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S

heila Curry’s screams filled the Eli Abram Medical Center maternity ward as she approached the fourth hour of a long and arduous delivery. 

“Please let me give you something for the pain, Sheila,” implored the on-call obstetrician Patty Holt. “An epidural can reduce the pain from...” 

“No drugs, dammit!” Sheila shouted. “I want to feel my son come into the world.”

Another sharp pain in her abdomen made her bolt upright at that very second. 

“Sweet Jesus, that really hurt.”

“I can see the head. I need you to take a deep breath now and push.”

“Grrr...”

“You can do it, Sheila. Push.”

“Ugh...I am pushing, you mother...”

Sheila’s rant was interrupted by Dean Curry, her husband of five years, barging into the delivery. A nurse was attempting to fasten his hospital gown while he donned a mask and disposable gloves. 

“So sorry I’m late, honey,” he said, grabbing her hand. “How are we doing?”

“How are we doing?” she mimicked, squeezing his hand as another sharp pain hit her pelvis. “Is a bowling ball coming out of your ass too? Oh, gawd, come on.”

Dean chuckled because he had never heard Sheila, a devout Christian, use profanity before. And this was not her first rodeo. Their two-year-old daughter only took twenty minutes to enter the world and while enroute to the hospital. But Donald Christopher Curry was going to make the world wait for another hour before Sheila let out an ear shattering scream that allowed Patty to extract him from the birth canal.

“Congratulations Mr. and Mrs. Curry,” said Patty. “You have a...”

“What’s wrong, doctor?” Dean asked when he saw the concerned look on Patty’s face. “Is he alright?”

“He’s having difficulty breathing because he’s a preemie and because of his low birth weight,” Patty said, rushing over to the incubator. “I warned you about this, and it's not a serious threat, Sheila. He needs to stay in the incubator until his lungs have had time to develop.” 

“I want to hold my baby, dammit!” whispered Sheila, exhaustion having taken its toll on her.

“You will, Sheila. Just let us get him stable and you’ll be able to hold him for feedings before replacing him back in the incubator.”

Sleep had drowned out Patty’s prognosis and Sheila was gently snoring. Dean was still holding her hand as Patty went over some post-delivery instructions with the nurse. When Sheila returned to consciousness, he was fast asleep but still holding her hand.

Sheila gently stroked his forehead as he snored quietly. She recalled the numerous sleepless nights he had to endure when she experienced false labor pains. Then there were the midnight, 2 a.m., and 4 a.m. requests for belly rubs, chocolate ice cream, or an item from a store that had been closed for hours. However, Dean never complained, even when he came back from his back-breaking construction job.

At that moment, Donald stirred in his chamber and Sheila sat up. What she saw made her smile. Donald was awake, sucking on his finger, and staring in her direction.

“Honey, wake up,” she said, nudging Dean.

“Wha...what is it hun?”

“Your son is awake, and he’s hungry. Get the nurse.”

5 Years Later

“Mommy, I can’t find my Princess Barbie,” Lorie shouted at the top of her lungs.

“Where did you last see it, darling?” asked Sheila.

“I put it here in my backpack before I sat down to eat breakfast,” she said, looking into the bag again. “Wait, why is Donnie’s G.I. Joe doll in here? Donnie!”

Donald was standing in the kitchen doorway clutching his backpack. He was dressed in his favorite blue jean shorts and Spiderman sweatshirt for the first day of kindergarten.

“It’s in there because I put it in here,” he said, patting his backpack. “I traded you, Lorie.”

Lorie yelled, “Give it back you little brat,” and grabbed the backpack out of his hands.

Lorie yanked the backpack so hard, it yanked Donald off his feet causing him to fall flat on his face. The blood streaming from the bottom of his split lip drew a gasp from Sheila as Donald let out a glass shattering wail. When Lorie saw the exposed white tissue she joined the chorus.

Sheila snatched a dish cloth and soaked it in cold water.

“Lorie, go grab my car keys!” she yelled while applying the compress to his lip. “It’s okay, baby, mommy is here.”

Sheila hoisted Donald into her arms and dashed to the car with Lorie in tow. The six traffic laws she broke enroute on the three-mile drive to the hospital attracted the attention of two police cars. When they saw Donald’s condition, the pursuit turned into an escort to the emergency room.

Sheila insisted that Lorie remain in the room while the nurse sewed up his lip. Whenever she dropped her head or turned to look away, she would grab her face and make her watch. Then something amazing happened.

Donald stopped crying, stuck out his hand, and patted Lorie’s hand when she took it. Lorie hugged him, blubbering out apology after apology, until the nurse had to break it up so she could apply the final sutures. Donald held on to Lorie’s hand until the nurse had finished stitching up the gash.

“Nurse, will this leave a horrible scar?” Sheila asked as she looked the bandage over. 

“It will be hardly noticeable because of his age, Mrs. Curry. Plus these sutures, because of their dissolvability, will minimize scarring. Just make sure you change the bandages frequently and follow up with your pediatrician in the morning. He can answer any other questions you might have.”

Sheila didn’t have any questions, but Dean did when he came in and saw Donald’s mouth. When he heard the answer he flew into a rage before Sheila could coax him into the kitchen. Donald didn’t understand why the doll was getting more attention than his boo-boo. In his mind it made the toy seem even more attractive.

After Dean had calmed down, he took Donald into his bedroom, sat him on his lap and handed him his G.I. Joe doll.

“Here you go Donnie. This is your toy. Little boys only play with boy toys; not dolls.”

“Why not, Daddy?”

“Because girls have their own clothes, their own shoes, and their own toys. Your toys are soldiers, planes, and guns. Do you understand?”

“But Dad, Lorie toys are prettier than mine,” Donald said, his eyes beginning to well up. 

“Don’t you dare start to cry or I’ll give you something to cry about,” he snapped. “Only little girls cry. Those are your sister’s toys, and they are not meant for you to play with! Do you understand?”

“But Dad, I just thought they looked fun, and Lorie likes for me to play tea-party with her.”

“I don’t care what Lorie likes!” Dean shouted. “You’re my son, and I don’t ever want to catch you playing with dolls. Boys play with trucks and action figures, not dolls!”

Donald leapt off his father’s lap with his fists clenched  and screamed at the top of his lungs, “But I like playing with them!” 

“I don’t give a damn what you like, Donnie,” Dean said, rising to his feet. “I’m here to see that you grow up to be tough and strong, and that’s not going to happen with you playing with girly things. From now on, stay away from your sister’s toys, or you’re going to get a spanking.”

(Donald starts crying loudly)

“What the hell is going on in here?” Sheila asked, rushing into the room. “Donnie, sweetheart, why are you crying? Did Daddy hit you?”

“Daddy,  (sobbing) yelled at me for playing with the dolls and said he would spank me.” 

“Dean, how could you?” she said, picking Donald up. “He’s just a baby.”

“Sheila, you’re going to spoil him rotten by babying. I’m not going to let a son of mine play with girl toys, and that’s final.”

“Dean, every child psychologist agrees that boys playing with dolls doesn’t affect their development. It’s parents who overreact like you are, that are detrimental to the child.”

“And how many of those doll-playing children wound up shooting up their schools or the local malls?” he countered. “I’ll bet all of them.”

“Actually the last four mass shooters grew up playing with G.I. Joe and cowboy toys. Oh, and two of the four were given their first rifle before they were ten years old. How many lives do you think would have been saved if they had been allowed to play with less violent toys?”

Dean turned two shades of red before storming out of the room. Dean might have been the head of the family, but Sheila was the brains in the relationship.

*_*_*_*

Ten years ago, everyone wondered how the successful Columbia Law graduate wound up with the ill-tempered, beer-chugging construction worker, but after a few weeks of dating, you could tell they were a perfect match. Sheila was walking past the construction site Dean was working at when the men started with the catcalls. 

Earlier that day she had her first trial as a defense attorney. It turned out to be a disaster. The trial started off with her being reprimanded by the judge for being 10 minutes late. Then her client was caught in a lie by the prosecutor, at which time she was forced to take a plea deal to avoid having two more years for perjury added to the three years he was facing for burglary.

Suffice it to say, she did not appreciate the smack on the rump from one of the hardhats.

“Why you sonofabitch!” she screamed, her  hands slapping the man repeatedly across the face until he grabbed her wrists.

“You’re a little spitfire, aren’t you,” the brute mocked, causing the other men to laugh at the spectacle.

“Let me go you asshole! You’re hurting my wrists.”

“Let her go, Mark,” Dean demanded, walking over to the quarreling pair.

“Wait your turn.”

Suddenly the man screamed horribly as Dean’s massive fists clamped down on his wrists. A chill ran down Sheila’s spine when she heard the sound of bones breaking.

“Are you alright?” Dean asked, picking up Sheila’s briefcase and pocketbook.

“Uh, yes, I think so,” she said, regaining her composure. “You bastard!”

Sheila’s kick to Mark’s groin elicited a sound from him that made a couple of the workers grab their crotches and wince.

“I’m going to have you arrested, asshole.”

“Now, now, young lady, I think justice was served when your shoe connected with his family jewels. And I don’t think he’ll be using his hands to touch anything for a while. Besides, tossing him in jail would only hurt his wife and three kids who depend...”

“Okay, Dean, you’re out of here,” a heavy set man came pushing through the group. “This is the last fight you’re having on my job site. You’re fired.”

“Wait a minute whoever you are,” Sheila shouted. “He didn’t start this fight. He was coming over to save me...”

“Lady, I don’t care if he was coming to save the baby Jesus. I’m the foreman here and this is the third incident he’s been involved in on this site. He’s gone.”

“You can’t fire him without cause or notice, sir.”

“Oh, a lawyer, eh,” he mocked. “Ever hear of the ‘three strikes you’re out’ rule?”

“That won’t stand up in court if he sued you for violating the New York labor laws.”

“No, but what will hold up is three documented incidents of violating the Violence in the Workplace policy of this company. I’m sure he can show you a copy of the document he signed. Have a nice day, Perry Mason.”

Sheila watched helplessly as Dean walked over to a trailer as a couple of men carried Mark over to a bench. When Dean returned he was carrying a thermos and paper bag containing his uneaten lunch.

“Dean, (visibly shaken),  thank you so much for stepping in back there. I don't know what would have happened if you hadn’t come to my rescue.”

“No problem, Ms?”

“Sheila, Sheila Clarke.”

“I’m Dean Curry, Mrs. Clarke?”

“Call me, Sheila, and I’m not married. Again, Dean, I’m so sorry you got fired over this.”

“No one should have to put up with that kind of behavior. Are you okay? Did he hurt you?”

“I’m a bit rattled, but physically I’m fine. I’m small but I’m not fragile. It’s just... it’s been a long day. And to top it off I caused my knight in shining armor to get fired.

“It’s not the first time I've been fired, won’t be the last,” said Dean with a shrug. “Mark deserved it, though. Nobody should mess with someone like that, and they ain’t going to do it while Big D is around. Besides, I’ll find another job, don’t you worry.”

“Dean, I still feel terrible about this whole situation. I can tell you’re a good man. Look, I know this won’t make up for what happened, but would you let me take you out to dinner? My treat.”

“A beautiful woman wants to take me out to dinner. Maybe I should get fired more often.”

“Well, I think that might not be a financially sound idea, but let’s just let it be a show of gratitude. Plus, I’d like to get to know the man who stood up for me a little better.”

Dean took a look around the other patrons dining inside Borelli’s Italian restaurant and immediately realized he was under dressed. Sheila noticed Dean’s face become flushed and requested that the maître d’ show them to a quiet booth in the rear of the restaurant.

“I see you’re not only smart but you’re intuitive too. You’re good at reading people.”

“If that was true I would have had a better day in court this afternoon.” 

“Well, I’m sure you’ll get better with time.”

“And what makes you think so?”

“I was impressed with the way you shot back at Ricky.”

“Ricky?”

“The construction foreman.”

“Oh, him, I would have done a better job if I had another minute to collect myself.”

“Trust me, Sheila, I believe you. So, fancy lawyer like you probably eats at places like this all the time, huh?”

“Not as often as you might think,” chuckled Sheila. “I guess we all have our own stereotypes to break. I thought construction workers only knew four letter words and drank beer.”

“Don’t forget chewing tobacco.”

“Eww, I could never kiss anyone that chewed tobacco.”

“Wow, a potential kiss is being negotiated, counselor. This day is really looking up.”

“Now, hold on a minute, hoss.”

Sheila’s fake cowboy accent made Dean choke on the water he was sipping. She sprang up and began patting him smartly on the back.

“Are you okay?”

“Yes, (cough)...I’ll be okay. It just (cough)...went down the wrong pipe. So, it was your turn to save me, eh.”

“It’s not like I did CPR on you, Big D.”

“Believe it or not, Sheila, I think you actually did.”

“How so?”

“I’ll let you know once I get to know you better.”

“Ah, a little shy are we?”

“Only on the first date, Guinevere.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, Sir Lancelot.”

“I appreciate you taking me out, Sheila, but this place is a bit out of my usual league.”

“Well, I believe in stepping out of our comfort zones every now and then. It’s good for the soul.”

“It’s a lot easier said than done, Sheila. It would take a week’s pay for me to take someone like you to a place like this. I’m more of an Applebee’s type of guy.”

“Dean, you can relax,” said Sheila, placing her hand on top of his. “I may come from money, but I have been known to insist my dates take me to McDonald’s just to see if they’re shallow or not.”

“Now, that’s a story I would love to hear, Sheila.”

“Mi scusi, signora Walsh,” the waiter said. “Vuoi dare un’occhiata alla carta dei vini?”

“Sì, Angelo,” Sheila said, taking the menu from Angelo.

“Feisty, smart, and speaks Italian. I think I love you, Sheila.”

“I bet you say that to all the girls.”

“What did he say?”

“He asked if I wanted to see the wine list. What’s your favorite type of wine?”

“Budweiser.”

This time it was Sheila who choked at Dean’s spontaneous witticism.

“Handsome and witty, eh?” she noted.”

“You think I’m handsome?”

“In a John Wayne sort of way.”

“I bet you say that to all the boys.”

Angelo, who had been patiently waiting during the friendly banter, cleared his throat.

“Signora...”

“Oh, perdonami, Angelo, we’ll have a bottle of Tignanello.”

“Very good, Signora Walsh.”

Sheila glanced across the candlelit table at Dean, her criminal defense attorney’s instincts telling her there was more to this rugged, recently unemployed construction worker than meets the eye. She took a sip of her wine and decided to take a chance, leaning in slightly closer.

As they continued to talk, the contrast between their upbringings became more evident. Sheila had grown up in opulent mansions and attended prestigious schools, while Dean had fought his way through tough neighborhoods and struggled to make ends meet. But despite these differences, they found themselves drawn to each other, each fascinated by the unknown qualities they saw in the other.

In the dimly lit restaurant, surrounded by the clinking of glasses and the aroma of Italian cuisine, Sheila and Dean’s attraction grew stronger, transcending the boundaries of their vastly different backgrounds. It was a connection that defied expectations, a love story waiting to be written, where passion and desire would weave a narrative that no one could have predicted.

“Well, here we are,” she says, opening the door to her apartment. “Thanks for having dinner with me, Dean, and seeing me to the door. You’re such a gentleman.”

“No problem. Thanks for the meal, Sheila.”

“Do you want to come in for a bit? Maybe we could watch a movie or something?”

“Sure, why not? I don’t have to get up early tomorrow.”

The credits are scrolling on the flatscreen when Sheila lays her head on Dean’s shoulder.

“You know, Dean, I’ve had a really nice time tonight.”

“Yeah, me too. This movie wasn’t bad either.”

Sheila smiles, takes hold of his huge hand and says, “Dean, there’s something I want to do. I hope you don’t mind.”

“What’s that?”

Sheila leans in closer and says, “This.”

She leans in and kisses Dean on the lips. A short peck-like kiss. He hesitates for a moment but then kisses her back, their lips meeting in a gentle, tentative kiss.

“I... I didn't expect that,” he says, pulling back a little.

“I’m sorry, I just felt like...like it was the right moment,” she says, starting to blush.

“No, it’s not that. I just...I’ve never been great at this kind of thing.”

“Well,” Sheila replies, laughing softly, “it seems like we’re both stepping out of our comfort zones tonight.

“Yeah, I guess so,” he says, kissing her deeply.

They both share a smile, then settle back into watching another movie, the ending of which they never saw.

*_*_*_*

The summer Donald turned 13, the biggest house on Maple Hollow Drive, an expansive Georgian estate with towering columns and meticulously trimmed hedges, gained new occupants. The moving trucks arrived early on a Tuesday, and by noon, whispers spread through the affluent neighborhood about the new family—the Abrams.  

Donald and his sister Lorie watched from their second-floor window as a tall boy their age stepped out of a sleek black SUV. His confident posture and stylish clothes set him apart immediately.  

“He’s cute,” Lorie said, twirling a strand of her golden hair.  

Donald frowned and said, “He’s too young for you. He’s our age.”  

Lorie smirked. 

“Oh, relax, Donnie. Just saying.”  

Donald wasn’t convinced, but something about the boy intrigued him.  The next day, Donald decided to introduce himself. On his way, he spotted the boy dribbling a basketball in the Abrams’ expansive driveway.  

“Hey, nice moves,” Donald called.  

The boy looked up, smiled, and jogged over.

“Thanks. You live around here?”  

“Across the street,” Donald said, extending his hand. “I’m Donald Curry.”  

“Joseph Abrams, but you can call me, Joey. Nice to meet you, Donald.”  

They hit it off instantly. By the end of the afternoon, they were laughing over shared jokes and swapping stories about their schools. Joseph, it turned out, had transferred from a private academy in Manhattan and was enrolled in Donald’s school. 

By the time freshman year rolled around at their private high school, Donald and Joseph were inseparable. Joseph’s athletic build and natural charm made him a hit among their peers, while Donald was quieter, blending into the background. Gym class was a particular challenge for Donald, as his slender frame and softer features often drew teasing from others.  

During a wrestling unit, Donald’s unease grew. The match-ups were random, and Donald found himself paired with Joseph. His friend gave him a reassuring grin.  

“Don’t worry. I’ll go easy on you,” Joseph whispered.  

But Donald couldn’t focus. As they grappled, every touch heightened his self-consciousness. Joseph’s broad shoulders and strong grip only reminded Donald of his own insecurities.  

“Time!” Coach Ben Donnelly barked, and they separated. 

As Donald stood, he realized with horror that he was visibly aroused. Snickers rippled through the class. 

Donald’s face burned as Ben added, “Curry, next time, wear a jockstrap. Let’s keep it professional.”  

Humiliated, Donald darted to the locker room, his heart pounding.  Later, Joseph found him
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