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There’s No Fool

Reginald Cranston’s living room stretched the width of his house. A fifty-two inch wide-screen television took up the narrow wall that abutted the hallway. A couch was centered on the long interior wall. Just beyond the center of the room, which showcased a fine Persian rug, Reginald’s plush leather recliner faced the television. Overhead, a fan slowly churned, slicing the humid air.

The AC would dry it out in half a heartbeat, but Margie had felt colder than usual lately, so she didn’t want to run it. She was in her sewing room most of the time anyway. He thought about closing her vents and turning on the AC anyway, but it really wasn’t worth the hassle.

Besides sitting in his recliner he was comfortable enough with only the fan. He was still dressed in his work clothes except for his jacket and his shoes. He hadn’t even loosened his tie yet. And it wasn’t like he was sweating. 

Plus at the moment, he had more important things on his mind than air conditioning. He was watching Simon Stark’s press conference. It was on all the channels, so there was no escaping it anyway. And he was trying very hard not to sneer. 

Why hadn’t Susanne simply told him it was Stark? There had been rumors for weeks that he might be about to toss his hat into the ring. Instead she had sounded very mysterious when she called him to announce she was quitting her job. Quitting the law firm where only six months earlier she had been named a junior partner. 

How many other women could claim to have made partnership in a prestigious law firm in such a short time? Christ, the woman had to be mental.

But whatever the case, this very morning she had resigned to work with some mysterious figure who was going to make headlines. 

And now he found it was only Stark after all. “Complete and utter fools, both of them.”

He reached up to adjust his glasses, then took them off and wiped them with his handkerchief. He put them back on and stared at the screen again. 

And what a clown Stark was anyway. Who was he trying to impress? The man obviously was an imbecile, and a naïve imbecile at that. Did he really believe honesty was the best policy? 

The American people, most of them, were buffoons and lummoxes. They not only deserved to be lied to, but they demanded it. As Nicholson said in that movie that time, most of them couldn’t handle the truth. Had this guy learned nothing in his, what, thirty-five, forty years? 

He scrutinized Stark. He looked younger than thirty-five, but he had to be at least thirty-five to run for president. Well, youth certainly wasn’t everything. It certainly wasn’t. 

The problem was, most Americans wouldn’t even know the truth if it raced up and bit them on the ass. And they didn’t care to. It didn’t matter to them. All that mattered was the next so-called reality show on television. Or the next gossipy, sensational news story, which most often also was a lie. He snorted. Or the next handout. The next freebie.

Cranston adjusted himself in his plush leather recliner. These days, everybody was looking for luxury but nobody wanted to earn it. Stark was pushing out the same tired old lies that had been political staples forever. He simply said them in different words.

As Simon Stark turned and walked into the wings at stage left, Cranston watched carefully, searching for any sign of Susanne Devereaux. The way she had talked earlier, she would be standing alongside him at the podium. But she was nowhere in evidence. 

Cranston sneered. Probably the blowhard of a pretender offered her a position for a certain very personal fee. Smitten with Stark’s slick façade, she had quit her job on a whim, with really no notice at all. Now she more than likely was too embarrassed to ask for her job back. 

Probably she was afraid Reginald would hold her youthful faux pas against her. Of course, he would never do such a thing. She also probably was too embarrassed to seek employment with another law firm. Such scandals follow people who are involved in such an intimate circle. 

She would have to move out of state to find another job. That would necessitate studying for and passing another bar exam. And at this very moment the poor girl probably was feeling overwhelmed. Probably she was nursing her emotional wounds somewhere. Probably she was wondering how in the world she would make ends meet after her savings ran out.

He frowned. Where did they say the press conference had taken place? 

As if in response to his question, as the audience filed out, the channel switched to an outside camera. 

Cranston smirked, as if finding out something Stark had preferred would remain hidden. “That’s the Mahalia Jackson Theater. I’d know that building anywhere.” 

Cranston uncrossed his sock feet, turned off the television and pushed the footrest of the recliner down so he was upright. He adjusted his glasses. “Blowhard,” he muttered, and shook his head. Then he got up and padded into the kitchen to fix himself a drink. 

He took a rocks glass from the cabinet and set it on the counter. Then he twisted open the cap on a bottle of Glenlivet 21 Year Old Archive Scotch. But as he tipped it over the glass, he paused. Then he put the cap back on it and twisted it closed again.

He set the glass and bottle back in the cabinet, then walked back into the living room. His loafers were still beside his chair where he’d left them. He slipped his feet into them, then turned to retrieve his jacket and his fedora from the rack beside the front door. 

He reached for the door knob, but paused and looked back over his shoulder. “Margie,” he yelled, “I’m going out. I’ll be back in an hour or two.”

From somewhere down the hallway came the faint sounds of a sewing machine and his wife’s voice. “All right, dear. Do be careful.”

He shook his head, then opened the door, pushed open the screen, and pulled the door closed behind him. “Careful indeed.” 

He had no time for being careful. 

He was going to effect a rescue.

The air was heavy and cool. Was there a light mist falling? He thought he felt it on his hands but he couldn’t be sure.

He walked through the open bay into the garage. He got into his Lexus and put his fedora in the passenger seat, then backed quickly out of the garage and into the street. As he shifted the car into Drive, mist began to gather on the windshield. He clicked on the wipers to their lowest setting and thought again about Susanne. 

The wiper blades stuttered across the windshield. He frowned. He should have waited until there was more moisture on the window.

The poor girl had called him earlier in the day, and she was all but giddy with excitement. It hadn’t escaped his attention that she had called him specifically and not anyone else at the firm. She was young and vibrant and filled with naïveté. He was certain she was making a huge mistake. 

Of course, he couldn’t have told her that at the time. Doing so would have driven her away all the more quickly. 

But more than once during the day he had thought of different scenarios surrounding the press conference. 

The wiper blades stuttered across the window again. 

Cranston frowned at the noise. Life, it seemed sometimes, was one big interruption.

Anyway, there was Susanne standing alongside her mystery man at the podium, her arm interlaced with his, beaming as she waved, princess like, to her admirers. 

Of course, that was only a fairy tale from which she would experience at best a rude awakening. 

The man would dismiss her out of hand when the cameras were turned off, and Susanne would be destroyed.

Or there was Susanne standing just behind the man and to one side. Her fingers were interlocked before her at her waist. Her position subliminally indicated her unwavering support for him from her place in his shadow. 

The wiper blades stuttered across the window.

He frowned. Her place. Her position in Stark’s shadow. 

Cranston knew Susanne Devereaux better than she knew herself, and certainly better than that upstart, Stark. She deserved a great deal more than to be in any man’s shadow.

Or there was Susanne having a successful evening with the man. She attended the press conference with him. Then she left with him, her head just enough in the clouds to believe she was ascending in the direction of the heights with him. 

But she would never make it to the heights. 

The wiper blades stuttered across the window. Cranston angrily pressed the Washer button on the end of the wiper control. A bit of water sprayed up, mostly in foam. The thing was empty. He would have to remember to have Manuel check that the next time he had the car in the garage for a checkup. 

Still, the wipers moved more easily, at least the first two trips. The third time they stuttered, but not as dramatically as before.

Men like that— crass, worthless politicians— they were users. Even if he kept her around for a year or two, eventually he would leave her a broken woman.

Each scenario ended with a vague notion of himself, Reginald Cranston, happening across the man— of course, now he knew it was Stark— and Susanne. 

Boldly, he would insinuate himself between them. 

The wiper blades stuttered across the window. 

Damn it! He glared at the driver’s side wiper blade just as if it could know.

He would insinuate himself between them and he would defend Susanne against the man.

And when the man— when Stark— saw that Cranston was on to him, he would admit everything from the depths of his black heart. He would laugh at Susanne in all her foolishness, and his laughter would crush her like the very fragile flower she was. 

How could men treat women so crassly? Well, real men couldn’t. 

But Reginald Cranston would be there. He would slip his right arm protectively around Susanne.

She would glare through her tears at the man who had treated her so despicably, and then she would turn fully to Reginald. She would put her tender head against his chest. She would weep and sob until all her sorrow and embarrassment were soaked into his shirt. And she would know the truth once and for all— that he was anything but a father figure.

He frowned. What in the world had ever possessed her to think of him as a father figure in the first place? 

The wiper blades stuttered across the window. 

He glared at it. 

It’s true that there was a gap in their ages, not that the wiper blades could know that. She was twenty-nine and Reginald was sixty-four, but they were very much on the same page in every way imaginable. Very much. Certainly she knew he was “with it,” as the youngsters all said. And that was something that couldn’t be said of any father figure.

But yes, at last she would know the truth. And then, before she could force herself to beg him to give her job back, he would magnanimously ask her please to come back to work. 

Of course, she would say yes, her eyes wide with disbelief at his grand generosity.

And he would laugh, wag his hand in the air, dismiss the act just as if it were nothing. “The sign
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