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To those daring to take a second leap of faith,
even though the first one was a flop.
 
 
 
"Some enchanted evening
You may see a stranger
You may see a stranger
Across a crowded room
And somehow you know
You know even then
That somewhere you'll see her
Again and again"
Rodgers and Hammerstein
‘South Pacific’
 
Love at first sight is 
the scariest thing ever,
especially when you 
don’t believe in it.
Anon
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CHAPTER 1
“Thanks for the ride!” Callie told her best friend Ava’s mother before opening the her back door of their late model Nissan X-Trail ePower e-4orce.
“No idea why dad’s not answering my calls. Or my messages. Never done that before.”
“He’s probably in some lab, deep in experiments to make the world safer,” Julia Menlon said soothingly. “Academics can get that way when they become overexcited. I’m sure he’s ok.”
Overexcited?
Callie bit back the snarky comment waiting to escape into the open. From what she knew of Ava’s mom and the family, Julia almost certainly had next to no true experience how academics could get when they were on the track of something interesting, new, or maybe even groundbreaking. 
Julia thinking of dad getting ‘overexcited’ at something…
Callie glanced at Ava, but saw nothing to suggest that her friend had picked up on the gamut of possible double entendres here. It wasn’t the first time Callie had an inkling Julia Menlon said something that almost suggested that she might be thinking of dad as more than just an interesting guy.
Which he was, of course! But the thought that another woman but mom should be seriously interested in him as a man…
Geez!
“Thanks again.” 
Callie gave Ava a quick hug. 
“I’ll let you know what happened.”
“It’s no trouble. Really!”
Julia Menlon winked at Callie.
No trouble, huh?
Maybe Julia would just love to drop off Callie far more often. Maybe even get a chance to stop by for a chat…
So far there hadn't been much of that; not beyond a few words at the door, with—mostly!—dad thanking Julia for dropping Callie off  and offering to return the favor for Ava.
On the other hand…
As Callie watched the Menlon’s SUV drive off, her thoughts veered into unexpected directions. Another woman but mom having what might be a…sexual…interest in dad? 
Not that it would go anywhere. Dad wasn’t the cheating type. Even if—for months at least and maybe longer—mom’s interest in him seemed to have…
Callie struggled for the right term, but decided that ’cooled down’ might be the best description. 
Hugs between them had become almost perfunctory. Never became actual embraces. Callie also thought that mom was the one who broke them quickly, occasionally leaving dad looking…sad. He did his best not to show it and would have succeeded, if only Callie hadn’t known him as well as she did. He also always caught himself and managed a smile.
There were other signs as well. Mom, who, when there was only family in the house, had been inclined to wear casual at-home outfits that Callie, once she was old enough to pay attention to such things, thought of as being signs of subtle intimacy between mom and dad. 
Mom didn’t do that anymore. Even in summer she covered herself up, with minimal exposure of the areas of skin that once upon a time were left visible. That didn’t stop her from taking great care dressing when going out, be that to gym, yoga classes, shopping or meeting with her buddies, almost none of whom has ever set foot into their house.
As for dad, he had always dressed carelessly, no matter where he was; at home or at work. As carelessly as was possible, given the context. Mom’s change in dress habits seemed to have not affected him at all. If anything, he seemed relieved, with mom apparently having given up commenting on his slack wardrobe habits. It was almost as if she’d completely given up.
Had the cooling down in her parent’s relationship been dad’s doing? Was it the inevitable result of eighteen years of marriage and being worn down by routine, the distance created through very different work environments and time schedules and whatever else happened to people when they became a part of what society expected of them. Forced them into becoming?
If that was what happened to people, then thanks, but no, thanks to anything that smacked even remotely of marriage and the grind of 21st century life in a WEIRD—Wealthy, Educated, Industrialized, Rich and Democratic—society and a world that was going to hell in a hand-basket… Where people in WEIRD nations should by rights stop complaining about how hard they had it, because compared to the vast majority of humanity they had it good.
So, why was mom being such a cold fish when it came to dad? He was like the best man Callie would even begin to imagine. Best dad also. He had always respected her, even when she was just a kid; though he had to put his foot down many a time with his rebellious daughter and never mind how much she complained. 
In the end, what once had felt like insufferable parental strictures had taken her to her current eighteen years; kept her safe, even from herself; nagged her ad nauseam to think; not believe what couldn’t be proved, even if everybody else believed it, and never mind how authoritative the source of something they claimed to be true. Not even to believe him. Trust herself; especially with what she felt was right and what wasn’t. 
Why hadn’t dad answered her call and messages?
Callie tried to call him again, but as before it went to voicemail.
Should she be worried?
But then again, maybe, as ironic as that would be, Ava’s mom was right, and dad was stuck in his lab, which was closed off to the world outside because of the magnetic fields created by a dual set of small scale MRI machines; not used for medical diagnostics, but to investigate the properties of new materials he and his collaborators were looking into.
Maybe today’s experiments had produced something that made him completely forget that he was going to pick her up from college.
But then…
Ahh, fuck!
How could she forget? 
Too much going onion  her life as well. Today was carpooling day. Dad’s head of department and personal friend Al Mountrose had picked him up and was going to drop them both off at home as well. Which was why she had gone to Emory with Ava and her mom; had planned to walk from Psychology to Physics and wait for dad in his office, as she often did.
Too much going on…
Callie paused at the front door as she remembered that dad’s car would still be in the garage. 
It had a parking permit for Emory. 
And she had a driving license.
Maybe she would get some time to talk to dad without someone else listening in.
So…
Callie opened the front door and let herself in.
“Anybody home?”
“In my office,” came mom’s voice.
Working from home today…
Callie poked her head into the ‘office’. It looked like mom was slumming it today. Clearly no video conferences on the schedule. Vanessa Delaware would not have been caught dead in lycra-bamboo gym gear. She had to be pretty sure there’d be no sudden unexpected conference call on the menu.
“You're home early,” mom said. “What about tennis?”
“Didn't feel like it.”
“The champs are in two weeks!”
“Whatever.  Heard from dad?”
“No. Why?”
“He’s not answering his phone.”
“Does he ever?”
Was that just mom bitching because she was in that mood?
More like she never called him anyway. Always messaging…
“Damn!” Callie muttered.
“What is it?”
“Nothing.”
She turned away; hesitated; turned back.
“Might go and pick him up.”
“Why?”
“Why not?”
“Car pooling day. He’s getting a ride with Al.”
“Might go anyway”
“Why?” 
Her mother frowned.
“What’s up with you?”
“Nothing. I just…”
Callie turned away and went to her room; tried calling dad again. Tapped her feet impatiently as she waited.
“Pick up, dad!”
 

CHAPTER 2
Tim Delaware lounged negligently in a chair before the desk of his Head of Department and—highly unusual in contemporary profit-driven and bordelloized academia—personal friend, Al, and considered the wall behind him; plastered with two rows of certificates, of degrees, miscellaneous awards and fellowships, associations with organizations of professional weightiness.
Tim had a few of those as well, but he kept them in a folder in a drawer of his desk; instead had decorated his walls with two paintings done by a mid-teens Callie, where she already showed a talent for capturing nature in shapes, tones and colors that would have made Bierstadt envious.
Parental bias?
Maybe. 
Still, infinitely preferable to vapid certificates and other commercially available trashy décor. 
Al rolled up his eyes.
“Are you listening?”
“Of course. I hang on every word of yours with bated breath.”
“Bullshit!”
“No! Really.”
“Ha! Mind telling me then what was I saying when your attention was riveted on the wall behind me?”
“You said, and I quote: ’Your position is paid for by grants!’ Like, and this is my sequitur, is more than half of the Physics Department, and, as I determined during an attack of uncontrolled curiosity, is almost eighty percent of every department that might just rake in eventual profits from providers of said grants. Including, I might add, state and federal governments.”
Al clapped his hands.
“Bravo. Means that ignorance isn’t the reason for your reluctance to play the game. Then what is the problem?”
“Shit!” 
Tim pulled his phone out his pocket and turned it on.
“What?” Al said.
“Forgot. As usual. And, by the way, that you call ‘the problem’ is…”
Tim’s phone emitted a series of beeps.
“Damn!” 
Tim held up the phone.
“Callie. Looks like she’s been trying to reach me for a while.”
He picked up the call.
“Hey.”
“Dad! Are you ok?”
“Sorry, love. My bad. Al started grilling me. Still is. Making me completely forget to turn on the damn phone again.”
“Not my fault,”Al shouted from behind his table. “Callie? You hear me? Not. My. Damn. Fault!”
From the phone came a chuckle.
“Ignore Al and his bad language,” Phil told Callie. “Anyway, I’m really sorry! What’s up?”
“Would it be alright if I came and picked you up?”
“Everything alright?”
“Yeah. Just wanna talk. In private.”
“No problem. Just take my car. By the time you get here I should be done with Al. Fingers crossed and all that. Let me know when you’re in the parking lot.”
“Thanks dad. Love you.”
“Watch the crazies on the road.”
Tim could almost see Callie rolling up her eyes.
“Yes, dad. Love you, dad. Do I have to tell mom I’m taking the car? If I do she’s gonna tell me, no, and we’ll end up with a major row.”
“It’s my car. You can take it. Mom’s got her snazzy middle-age crisis MX5.”
“Wow! Aren’t we caustic?”
“Blame it on Al.”
“Will do. Anyway, thanks, dad. See you soon. Ciao!”
Tim put the phone back in his pocket.
“Cal's picking me up.”
“Huh? Why? It’s carpooling day.”
“Probably a crisis or something.”
“Yeah, well, we’ve got a crisis right here, too!”
“Damn right. It’s academic prostitution, plain and simple, and has all the characteristics of a pandemic.”
“It's called 'playing the game’."
“Tomato, tomato.”
“And,” Al said, “since I'm your friend, and I really don't want to lose you—”
“I'm touched.”
“So you should be. As I was saying—” Al paused for dramatic effect “—being your friend and all that…though you are a tough SOB to get along with… I've arranged for a visit by Harold Ploznik—”
“SV Industries?”
“The very same. A very interested party.”
“A frequent visitor to academic brothels.”
“That’s  why I invited him.”
“For when?”
“Wednesday week.”
“And you want me to do the tap-dancing and cart-and-pony show? Why not get Harry to do it? He'll love it!”
“Harry isn't you, and this is your work! Besides you're a damn good salesman when you want to be.”
“Screw you!”
Al leaned forward and pointed a finger at Tim.
“We're talking tens of millions! For not much more than a first option on the commercial development of Inertialite.”
“‘Not much more’? Gimme a break!”
“It's him or the D.O.D. Which devil would you rather sleep with?”
“I can think of much more attractive sleeping partners. And I’m not talking about business associates here.”
Tim shook his head.
“Truth is, I'm thinking of changing my research to something less useful to the military. You can have Harry take over the lab. He'd love it.”
“How can you say that? This is your life's work!”
“That's what I'm afraid of. Think of it: one day they'll remember me as the guy who invented better body armor.”
“Which will save a lot of lives.”
“Yeah, sure. I can see the obits.”
“Are you serious?”
“I think I may be getting there.”
“Don't do this to yourself.”
“Look what I’m doing to myself now. Wasting time preparing a cart-and-pony show after spending a whole fucking week at a conference whose only benefit for us is be that we show our faces.”
“Got plenty of time after we get back. Besides, maybe we can work out some strategies at the conference.”
“Not if you spend your evenings and nights trying to find the best strip joint again.”
“After a day of lectures what else is there?”
Al glanced at his watch.
“Better show my face at  Dale's seminar. As should you.”
“Cal's on the way. Convey my apologies to those who care.”
“Guess I’ll see you Sunday at the airport.”
“Warning! I’ll only sit beside you if you promise not to talk shop.”
“Still watching clouds?”
“They're always much cheerier when you watch them from the top.”
“Personally, I think of them as gray objects with an inclination to block out the sun and piss on you.”
 
* * * * *
 
Tim stood before the door to his office and considered the plaque attached at eye level.
 
TIMOTHY A. DELAWARE, PH.D. 
SOLID STATE PHYSICS 
 
He went inside and called Callie, knowing that she would have her phone hooked up to his Subaru Solterra’s Bluetooth.
“What’s up dad?”
“Mind if I stalk you?”
A sigh.
“No! And you know it, so stop asking me.”
“Thanks. Tell you what: I’ll wait at the curb. No need to drive into the parking lot.”
“Makes sense. Won’t be long. Ciao.”
Tim disconnected the call and opened their shared tracking app; the one Vanessa refused to join, as it offended her need for privacy. She had been very firm about it; even refused to have Callie share locations with her. Which made no sense to Tim; after all, the one person who one might have expected to be touchy about her location privacy would have been Callie. Teenagers tended to be inherently sensitive about anything that smacked of being secretly traced.
Callie wasn’t.
“Apple tracks my location anyway,” she had told Tim when iPhones, iPads and MacBooks had started to populate the Delaware household; except that Vanessa had decided to be the odd one out and opted for Samsung. That had eliminated Find My as the default app for mutual tracking. Vanessa’s resistance did the rest.
Callie had shrugged it off.
“If that’s what mom wants that’s what she wants. As far as I’m concerned… No big deal about you knowing where I am. I trust you not to track me unless you have a good reason to. Besides, I can track you, too. Makes us even. No idea why mom’s so hypersensitive about it.”
But Vanessa was. Tim thought that once upon a time not all that long ago she wouldn’t have been. 
Whatever that implied… 
Tim pushed away unpleasant reflections about the vexing issue of Vanessa’s early-onset midlife crisis and its possible causes and focused on checking on Callie.
Maybe ten minutes away. Might as well head out to meet her, so she didn’t have to wait.
 
* * * * *
 
Callie deftly drew up at the curb between two other cars, whose occupants probably also were here for a pickup.
Tim opened the passenger door.
“Hey.”
“Hey, dad.”
Tim leaned in and tried to get a feel of Callie’s mood.
“What’s up, Cal?”
“You gonna come in and close the door?”
Tim gave her a look he knew she’d understand.
Callie sighed.
“I need to talk to you. Can't do it at home. Someone's always listening.”
“There's only mom.”
“I rest my case.”
“That’s—”
“Please?”
Tim nodded.
“All right. But I drive.”
“Dad!”
“You want to talk? Means you're probably gonna get emotional about something. Right?”
He grinned at her to take the edge out of his words.
“You know what happens when you drive and get emotional?”
Callie rolled up her eyes, groaned, but got out anyway. 
Tim slipped into the driver's seat. 
“Thanks, dad,” she said softly, when she had closed the passenger door and belted herself in.
As they drove off…
“So,” Tim said, his eyes on the road. “What is it?”
Callie sighed.
“Jeremy Tyler.”
“Aahh…”
“Aahh what’?"
“What's he done? Or not done… Whatever the case may be.”
There was a pause, before Callie answered.
“The former.”
“Wanna elaborate on that?”
“He…”
She hesitated.
“Aahh…”
“There's that 'ahh' again!”
“He's asked you to have sex with him, huh?”
“Dad!”
“Well?”
Another pause from Callie.
“Yeah.”
“And—I’m just guessing here!—you said something along the lines of ‘thanks, but no, thanks’.”
She sighed.
“Yep.”
“How did he take it?”
“Wanted to know why not.”
“Sensible question.”
“I told him I wasn’t ready. He asked me if I was on contraceptives. I told him it was none of his business. He offered safe sex with condoms and—”
“Offered?”
Callie chuckled.
“Yeah. He didn’t use that word, but it was like he was implying he was being generous.”
“Hmmm.”
“That all you’ve got to say?”
“Can I ask you a question?”
“Ask away.”
“You sure?”
“You gonna ask me if I’m on contraceptives? Answer’s ‘no’. And I don’t keep condoms in my uni backpack either.”
Tim chuckled.
“Enough sharing. I think I get the picture. Jeremy wants something he isn’t going to get anytime soon.”
“If ever,” Callie said crisply. “I am bucking the trend of my peers, but I’m not going to have my first…experience…with someone like Jeremy. He’s cool and charming and witty, but it just doesn’t feel right.”
Callie fell silent and stared out the passenger window.
Finally she broke the silence.
“The guys think I'm a freak. Some of the girls, too.”
“But you know better. We both do. Right?”
“Sometimes…”
“You know,” Tim started, “maybe you better talk to—“
“No!”
“Why not?”
“Because I really don't want mom’s good advice. I don’t think she ever really listens; so it always ends up as a lecture. Talk of mansplaining? Not sure if there’s a word for mom’s version. Femsplaining? That works. Anyway, I just wanna have a conversation with somebody rational about this.”
Tim chuckled.
“Rational? Not sure you've come to the right place. As for me, right now I feel like taking Jeremy into a deserted alleyway and give him a piece of my mind.”
That got the expected laugh out of her.
“Think I can’t?” he challenged her.
“Jeremy’s in the boxing team.”
“Oh, well. Maybe I’ll have to take a baseball bat.”
“Dad!”
Tim glanced at her and saw her grinning.
Much better…
“He threatened to dump me if I don’t have sex with him,” Callie said.
“You’re dating this guy?”
“He thinks so. Just because he’s hanging out with me a lot between lectures and labs. I guess I haven’t been clear enough about this weird delusion of his. And there’s peer pressure of course. Lots of it. I thought it had ended once high school hell was done, but…” She shrugged. “It’s just different. More serious actually. Not sure if you remember from your own days at uni.”
“I do.”
“But you’re not female. And this is the 2020s. The only virgins left in my classes are the religious ones. Like Becks, who waves her religion in everybody's face and keeps the guys at arm’s length, even though she flirts with them.”
“And they accept that?”
“Yep. But when it comes to me… Everybody knows I’m your daughter. Not that that should matter, but I’ve never made a secret out of being a skeptic. They probably think I’m holding onto my virginity because…”
She grimaced.
“You’re a romantic,” Tim said. “Nothing wrong with that.”
“Are you?”
“Not sure. Maybe.”
“Yes, you know. You just don’t want to admit it.”
“Maybe.”
“At uni… It’s easier for a guy.”
“Don't you believe it.”
“Tell me more!”
Tim grimaced.
“Come on, dad! I promise I won’t tell anyone. Not even… Hey! Does mom know?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
Tim shrugged.
After a moment’s silence Callie nodded.
“Probably best. Can you just tell me one thing though?”
“Maybe it’s better to—”
“Who else knows about this?”
Tim chuckled.
“Only the girl—woman now, but somehow I remember her as she was then. Or probably not. Life has a tendency to wipe out memories that might be inconvenient.”
When Callie frowned…
“You know… Memories you’d rather not fit into your personal life story.”
Callie nodded thoughtfully.
“Was she worth being in love with? Whoever she was… Then.”
“Good point. Who knows who she’s now? Or where. Or what. Of if she’s even still alive.”
“Geez, dad!”
“Life happens. One thing’s for sure: she’s not who she used to be when we were barely adults. As for whether it was worth it? What does that even mean? Even if I knew that… I'll never know who I would have become if I hadn’t been crazy infatuated with her. That's the problem with life. Each time you make a decision about anything you enter into one of many possible parallel histories. What happens in the ones you’re not in you'll never know.”
“But you did love her.”
“Whatever love is…”
“Why didn't it last?”
“Infatuations tend to be intense and shallow; especially when it’s your first very serious emotional involvement. She changed her mind. Maybe I would have done the same. Later. Or not. I think I may have been emotionally too intense for her. A bit too romantic? Didn’t feel like that to me then, though now, years later and with the wisdom of hindsight… But then again… I thought I wanted to marry her.”
“Wow!”
“Yeah. But if I had you would never have been born.”
“Different history. You would never have known.”
“But in this history I do know. And I quite like it that you were born.”
Callie reached out and touched his shoulder.
“Thanks, dad. So do I.”
They drove in silence for a while Callie’s head leaned against her window as she watched the traffic and the city flowing past them.
“Jeremy definitely is not infatuated with me,” she suddenly said. 
“I think it’s more like I’m a challenge. I know he gets his kicks out of challenges.”
“What makes you think that?”
“He’s not shown any real interest in other girls in my classes. At least according to the sopho goss mill. Many of those girls aren’t just lookers, but they’d be only too happy to have him… You know. And brag about it of course. But there’s been no goss at all about it. I think maybe that’s why I’m being nudged—pressured actually!—to let Jeremy get his way. Great food for the gossip mill and all that. Maybe have me report on his performance and—”
“TMI!”
“Yeah, whatever. You can bear it.”
“He doing your subjects?”
“Wants to be a psychotherapist. At least that’s what he says.”
“A manipulator. Interesting.”
“Cynic!”
“Am not! There’s psychologists, psychoanalysts, psychiatrists and psychotherapists; in increasing degree of manipulative inclinations; how to use science of the mind and brain to tweak the minds of others. I know you’re really interested in cognition. Always were curious about that, before you even knew the word. I hope you keep asking questions, instead of using what you find out to manipulate others.”
Callie laughed, but then turned serious.
“As far as Jeremy’s concerned, you may not be wrong. He’s very good at getting his way, especially with the girls. With guys… I think he probably gets his way when he beats the crap out of them in the boxing ring and validates his tender male-teen ego that way.”
“So… You're the only one he’s not getting his way with?”
“Sounds about right.”
“Means you’re a serious validation obstacle. Maybe I shouldn’t be a paranoid, over-protective pain-in-the-ass father here, but—”
“No need, dad! I’ve got it. Gonna do more than just cool his entitlement delusions. Only child from serious money. He let that slip one day when he wanted to impress me. Suggested I’d visit his folks’ house in the Hamptons. When they’re not there; which apparently they’re not often.”
“Why’s he at Emory?” Tim said. “Why not somewhere closer  to the habitats of the stinking rich? More prestigious than Emory as well.”
Callie laughed.
“No idea, dad. Still, no matter how rich and entitled his folks may be… We’re going to have a serious talk, Jeremy and I. And he isn’t going to like it. And, yes, I know there’s gonna be pushback. He’s not going to take this without trying to do something to restore his wounded ego. Except I’m going to anticipate him and make sure the goss vine and all dumb-ass social media are going to be so full of Callie-is-going-to-dump-Jeremy-Tyler rumors.”
“Be careful, Cal! Please.”
“I will.”
“It’s not just about social pushback!”
Callie sighed.
“I know, dad. Gonna be like super extra unbelievably careful and watch my steps.”
“I’m going to be away at a conference next week. Mom’s off to that yoga 'workshop' in Boulder for a week as well.”
“I’ll be fine, dad. Really.”
“I don’t want to sound like—”
“I get it! And I love you for it. But you’re going. As will mom, of course.”
She made a sound, Tim found difficult to interpret. But there was no need to guess; Callie’s next remark left no doubt about what she thought of Vanessa’s plans.
“Not sure what mom expects to get out of this, but if this helps her… Never mind if it’s money-wasting bullshit.”
Tim chuckled, but quickly turned serious again.
“Never—”
“I wouldn’t,” Callie said. “I think she does need it. She’s not… Can I say that? That she’s not happy?”
“I know. Let’s hope it passes.”
As  they turned onto their street…
”Dad?”
“What?”
“Can you stop for a moment? Before we get home?”
“Sure.”
Tim stopped the car at the curb and looked at his daughter.
“Are you happy?” she asked.
“Why?”
“Just a thought.”
“Strange thought.”
“Are you happy?”
“I suppose. I don't really think about it much.”
“It's hard to tell with you. I kind of can read your moods a lot of the time. Mostly you seem ok, but sometimes I wonder.”
“I don't know about 'happy'… But I'm fine.”
He grinned at her.
“I mean, really ‘fine’. Not just ‘girl-fine’… You know… Freaked-out, insecure—”
“Watch it!”
Tim laughed.
Callie considered him in silence. He could see that very perceptive brain of hers working hard to see through his guards.
“Were you happy when you… You know…”
“Definitely. Until it ended.” He took a deep breath. “Actually I'm happy now. In a subdued sort of way. But I am. I've got a kid who loves me and is not afraid to admit it. Which appears to be a rarity; or so I've been led to believe. My marriage? Still intact—at least I think so—despite the usual rough patches and what looks like currently acute middle-age crises. I'm gainfully employed. I'm as healthy as an ox. I’ve done some fascinating scientific research. Hasn’t made me rich, but I’m feeling rather good about myself anyway. Even though Emory is determined to sell the results of my work to people I’d rather not even know about.”
He shrugged.
“Still… Got nothing to be unhappy about.”
Callie regarded him for a few silent moments, then briefly leaned her head against his shoulder.
“Let go and face mom. Warning! She’s going to be pissed with me for taking your car and picking you up.”
“Really? Why?”
Callie just shrugged.
 
* * * * *
 
Tim drove the Solterra into the garage, which was barely wide enough to fit it and Vanessa’s little wine-red MX5. As the door started to roll down behind them, Tim’s wife, dressed in a fashionable combo of track suit top and revealing lycra gym shorts appeared at the door to the main part of the house.
“Gym time,” Callie said under her breath, before she opened her door and stepped out.
“I can’t believe you did this,” Vanessa shouted, staring at her daughter. “I told you—”
“It’s dad’s car!” Callie snapped back. “I asked him.”
Vanessa turned her attention to Tim.
“How could you let her do this? Al was supposed to drop you off.”
“Nice to see you, too,” Tim said. 
“She’s not—”
“She’s a better driver than a lot of people I know,” Tim said. 
“I don’t believe this!” Vanessa snapped.
“Where are you going?” Tim asked her, trying to divert the conversation into a different direction.
“Tai-chi. Remember? It's Friday!”
“Sorry. Forgot.” 
“Surprise! Anyway, I'm off.”
Vanessa pressed the button for opening the roller door and got into the MX5; waited until the door was open far enough and backed out onto the street.
“That went well,” Callie muttered staring after her mother, before turning to Tim.
“So,” he asked, “what exactly did you do?”
“You don't want to know.”
“Oh, but I do!”
“Mum didn’t want me to go and pick you up. I ignored her and called you. Made sure I had your blessing and left.”
“Without informing her, I guess?”
“Didn’t feel like it.”
Tim shook his head and went to push the button that closed the roller door.
“Feel like Pizza?” Callie said. “Mom never has dinner at home when she’s all Tai-chi-ed out. I think she’s afraid it’ll break up the good vibes from the session.” 
She grimaced.
“Do you know where she goes to have her post tai-chi dose of healthy food or whatever?”
“Nope.”
“You could find out.”
“Invasion of privacy.”
“What? Looking at your shared VISA statement?”
“Not sharing VISA.”
“Why?”
“Your mom wanted a separate account. I kinda get it. You know she’s going through a difficult time. If she needs her privacy, I’m good with it.”
“What about your other accounts?”
“She’s always had one of her own, from the days before we met. Her VISA is hooked up to that one now.”
“I didn’t know you had separate bank accounts!”
“We share the one for household, mortgage, your education, the cars, other general expenses. Part of our salaries go into that. The others are separate. Not my doing, but your mom needs the feeling she’s in control over as much of her life as possible.”
“You don’t know how much mom’s got in her accounts?”
“No. Better that way.”
“She knows what’s in yours?”
“No. Just like my VISA’s my own.”
“And mine? I mean the one—”
“Connected to my account. If you want… You’re old enough. I can arrange for getting you one of your own; with me providing the security. Or you could get yourself one of your own, but first let me put some more money into your account, just to keep the banks happy.”
Callie shook her head.
“No need, dad. But split accounts… Doesn’t feel right to me.  I thought marriage was all about sharing.” She sighed. “But that’s between you and mom.”
Tim shrugged.
“Sorry about the confusion.”
“Don’t be. Thanks for telling me. And now…”
She grinned.
“Pizza? Paid with our VISA?”
“Sounds good. You pick the toppings. Mellow Mushroom please. None of that Pizza Hut junk. You order it. I'm going to have a shower. Wash off the stench of academic prostitution.”
Callie turned to go, but then stopped.
“Gonna watch a movie with me?”
Tim sighed.
“I'd love to, but I have this stupid presentation.”
He hesitated.
“Ahh, what the heck? Why not? Just pick something that isn’t going to make me puke, with too much touchy-feely stuff.”
Callie grinned.
“I know just what we need.”
 
 

CHAPTER 3
Leaning on the balcony’s railing, Catalina Karina Gallego—known to those she thought of as friends or reasonably close acquaintances as ‘Catlin’, though she thought of herself as ‘Lina’—decided that one of these days, maybe even soon, she was going to leave Atlanta for good. No idea where she wanted to go, but she’d had enough of this place. 
The rear of her Sandy Springs apartment, one of over fifty in a complex once surrounded by a thin but comforting ring of native Georgian woodland, now provided an unwelcome view on the relentless traffic on Roswell Road and new butt-ugly cookie cutter apartments on its other side. 
The squirrels and woodpeckers once frequenting the precious remaining strip of native woods outside her balcony had long fled the scene; the woodpecker’s hammering had been replaced by the roars and other noises of cars, trucks, motorcycles and whatever else happened to drive past. 
When she moved here, some eight years ago, this had been a bearable place to live; suburban but relatively close to Emory, where Catalina taught in the Department of Creative Writing. Mostly 200-level courses, though every now and then 300-level units landed in her lap, usually when the classes for her own special subject, graphic novel fiction, were so much in demand that more than one teacher was needed to manage them.
Catalina sighed, pushing aside this latest attack of ennui, glanced at her Apple Watch and, realizing she’d been wasting time pondering her life instead of getting ready for her evening out with Ray Henslow, headed back for her bedroom.
What to wear to a function celebrating the achievements of one of the department’s best known lecturers and actually practicing writer, whose poetry had attracted national attention? 
Did she have to go at all? 
Not being an aficionado of poetry, she rarely consorted with that part of the faculty, and though she had of course been invited, if she didn’t show up, she was unlikely to be missed. However, she had—too readily!—accepted Ray’s invitation to be his plus-one. By the time she wondered whatever had possessed her, she thought it was too late to revoke her agreement with some lame excuse like that she had forgotten another important personal commitment today. Besides, Ray was…nice. Of course, he was into poetry and liked to hold forth about the latest poète/poétesse du jour or what was trending in the world of the avant-garde.  Par for the course when it came to members of that department. 
However, Ray was charming and good value; as long as he could be kept away from poetry mansplaining. Which, Catalina hoped, he would tonight. If he didn’t, she’d find some way to excuse herself from the event and go home. It already had been a long day and she wasn’t in the mood to suffer through the tedium.
Catalina grimaced at the woman in her mirror.
She really didn’t want to go at all. She was leaving on Sunday for a much deserved two-week break, which she had arranged with the faculty to make up for all the unplanned extra hours she’d put in during the last semester to keep classes and the workshops of the 300-level fiction courses going while Gina and Hector were as sick as dogs with some stupid flu they had refused to have themselves vaccinated against.
The faculty wasn’t happy with Catalina’s insistence on getting time-in-lieu for her extra labor; but her contract specified that she was entitled to it, and that’s how it was going to be. So, off to Ensenada and the house Maria had arranged for her it was. Quiet alone time coming up, with walks on beaches and general doing nothing; except for spending quality time working on a graphic novel of her own. Story and graphics! All her own work. Stepping out of the those-who-can-do-those-who-can’t-teach zone she was kind of locked into because she was just too mentally zapped to find the energy and the creative mind space to focus on more than writing the story. 
The artwork took much more effort than the narrative; if only because it was still outside her comfort zone and her brain needed some serious adjustments. Hopefully the time in Ensenada—not actually in the town itself, just a little further south in Aguacaliente—was going to help her get her act together.  She’d been there before; loved the place and its comparative isolation. There had been issues with criminal gangs, but municipal law enforcement with the help of the Federales had made molesting visitors into an unprofitable enterprise for drug dealers. Quite possibly the place was just as, if not even safer, than living in her current Sandy Springs residence.
Roll on Sunday!
Catalina cast another glance at her watch. Ray would be here in less than an hour. If only she could get out of this thing…
Fat chance!
No chance at all. If nothing else, it wouldn’t be fair to Ray. Not that she owed him anything, but she prided herself on being reliable and sticking to her commitments. 
Catalina continued to stare at the woman in the mirror for another few moments before pulling her T-shirt over her head. Her bra followed, as did her panties; which left her looking at her nude self.
She hefted her breasts; the ones that hadn’t had a man’s hand touch them for too long. All because of the letdown with Mark. Admittedly, that hadn’t been his fault. It just had taken her far too long before she admitted to herself that, like every man she might have had a more than acquaintance-interest in, Mark—a nice guy and a lot like Ray—just didn’t…touch…her in the way she wanted and needed to be touched. Moved. Felt connected to at a level so deep and even atavistic
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