE’S PATCHED up and stable. Wake me up if you need me.”  The doctor stretched and yawned, his breath not nearly as putrid as when he arrived.

“This means we’ve got to open up the unit.” Maggie said, handing Clara the keys, “I’ll get someone in here; meanwhile you take Linda and go on back to the unit.”

“How can you act like that is a stranger laying there – like it doesn’t move you one way or another?” Clara chided, astonished by Maggie’s composure.

“Because I have to.” Maggie answered, glaring at her “And you’d better learn to do the same if you’re gonna survive in this atmosphere.”

Clara stood shaking her head for a moment but took the keys, raised the side rails and unlocked the wheels of the stretcher.

“Want some help?’ The young paramedic asked.

“Sure.” Clara replied quickly.

“By the way, my name is Steve.”

They did not speak as they drove the bed carefully down the quiet corridors with Clara listening for every breath from Linda and thinking how just this morning she was the unit supervisor. What was she now? Once the door was unlocked Clara flipped the lights on and instructed the paramedic,

“Let’s put her in room 6.”

“That was some fancy work the doc did in the ER, pretty impressive huh?” Steve seemed to be stating a fact more than asking a question. 

“How did you find her?” Clara asked.

“Huh?” Steve grunted.

Clara rephrased the question, “Who made the call on Linda, how did you know what she’d done? How did you know where to find her? Details man, I want details.”

“Well it was a fluke thing really. Me and my partner were just riding through the park, we seen her car and pulled over to say hi. She didn’t answer so I got out and walked over to her and when I looked down and seen all that blood... well you know the rest.” 

“Did it surprise you?” Clara asked.

“Sure it did!” Steve exclaimed. “First I thought she had an internal hemorrhage but when we got her in the ambulance it was clear what she had done to herself.” He shook his head in disbelief. “I put an IV in while my partner, Burt – that’s my partner, he drove. We didn’t try to stabilize her, just put the pedal to the medal and called Maggie to tell her we were on our way.”

“Did Maggie know it was Linda? Did you tell her who you were bringing in?” Clara drilled him.

“Sure. We told her.” Steve replied. “Why?”

“I was just wondering.” Clara mumbled with her eyes focused on the floor.

“Oh man, Maggie didn’t tell you!” Steve exclaimed, “I’m so sorry Clara.”

“No big deal.” Clara lied, “But I would like to have been better prepared.”

“You mean you weren’t prepared?” he asked.

“I guess I was prepared but the shock of seeing her... finding out it was Linda in the middle of everything was a little difficult.” Clara admitted with a twinge of embarrassment.

“Could be if you had known you might get all nervous and prone to mistakes. That’s what happens sometime if you’re too close to a case. It’s best to keep an emotional distance.” Steve said putting his hand on Clara’s, and with a gentle squeeze added, “Let’s get this lady settled in for the night, shall we?”

Once Linda was situated and all the necessary apparatuses attached Steve leaned down, sweeping the light auburn ringlets from her forehead and kissed her. 

“Get better baby, I’ll see you later” He whispered, wiped his eyes and walked away. Looking back at Clara, he added, “I’ve really got to go now, my buddy is waiting. It was nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you too.” Clara told him, and watched as he walked out still wiping his eyes.

Maggie met Steve in the hall outside ICU.

“Is she upset with me?” Maggie asked.

“I think she was,” he told her, “but it looks like she’ll be okay. Night Maggie.”

“Good night Steve.”

Clara stood over Linda wondering what would drive a person to such extremes, what could be so horrible that this seemed like a better alternative. Twelve hours ago who would have guessed? She strained to get a feel for a motive; a reason she could wrap her mind around to make this make sense but nothing came.  She heard the dull swish of the door followed by Maggie’s squeaking tennis shoes approaching but she did not turn around. She could feel Maggie standing behind her.

“I didn’t tell you it was Linda because I didn’t want you to get anxious and have time to second-guess yourself.” Maggie explained, “Be mad if you want to but this ain’t my first rodeo cowgirl.” 

Clara was not mad. She understood Maggie’s intentions, her rationale and she could tell by her tone that Maggie did not want her to be upset.

“I’m not mad at you,” she said turning to let Maggie see her sincerity; “I was shocked, that’s all.” 

“Well that crap will get easier too.” Maggie retorted, sounding like her old self and tossing a neatly folded white piece of stationary onto the bed in front of Clara, “You might want to read this when you get time.” 

Clara unfolded the paper, noting the smell of liquor and the stains of blood.

​

Chapter Eight
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I’M TIRED. THIS IS where I get off.

Good bye from the late Linda Latrull, RN

Clara folded the letter neatly and handed it back to Maggie, still trying to absorb the whole calamity.

“Do you find it strange that she signed it Linda Latrull, RN? Maggie asked still seeming unaffected.

“I find the whole darn thing strange.” Clara blurted out, “Why would she do it and who would even think to cut their self like that?”

“A nurse.” Maggie replied.

“Well there’s your answer to the signature as well.” After a moment of eerie silence Clara added, “Do you think she’ll wake up?”

Maggie stared at Clara searching for the right words but she was not good at the soft stuff, she had not been for quite some time so she answered the only way she knew how, 

“Oh she’ll wake up... but what she’ll be when she wakes up remains to be seen. We’ll probably be getting a new boss, for sure.”

Clara walked back to Linda’s bedside and stared down at the ghostly figure that appeared to be in a peaceful sleep. She is only twenty-eight years old. Clara thought. She had assumed Linda was a bit older but looking at her now, lying so still, her skin was flawless with no crows’ feet or laugh lines. The pores of her face were so faint that the flesh almost looked like porcelain, a soft smooth mocha colored china. The same was true of her neck and hands. Clara lifted the cold soft hand and placed two fingers to the patient’s wrist. The pulse was strong and steady. She gently laid the hand down and walked to the foot of the bed, using her thumb Clara stroked the sole of the foot. Nothing happened. She repeated the same process on the other foot and observed the same response – nothing. “Oh Linda what have you done?” she heard herself asking.

“The blood work just came in and it doesn’t look good.” Maggie yelled, “Kidneys may be failing. However, it comes as no surprise. She’ll be shipped out as soon as her mother gets her to sign the papers.”

Annoyed by the loudness and lack of consideration, Clara marched over to where Maggie was sitting in front of the monitors. 

“I really wish you wouldn’t yell. It’s unprofessional to say the least!” Clara exclaimed, placing her hands on her hips without thinking.

“Well why don’t you swell up like an old toad.” Maggie said in an intentionally loud and mocking voice but lowered it as she added, “It’s not like she can her me ya know.” 

“No, I don’t know.” Clara argued. Maggie shrugged her shoulders and turned her face back to the monitor. Clara sat down beside her and started making notes on Linda’s unresponsive status.

An hour past before either of them spoke.

“Don’t get your hopes up Clara – that’s all I’m saying. I know you want to think that Linda is going to wake up and be like, hi y’all, that was a good nap.” 

Clara grinned despite her attempt to remain annoyed. 

“I’m not getting my hopes up but that doesn’t mean I have to give up either, does it?” She asked. 

Maggie thought for a second but did not have an honest answer so she just shook her head and forced a smile. 

Another thirty minutes passed in silence before Clara found the courage to tell Maggie what she had overheard. 

“I don’t mean to be gossiping or trying to start any gossip Mag but I want to tell you something...” Clara struggled to find a delicate way to bring up the comment that had been troubling her – the one she had overheard Steve whisper to Linda before he left.

“Oh honey, don’t call me Mag. I don’t do pet names, I don’t like it.” Maggie shot back with another forced smile but Clara could tell by the sharp flash in her eyes that she not only disliked being called Mag, it set off a fury inside the foul-mouthed debutante. 

“I’m sorry” Clara gushed, “I had no idea... I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“For Pete’s sake Clara just spit it out already.” Maggie said, now sitting straight up in the chair with her chest forward and her posture in full defense mode.

“Steve called Linda baby and he kissed her—” Before Clara could finish the hurried sentence Maggie’s laughter interrupted her. Now completely relaxed, Maggie leaned back in the chair, kicking her feet and laughing hysterically. Clara watched as she threw her head back, held her ribs and literally laughed until she cried. Clara felt like the butt of a bad joke. When the cackling faded into a series of giggles and sighs, she retaliated.

“Maggie Turner I believe you are crazy. That’s right!” Clara exclaimed sincerely, “You mock me like I am a fool but I think you have taken leave of your senses. Mad one minute and in the next you’re sitting up here cackling like a bloody hen at nothing. You are totally cuckoo.”

“Whew.” Maggie blew off the last swell of laughter, stood, looked down at Clara who was still seated and with thick southern sarcasm politely replied, “Don’t take that scolding tone with me darlin’.  Do you think for one itsy-bitsy minute that I need you tellin’ me how crazy I am? Why, I’ve been informed of that dreadful opinion by ones that consider themselves to be much better than you.” The air was thick and Clara had never felt so awkward and at a loss for words. She stared up at Maggie who now stood with her arms folded across her chest and grinning, an intimidating grin. 

“You’re weird Maggie, really weird.” was all Clara could assemble; turning back, she pretended to make notes.

“My lord Clara I know you are not documenting anything. You have one patient and she is in a coma. You have no confrontational skills at all, do you? It’s bad enough you are so naive but—”  

In an instant, the desk chair flew out from under Clara and she was standing inches from Maggie’s face. She could feel the muscles in her jaw lock as she growled through clenched teeth,

“I may be naive as far as you are concerned but don’t ever mistake my kindness for weakness and don’t ever, I mean ever try to bully me... That just might get you an old fashioned backwoods ass whoopin’ southern belle.” 

Unyielding, Clara watched as Maggie backed up but it was not from fear of her. There was something softer, almost painful in Maggie’s eyes now. Maggie continued her slow steps backwards until she reached the bathroom a few feet away, flipped the light on and locked the door. 

What just happened? Clara asked herself, shocked and confused by her own aggressive behavior. Going over the conversation, the happenings that lead up to the bizarre event that had transpired moments ago she could recall almost word for word the entire night. She acknowledged the fact Maggie got on her nerves, especially with the strange laughing but for her to lose her cool in such a way. Clara was troubled by her own behavior. 

She rehashed the mental picture that had flashed through her mind as she stood to face Maggie. She was hitting her - knocking her down, slamming her head repeatedly against a hard surface until she lost consciousness, her blonde hair turned red with blood, her face was no longer recognizable, and then she kicked the unconscious heap for good measure.  Clara did not have it in her nature to hurt people and the violent image worried her. What is wrong with me? Would I have done that? She wondered.

Some fifteen minutes later when Clara heard the lock turn on the bathroom door she straightened her shoulders and took a deep breath.

“I rarely say I’m sorry Clara.” Maggie said from behind the bathroom door, “But...I am.”

Clara did not know what to say in return (still trying to shake off the gory vision of her pounding Maggie) so she remained soundless.

“Are you out there?” Maggie asked, “Will you say something, please?”

“I’m here.” Clara finally replied.

“Are you mad?” She asked, from behind the bathroom door.

“No, are you?”

“No.” said Maggie

“Are you scared?” Clara squeaked with tension.

“Hell no, I’m not scared.” Maggie answered boldly and Clara could imagine her crinkling her face and the apprehension dissolved. 

“Then why are you hiding behind the door?” 

“Honestly?” Maggie was speaking just above a whisper now.

Clara stepped closer to the door and whispered back, “Yes, honestly.”

“Because I’m ashamed.” Maggie confessed, “I’m ashamed of the way I treated you. I acted like a bully.”

“I didn’t say you were a bully.”

“No, you said if I bullied you – and it dawned on me... I was acting like a bully.”  

Maggie was crying. Clara could tell by the sound of her voice, as she leaned closer to listen Maggie turned on the water faucet and cleared her throat.

“Why are you crying? Clara asked with her lips pressed in to the crack of the door.

“Do you have your mouth against the door?” Maggie asked.

“Yes I do.” Clara said without moving.

“That is dirty Clara. Why would you put your mouth on the door?” Maggie’s inquiry had a pitch of disgust.

“I’ve had it in dirtier places.” Clara lied.

“Speaking of dirty places, so you didn’t know that Linda and Steve were um, how shall we say, bumping uglies?”

Clara jerked away from the door, speechless. 

“Hello... Are you still there?” Maggie asked, sensing the shock of her statement.

“If that means what I think it means, you have got to come out of there now!” Clara pushed the door open to find Maggie in front of the mirror applying face powder. The powder did little in way of concealing the swollen flesh around her eyes and her bright pink nose but Clara pretended not to notice.

“You know what that means, right? Bumping -”

“I know what it means.” Clara said quickly to keep Maggie from repeating the profane reference. “But I had no idea they were in a relationship.”

“They’re not.” Maggie said while putting the powder back into the deep pocket of her apricot colored scrubs, “They are... umm - sex friends.”

“For how long?” Clara asked.

“Since she stopped doing it with Dr. Banter.” Maggie answered flipping the light off and stepping out of the lavatory with Clara following in astonishment, she continued. “The good doctor had to break it off when his wife found out.”

“Her and doctor—” 

Maggie did not let Clara finish. She was on a mission to bring the green Clara up to speed.

“Before Dr. Banter she had an affair with Ken in radiology. He was the one after the intern... I think his name was Kevin or Calvin? Anyway, that one wanted to marry her.”

“Has she ever been married?” Clara asked, interrupting Maggie’s roll.

“No.  But before the intern—”

“Have you ever been married?” Clara asked, again interrupting Maggie. 

“My gosh Clara! Do you want to hear this story or not? You have got to stop interrupting me!” 

“Okay, but first tell me if you were married or not.” Clara replied.

Staring at Clara with suspicion and choosing her words carefully Maggie answered in all sincerity,

“I simply don’t care for the institution of marriage.”

Maggie had not lied to Clara; she just had not revealed the fact that it was a lifetime ago.

​

Chapter Nine
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MAGGIE TURNER HAD ALL the charms of a Southern Belle along with the trophies, the ribbons and the husband to prove it. 

She had been born a debutante, bred of the finest Mississippi stock and groomed from her first breath. So it was not exceptional that her affluent parents would persuade her to seek out a gentleman worthy of all she had to offer which meant he needed to come not only from money but power and prestige.  

“A pig farmer can be wealthy but what good is it if only the pigs are persuaded by him?” Those were the words her mother would use to remind sweet Maggie—in the event her eye wandered in the wrong direction. “Yes ma’am” would be Maggie’s only reply for it was improper to disrespect your elders, and under no circumstances would one show such disregard for family. Maggie reveled in the privileged life she had been born into, she never thought differently because she had never known anything else.

Ray Lafont was not a handsome man but he had a certain charisma that made one look past his minor imperfections and he matched the criteria Maggie’s mother had pressed into every cell of her cerebral thought process. He spoiled Maggie with gifts. Whatever his appearance was lacking he more than made up for in kindness and generosity throughout their courtship. 

Mr. & Mrs. Turner adored Ray Lafont and the fact that he was on his way to the senate didn’t hurt his reputation any either. 
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“OH MAGGIE DARLIN’ HAVE you heard?” Mrs. Turner squealed as she pranced into her daughter’s room.  

Maggie lay stretched out in the huge bay window sunning like a cat. “What Mother dear?” she folded last month’s copy of Cosmopolitan and sat erect with anticipation; for her mother to be this excited it must be a scrumptious bit of news.

“Ray is now Senator Lafont.” Mr. Turner started.

“Yes Mama I know. I saw it on this morning’s news. The celebrations are all in order. I expect we will be attending and I have already picked out a dress.” Maggie assured her.

“No, no! Not that silly. Ray has asked your father for your hand in marriage and we are going to announce it at the victory celebration. Oh sweetie, it is really gonna happen.  So many good things are going to come of this.”

“He is a senator for the state of Louisiana Mama; I don’t see how that will help you and Daddy.” Maggie said as she repositioned herself on the windowsill.

“It don’t matter what state authorizes his power Maggie, it is power nonetheless. It’s the good ole boys magnified ten thousand. We are gonna be set for life!”

“But Mother I thought we were already set for life. I’ll have to move to Louisiana.” Maggie fretted.

“We will be better set and for heaven’s sake child it’s not like you’re moving to Alaska. We’ll practically be neighbors. You’ll see your Mama at least once a week.”

Maggie knew Ray was from what they referred to as old money but she knew very little of how the Lafont’s maintained their fortune. She also knew that her fiancé was not properly qualified for any political office.

“Does it bother you that Ray’s seat was bought? That if it weren’t for his family—”

“No it does not bother me and it should not bother you.” Mrs. Turner cut Maggie short, “Have you any idea what the Lafont’s can do for your daddy’s practice? Not six figures Maggie. Not nine hundred ninety nine thousand... I’m talkin' millions. We need this, don’t mess it up little lady.” She said, “Now kiss your Mama bye; I’ve got to run out and get a new dress.” 

Maggie pecked her mother on the cheek and went back to reading. 

On the happiest day in the Turner’s life Mrs. Turner readied the guests as Mr. Turner made the announcement with all the pomp and pride one would expect from a southern gentleman who ran the largest law firm in the county. After a self-promoting toast he raised his glass to his future son in law, the honorable senator from Louisiana, Mr. Ray Lafont and his soon to be wife. 

When the glass went up Ray and Maggie smiled on queue and took center stage. Ray looked as handsome as his physique could allow. The dark Armani suit hid the potbelly few knew he carried but all eyes were on Maggie in the cream-colored satin gown made especially for this occasion. She looked like a bride already.

The wedding was not nearly as extravagant as the victory celebration and the announcement of their engagement but the month long trip to Honolulu (courtesy of the tax payers) more than made up for it.  

“My heavens, I don’t believe I’ll ever get all of this rice out of my hair.”  Maggie laughed as she brushed at the dried grain in her hair, a few tiny pieces found their way into the lace of her bon voyage burgundy outfit.

“Just jump in the shower.” Ray suggested, undoing the buttons on her blouse, “Let it wash down the drain.” 

“I think I will. My hair is too stiff to contend with – it’s all that blasted hair spray.”

“Watch your mouth!” Ray snapped.

“Honey, I was just sayin'—”

“I know what you were saying and I’m saying watch your mouth.” Ray was firm in his instructions, “I’ll not have you cursing.”

Maggie did not know what to say or if she should say anything. Saying blasted seemed like a small thing to her but she didn’t want to upset her groom.

“You’re right sweetie, I’ll be more careful.” Maggie promised and headed for the shower. She was sticky and fatigued and grateful for the warm shower. 

“Can you believe fifteen hours on a plane?” Maggie called from the shower. She knew the flight would be a long one and she didn’t really care. She was making idle conversation to avoid the nervous jitters that kept trying to overtake her. She had never made love to Ray. They had come close, and she would have but he was always the gentleman. Maggie had imagined making love with Ray and based on his touch and his tongue she knew he would make a good lover. 

“You wanted to go to Hawaii. You didn’t think it would be like going to LA, did you?” Ray called back.

“Why don’t you come in here and talk to me?” Maggie asked in her most seductive voice expecting Ray would find the suggestion irresistible and be naked within seconds. She very much wanted him to find her sexy, sensual, hot and yes – even raunchy. 

Mrs. Turner’s last reminder to Maggie, her secret motto for a successful marriage kept running through Maggie’s head, You’ve got to be a lady in public and a whore in the bedroom. Mrs. Turner had whispered as she kissed her daughter goodbye, He is your husband now; don’t deny him anything or he’ll look for it elsewhere.

“Why don’t you come out here?” Ray answered back, his own voice thick now with sultry lust. 

Maggie stepped out of the shower and examined her body in the full-length mirror.  At 5’6 she would probably never be a fashion model but I do look good she admitted, rubbing the terry cloth towel over her firm, smooth flesh. Her breasts, though a B sized cup could pass for a C with the right brazier, perched high and proud on her chest.  

Letting the towel fall to the floor Maggie softly massaged the perky mounds, running her thumb gently over the small pink nipples until a warm tingle simmered in her lady parts.  She let her wet blonde strands drip over her shoulders and down her back as her hands found their way to the prickling quiver. She could feel her heart beat accelerate as she pressed and kneaded the furry dampness in preparation of her marriage consummation.

“Mag?”  Ray’s voice startled her.

“One moment sweetie.” She answered back, hurriedly fluffing her damp hair. She ran a damp toothbrush over her perfect white teeth, slipped in to the black negligee that left little to the imagination, moistened her lips with a long wet lick and made her presentation.

“You like?” she asked while striking her best come hither pose.

“Oh yeah I like!” Ray replied patting the space beside him in the king-sized bed.

Maggie forced herself to walk slowly; allowing Ray to take in the sight of his new bride but it was difficult with the chill setting in. Maggie was cold natured and preferred a temperature of seventy-five or above, Ray had the thermostat set at sixty-eight. That with her barely clad body and a damp head made it feel more like forty degrees Fahrenheit.

“Are you nervous?” Ray asked as Maggie slid beneath the icy sheets.

“A little bit.” Maggie admitted, now shivering from the frigid exposure.

“I’ll be gentle.” He promised as he leaned over her kissing her as if it were the first time.

Ray could feel the hardness of Maggie’s nipples against his pale hairless chest and her light trembling body beneath him. He had rehearsed this moment over and over in his mind, how he would take her slowly, gently, leaving her exhausted yet wanting more. He had masturbated twice on the fifteen hour flight over to be certain that his desire would not overtake him and cause him to lose control. But his imagination had not prepared him for the feel of her soft bare legs against his hips or her dainty feet sliding up his legs and pressing into his buttocks. 

Maggie could feel his male member growing against her belly and the heat helped to ease her chill. With the weight of him against her open thighs and his hot breath on her scalp she had soon forgotten about the cold. She could feel him throbbing, still against her abdomen while wet, sticky drops of liquid pooled in her navel. 

“Can I see it?” she whispered into his neck.

Without speaking Ray lifted himself just enough for Maggie to look down at the engorged circumcised phallus. With heightened desire she marveled at the effervescent droplets oozing from its opening. Maggie slid her hand between them and touched the glistening fluid with her finger as Ray watched she moaned and smeared the seed filled juice along the shaft. 

“Forgive me Maggie.” Ray groaned as he dropped onto her waiting body and plunged himself deep inside her. 

Maggie was shocked by the suddenness of his passion but also extremely turned on by it as she widened her legs and lifted her hips to meet each thrust. 

“Forgive me.” He repeated with each drive harder than the one before though she barely heard his words over her own whimpers of climax. With the final forgive me Ray fell limp and breathless on top of her. 

As they lay motionless it dawned on Maggie that she had not planned for any measures of birth control and a panic stirred inside her.

“Did I hurt you?” Ray asked, holding himself in the form of a pushup. 

“If you did I wouldn’t mind being hurt like that again.” Maggie joked.

Ray quickly surveyed the space between their bodies, straining to hold his un-toned tummy in.

“No blood?” he asked staring down at the wet mass of hair between Maggie’s legs.

“What do you mean?” Maggie asked, a little alarmed, “Am I bleeding?”

“No.” Ray replied harshly, “But I fully expected you would be.”

“You weren’t that rough.” Maggie consoled him.

“Doesn’t matter.” He said throwing the cover back and leaping from the bed and into his trousers.

“Why are you so upset?” Maggie asked, sitting up and pulling the sheet to her breast.

“You’re not a virgin, are you?” Ray was speaking to her but staring out at the Honolulu surf.

“That is an odd question to pose after ravaging your wife.”  Maggie said with demure.

“Drop the phony charm!” Ray screamed turning to face her with squinted fiery eyes, his lips drawn tight and pale. “I’ve been duped by you and your socialite slut of a mother.”

“You leave my mother out of this you backwoods sonofabitch!” Maggie yelled, flying across the room with an open hand ready to slap the man she had married barely twenty-four hours ago. Before she could make contact, Ray caught her arm and shoved her backward onto the bed. He lunged across the room, quickly straddling her and pinned Maggie to the mattress. He held her thin wrists with one hand, the other wrestled with the zipper of his pants.

“What are you doing?” she cried.

“Shut up whore. I told you to watch your mouth. But whores like a dirty mouth don’t they?”  

Maggie gagged and tried to push the foreign object out of her mouth. The effort made Ray push harder. When she realized her fighting fueled his sexual rage, she let her body go limp; closed her eyes and waited for the nightmare to end. 

When it was over Maggie was weak and dumbfounded. She stared at the tiles in the ceiling, listening as Ray meandered toward the bathroom. When she heard the shower running she rolled onto her side, pulled her knees to her chest and sobbed.

The question of virginity had never come up during their courtship. Maggie knew it was once considered taboo to have sex outside of marriage, especially for a belle, but it wasn’t true of her generation. At least that’s what she thought. 

“Don’t get too close to the doctors child.” Mrs. Turner had warned, “I’ve got better plans for you and your future.”  

“I’m no longer a child Mama.” Maggie had told her. Mrs. Turner was good at reading between the lines as she studied the appearance of her young daughter who was now a woman.

“Turn around.” Mrs. Turner said. Maggie pivoted and cringed as her mother ran her palms over the outline of Maggie’s hips. 

“No, you are not a child. When did you become active?” Mrs. Turner inquired. She didn’t have to explain the question; Maggie knew she was referring to her losing her virginity. 

“Spring break in South Padre.” Maggie announced shyly.

“Good lord, with that white trash Doug Delaney!” Mrs. Turner exclaimed, and then quickly added, “It doesn’t matter now. What’s done is done. Have there been any since?”

“No Ma’am.” Maggie told her.

“Do you get the urges?” Her mother continued.

“Not really.” Maggie lied but Mrs. Turner could tell by the blushing and lack of eye contact as she turned Maggie to face her that her daughter was not being honest.

“Well there may come itches that you can’t scratch on your own. If you just absolutely must have a man to scratch it make darn sure he wears a raincoat, do you understand me?” Maggie nodded. “And never under any circumstances are these indiscretions to be known. That is important Maggie if you are to find a respectable husband. I am not asking you to lie but that sort of personal information must remain that – personal!”

Maggie completely understood what her mother was telling her. She had suffered only one itch that required a man during her last year of college and Doug Delaney didn’t mind doing the scratching. He came and went at Maggie’s request and never told a soul.

Despite Mrs. Turner’s opinion of Doug he was a good man and a gentleman where it counted.

––––––––
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“SO HOW MANY WERE THERE before me?” he growled.

Maggie, lost in her own thoughts had not heard her husband’s approach. 

“Just one.” she sniffled, “I swear.”

Ray stood over her in a plush white robe that made his face seem more hardened and red than usual.

“The honeymoon is over.” Ray barked at Maggie.

“I understand...we can have the marriage annulled if you want.” Maggie told him, still lying curled where he had left her, numb and in shock.

“I’ll decide that.” He spoke in an eerily controlled manner, “What I am trying to make you understand is that I will no longer treat you as the lady I thought I married. No man wants to wear another man’s dirty underwear, but you have forced me to.  I was assured of your purity but what I got was soiled hand me downs.  You can expect to be treated like used goods because that’s what you are– filthy used merchandise, so expect nothing more.”

Maggie didn’t answer. She had no expectations; she only wanted to go home.

Ray paced the floor for a few moments waiting for Maggie to say something, when she didn’t he grabbed the bottle of Ti moonshine, a gift from the local senator.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked before downing a glass of Okolehao. 

“The subject never came up.” She mumbled staring at the barely visible stitches in the hem of the bed sheet and reluctant to move. 

“Who was it?” Ray asked after another shot of the Hawaiian liquor.

“Doug Delaney.” Maggie answered without pause.

“A grease monkey!” Ray shouted, “You whored yourself out to a ga-damn grease monkey!” 

“It was my junior year of high school.” Maggie replied, finally mustering the courage to unfurl and look him in the eyes. 

Another shot of liquor and Ray continued, “Didn’t have much in the way of expectations back then did you. I mean, my lord
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