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dead is a mere coincidence.

 


The Devil, The Ghost, and Will
Anderson

 



Chapter One – A Momentous
Decision

 


My name is William Anderson. I am a
sales manager. I don’t know why I mentioned that. I doubt that it
is germane to the story I am about to tell you.

 


The whole thing started a while
back when my wife was out of town visiting her sister. I stayed at
the office longer than usual since I had no one waiting for me at
home. We do not have any children, so I knew the house would be
empty. Of course, I could always watch re-runs on TV. Have you ever
noticed that the more channels you have, the less there
is to
watch?

 


Anyway, I finally left my
office, turned north onto Western Ave., and headed home. For some
reason, my eye caught a neon sign flashing Budweiser. I couldn’t
remember the last time I had stopped at a bar on the way home. But
that sign was almost calling my name. I pulled the car into the lot
and turned off the engine. Again I thought about starting it up and
heading home. I didn’t see any other vehicles in the lot and what
fun is it to hang out in an empty bar? If I am going to drink
alone, why not do it at home? Then I thought, you are already here,
you might as well have one drink.

 


I made my way across the empty
lot and entered the building. I had to stop just inside the door to
allow my eyes to get accustomed to the relative darkness. Bars are
always dark due to a study that showed that rats drink more in the
dark. Amazing how we allow ourselves to be manipulated by the
habits of rodents. When my eyes became acclimated, I surveyed the
room. Sure enough, there were no other customers. A strong smell of
stale tobacco hung in the air. Three pool tables lined the
sidewall. Again I thought about turning to leave when the bartender
called from across the room. “Welcome to Jack’s. Come on over, and
I will buy the first one. I need a little company
tonight.”

 


I looked his way. He appeared
to be in his early twenties about six foot four and maybe 220
pounds. He had blond hair and just the start of a mustache. I
thought he could be some type of athlete. I headed over to the bar
and ordered a bourbon and ginger ale. “Hi, my name is Bill, and
yours?”

 


“Just call me, Pete,” he
replied.

 


“Is it always this dead in here?” I
asked.

 


“We have not been open long. I
guess it takes a while to build up a clientele. Would you mind
watching the bar while I get something from the storeroom? If
someone comes in, just yell out.”

 


I sipped my drink and thought
what a waste of time this was. I hate drinking alone. I wished that
someone would come in. Just then, a man sat down next to
me.

 


“Well, Bill, it looks like you could
use some company,” he remarked.

 


I looked at the stranger beside
me. Try as I might, I could not remember ever meeting him before.
He appeared to be in his fifties, about six feet tall. He had
black, slightly curly hair. His skin was wrinkled and browned as if
he had spent too much time close to a campfire. But it was his eyes
that caught my attention. They were coal-black, and they seemed to
be able to see deep inside me. It was almost unnerving. There was
no way that I would have ever forgotten them.

 


“How did you know my name?” I asked
him.

 


“Oh, we’ve crossed paths a few
times,” he replied. His voice was soft, but with a quality that
almost demanded attention. “Most people call me Jack,” he said
nonchalantly.

 


“Jack, huh? Say, do you own
this place?”

 


“I own lots of things. I guess I could
take credit for this as well.”

 


I thought how artfully he
had sidestepped
my question of how he knew me. For some reason, I
just could not question this man. At first, I thought that I didn’t
want to hurt his feelings. If I went further and demanded more of
an explanation, I would be telling him that he was forgettable or
that he was lying.

 


We spent what seemed like a few
minutes just in idle conversation, about the weather, sports, and
things like that. My first drink was gone, and a second
miraculously appeared. When that disappeared, I ordered another
round for Jack and myself. I knew that I should not be drinking so
much. I didn’t live too far from here, but driving and drinking was
not a wise choice.

 


Almost without my noticing it,
the bar had begun to fill up with people. Three men were playing
pool at one of the tables, and a young couple in the corner were
engrossed in each other. The thing that struck me funny was that I
did not see any of them come in. The young couple in the corner
reminded me of my wife and me when we were younger. They seemed so
in love, untouched by familiarity.

 


Almost as if he was reading my
mind, Jack remarked, “Such a nice time in a person’s life. I bet
they are completely unaware of anything except their desire for
each other. They have no regrets or thoughts of being with someone
else. After a while, they will run out of things to talk about and
start thinking about how nice it would be to have some variety in
their lives. Don’t you ever wonder what it would be like to sleep
with someone other than your wife, Bill?”

 



Chapter Two – Temptation
Calls

 


“I am perfectly happy being faithful to
my wife. She is the most beautiful and understanding woman in the
world. And our sex life has always been wonderful.”

 


“Your words are commendable,
but even if she is the most beautiful woman in the world variety is
the spice of life. Your favorite food maybe lobster, but no matter
how well it is prepared, you wouldn’t want to eat it for every meal
for the rest of your life. You might want a good steak or even a
hamburger once in a while. Take that woman over there that keeps
looking your way. She is definitely not a hamburger. Filet mignon
is more like it.”

 


I turned to see whom he was
referring to. Across the room, completely alone, sat a raven-haired
beauty. She was a complete contrast to my wife, Mary. While Mary
was blond, this woman had the darkest hair I had ever seen. Her
skin was white but tanned with the sun. Her eyes were almost as
black as Jack’s, and I was sure they could make a man melt with
desire for her. While Mary used little or no lipstick, this woman’s
lips were bright red and even from across the room appeared to be
moist as if she had just been licking them with her tongue. The
first two buttons of her blouse were unbuttoned, exposing just
enough of two perfect breasts to make a man want to see more. Now I
need to tell you that I have never been a breast man. My philosophy
is that if a man is too entranced by that part of a woman’s anatomy
that he has an infantile complex. He wants to return and feed at
his mother’s tit. But I did wonder what it would be like to massage
those and feel her nipples coming to life. I could only imagine
what her legs would look like, but I was sure they would be long
and firm. They would be the type of legs that could hold a man
between them and make him never want to leave. I knew that I was
staring, but for some reason, I could not take my eyes away from
her. Even when she looked directly at me, I did not turn away. She
did not seem embarrassed by my attention, but instead, a broad
smile came over her face, and I almost swore her eye winked just
slightly.

 


Jack’s voice brought me out of
my trance. “Makes you think, doesn’t it? Maybe a little change
could be good. You said Mary is out of town. She would never have
to know. This is an opportunity that men would sell their souls
for. She is obviously interested in you; why not buy her a drink
and get to know her better?”

 


“That is a bad idea. I have
never cheated on my wife, and I am not going to start now. I think
I better be going home. The alcohol is beginning to melt my
brain.”

 


Jack reached
into his coat pocket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. He tapped
the end, and one slid out about a quarter-inch beyond the others.
He turned to me and extended the pack in invitation. I had not
smoked a cigarette in two years, but I had smelled the smoke from
others and had wished to myself that I could have one. It was
almost as if Jack could read my mind. I started to hold my hand up
to refuse, but for some reason, it was my fingers that reached and
took the cigarette from him. I waited until he extracted one for
himself, and then he lit both. As I took my first drag, I felt the
old familiar feeling of the nicotine hitting my lungs. I started to
become light headed as the drug did its work intensifying the
effect that the alcohol had on me. I have to tell you that it was a
great feeling. My eyes returned to the table where the brunette
sat. However, she was not there. For a brief instant, I felt
remorse. She had left, and I had missed the chance to talk with
her.

 


Just then, I heard a soft
feminine voice slightly behind me. “Could I borrow a cigarette? I
normally don’t smoke, but drinking and smoking seem to go together.
The second-hand
smoke in here smells so good that I would like to
taste some first hand.”

 


I turned to see the woman I had
been staring at all night, very close to me. Jack tapped another
cigarette out of the pack and put it to the woman’s lips. She
parted her lips slightly and allowed it to slide between those
plush red muscles. She raised her right hand and gripped the
cigarette between her first two fingers. She then bowed her head
slightly and accepted the light that Jack offered. I don’t know
why, but as I viewed this scene, I thought of sex.

 


When Jack had finished lighting
the woman’s cigarette, he laid the pack and lighter on the bar. “I
see that there are a couple of young men over there that need a few
pool lessons. Feel free to enjoy the smokes. If you run out, I have
more behind the bar. You two get to know each other.”

 


Most people would take that
remark as a suggestion, but coming from Jack, it was almost an
order. I had no idea what to say, so I just held out my hand and
introduced myself. “Hi, my name is Bill Anderson.”

 


“I have been looking at you all
night trying to figure out where I knew you from. You went to
Randolph High School, didn’t you?”

 


“Yes, were you there as well?”
I felt like such a sap. If we had gone to school together, and I
did not remember her, she was sure to be insulted.

 


I guess she could read the
expression on my face. “Hey, don’t worry about it. My name is Ellen
Sanchez. I was a couple of grades behind you, and I was a late
bloomer. Even the boys in my class didn’t pay much attention to me.
And besides, you were a big baseball star. Pitched a
no-hitter in your senior year as I recall. You had one of the
best curveballs
I have ever seen. You had your choice of any girl
you wanted. If I remember right, your choice was a blond
cheerleader named Betty. We all thought that you would make it in
the major leagues. There were major league scouts at that game. Did
you ever get a shot?”

 


“I had an offer from the
Indians. They offered me a minor league contract with a signing
bonus of $25,000. Back then, it seemed like a lot of money, but my
parents convinced me to go to college instead. They said if I was
good enough to make the majors, I would have just as good a chance
with a degree. So I went to Yale on scholarship. My college career
started well enough. I pitched a two-hitter the first game out
of the box. In my second game, the other team’s second baseman hit
a slow roller to first base. I didn’t get off the mound quickly
enough, and when I got to the bag, he was steaming in. We came
together in a violent collision. I tore up my pitching shoulder
pretty good. Back then, they didn’t have the medical advances that
they have today. They just had good old standard surgery. It took
me most of the year to rehab. The next spring, I tried to come
back. I still had good pop on my fastball, but the curve just
didn’t work. I couldn’t control it. I walked more than I struck
out. You don’t last long doing that. So I got my degree in business
and ended up in sales.”

 


“I have to tell you that I had
a huge crush on you when we were in school. I was so jealous of
Betty that it almost made me crazy. I thought about what it would
be like to have just one dance with you. Of course, a hundred other
girls were thinking the same thing. You know all you would have had
to do is smile at me, and I would have fallen into your
bed.”

 


She was so candid that it
brought a massive smile to my face.

 


“Nope, too late, now you have
to buy me at least a drink.”

 


I laughed and waved for Pete to
come over. “Give the lady a drink, and I guess I will have another
as well. By the way, are there any slow songs on the jukebox? I
paid him for the drinks and handed him an extra five. Play
something soft and slow and keep the rest.”

 


Pete nodded and headed for the
jukebox. When the music started, I turned to Ellen. “How about that
one dance?”

 


She took my left hand and ran
her fingers over my wedding band. I expected her to say something
like, don’t you think your wife will mind, but she didn’t. She
firmly took my hand and led me onto the dance floor. She came into
my arms like she had been doing it all her life. No hesitation just
melded her body to mine and started to sway to the music. I put my
hand into the small of her back and applied just the slightest
pressure. Even though she was wearing high heels, I was a good five
inches taller than she was. The difference must have been from the
waist up because we were a perfect match, where it counts the most.
Her hips were already tight to mine, but she responded to the
pressure and ground her pelvis into mine. I could feel my erection
starting to grow, and I knew she noticed it as well. It seemed to
make her even more excited as she worked her lower body against me.
I bent slightly so that our cheeks could come together. Her skin on
mine sent little shivers through my whole body. She let out a small
breath of air that sounded almost like a sigh of contentment. It
would be really easy to fall for this woman. The music stopped
briefly, and I thought about breaking away. Her body felt so good
against mine that I didn’t want to feel them part. Ellen was still
swaying slightly, but not so much from side to side anymore. It was
more like she was dry-humping me on the dance floor. As the music
started again, Ellen reached up and put her hand on the back of my
head, drawing my lips down to meet hers. As we swayed to the music,
our lips locked, and her tongue pushed its way into my mouth. I
took it and sucked on it greedily. I allowed my hand to slide down
to her hips, and I heard her give out a groan of pleasure. I
couldn’t remember the last time that I had wanted to make love to a
woman so much as I did right then. I was so engrossed at the moment
that I closed my eyes, and then I lost my balance. As I fought to
right myself and keep both of us from falling, we came apart a
little. I looked at Ellen, but both of us knew that the spell had
been broken. I thought I saw just a hint of sadness in her dark
eyes.

 


“God, I need a cigarette,” she said and
turned and headed back to the bar.

 


I followed her watching the
movement of her hips and thinking of how close I had come to
destroying my marriage. I watched her light her cigarette and
thought of joining her, but I knew I had to go. I looked around for
Jack, but he didn’t seem to be in the room. Then to Ellen, I said,
“I have to be going. I want you to know; I had a great time
tonight.”

 


“Yeah, me too,” she said. She
reached into her purse and withdrew a card with her name and phone
number on it. She slid it into my hand and said, “If you ever feel
like doing this again, give me a call. It might even be better if
we left the clothes off.”

 


“I am extremely flattered by
the offer, but I really don’t think my wife would
understand.”

 


“I am a big girl; she would
never have to know.”

 


“I have to go. You are the
greatest.” I headed for the door and suddenly realized that the
effects of the alcohol had worn off. I had thought about taking a
cab, but if I was careful, I figured I could make it home driving.
I got into my car and carefully started home. Thankfully, I did not
see any police on the way and made it safely to my
house.

 



Chapter Three -
Regrets

 


When I awoke the next morning,
three sumo wrestlers were dancing inside my head. Just the jar of
putting my foot on the floor as I got out of bed was enough to
send shockwaves
of pain throughout my skull. My mouth tasted like
I had swallowed the contents of a full ashtray. I looked at the
clock beside my bed and discovered that I was already late for
work. Thankfully I did not have to punch a time card, but guilt
struck me nonetheless. I thought that a grown man has to do these
things once in a while just to remind himself that he really
shouldn’t. I fought off the desire to be sick to my stomach and
made my way to the bathroom. I searched through the medicine
cabinet until I found the aspirin bottle. Of course, it had a
childproof cap, and since I felt about two years old, I had trouble
opening it. Finally, the lid came off, and I poured two aspirin
into my hand. I looked at them for a few seconds and then decided
to add a third. I poured water into a glass, popped the aspirin
into my mouth, and washed them down with as much tap water as my
stomach could stand. I thought about brushing my teeth, but just
the idea of any type of movement in my mouth told me that I should
wait until the pain pills had an opportunity to work. Walking as
lightly as I could to reduce impact with the floor, I made my way
to the kitchen and fixed the coffee pot. I then sat down to wait
for the eternity it would take for it to brew.

 


By the time the heavenly odor of coffee
reached my nose, my headache had subsided. I think two of the sumo
wrestlers must have been taking a break. I poured some of the brown
liquid into a cup and sipped it. I knew it would take a few minutes
for the caffeine to take effect, but at least the taste of coffee
was better than what had been in my mouth. It took a full two cups
before I wanted to attempt to get ready for work. I made my way
back to the bathroom and turned the shower on full. I adjusted the
water to be as hot as I could stand, testing it on my wrist. While
the bathroom filled up with steam, I brushed my teeth. After the
coffee and aspirin, the jarring against my skull was barely
noticeable.

 


After my shower, I searched through my
closet for a fresh pair of slacks and a shirt. I slipped them on
and started emptying the pockets of the clothes I had worn the
night before. They stunk of stale smoke, and the aroma of perfume
was apparent as well. I looked at the shirt and noticed a bright
red stain on the collar. I loved that lipstick on Ellen’s lips, but
it terrified me on that shirt. I grabbed a garbage bag and stuffed
the shirt into it. I finished emptying the pants pockets and
withdrew the business card she had given me. I knew that I should
simply throw it away, but I could not bring myself to do it. I
opened my wallet and carefully tucked it away behind my credit
cards. Then I put the pants into the bag as well. I would drop them
off at the cleaners on the way to work.

 


Finally, only two and a half hours
late, I arrived at the office. I hoped that my
secretary/receptionist would be away from her desk, but no such
luck. “Good morning, Mr. Anderson. It looks like you had a rough
night.” She was rubbing the right side of her face with her index
and middle fingers. I looked at her quizzically, not yet
understanding sign language. “You forgot to shave,” was her
observation.

 


“Oh, Christ,” was all I could utter as
I quickly walked past her into my office. I sat down at my desk and
peered at my calendar. I didn’t remember any appointments that I
had for today, and I was praying that my memory had not failed
me.

 


Reaching forward, I shook the
mouse back and forth on its pad a couple of times to rouse the
computer from its sleep mode. As the screen came to
life, I thought how nice it would be if someone could do the same
thing for me. This was going to be a long day.

 


I clicked on the Internet and
immediately went to my email. I usually do that in the evening but
obviously, last night had not been normal. I was hoping to have
some type of message from Mary. Almost always, when she is out of
town, we exchange little pleasantries via the computer. Much to my
surprise, I had no messages. “Strange, I
thought. Oh, well, they probably went out to eat and got back
late.” I clicked on compose, typed in
Mary’s email address, and typed, “Just wanted to let you know I
love you. See you soon.”

 


I spent the rest of the day
going over sales reports, answering emails, and sending out updates
to the various salespeople. Lunchtime came and went without any
desire to eat. Several times during the day, Sandy would stick her
head into the room to ask about setting appointments for
interviews. At least that was the reason she gave. I have a feeling
she was just checking to make sure that I was still
alive.

 


Finally, enough of the day had
gone by so that I could justify going home. By this time, the
hangover had worn off, but exhaustion was rapidly replacing it.
Also, hunger was making a return. I straightened my desk and put my
files into the outbox, for Sandy to file, and headed out the
door.

 


I took the same route home that
I had the previous night. This time, however, I ignored the bar and
drove straight past. I had absolutely no desire to repeat my
mistakes of yesterday.

 


I pulled into the driveway,
parked the car, and headed for the house, slowing down only to pick
up the morning newspaper that I had neglected when I left. The
first thing I wanted was something to eat. I rummaged through the
freezer, checking different items. I am not much of a cook;
thankfully, Mary had thought to buy a few TV dinners. I chose one,
followed the instructions, and popped it into the microwave. Then I
opened the refrigerator and grabbed a little of the dog that had
bitten me. Popping the top of the beer, I took a long swig and
settled down in front of my computer.

 



Chapter Four – More
Temptation

 


As the screen came up, I
thought of Mary and how I might best explain what I had done the
night before. I tried to convince myself that I had really done
nothing wrong. It was just a harmless evening out. I checked my
email and still no message from Mary. I had the usual junk mail,
telling me how to enlarge my penis and those inviting me to view
their webcams. Those I deleted without
opening. There was one address that I did not recognize. The title
line simply read, “Just to let you know what you missed out on.” I
opened it, and there was no message, just an attachment. I asked
the computer to scan for viruses, and when none were found, I
opened the attachment. There in all her splendid glory stood Ellen,
stark naked except for a pair of black leather heels. I am sure my
jaw dropped about six inches. At the same time, another part of my
anatomy began to rise. Typically, women are better looking with
clothes on, but not Ellen. Everything that I had imagined the night
before was now in plain view. I know I should have deleted that
picture, but I just couldn’t destroy anything that beautiful.
Instead, I right-clicked and saved the image to my documents. I
started to delete the email address but could not bring myself to
do that either.

 


I had been so engrossed in that
picture that I had not heard the microwave end. The smell of food
did bring me to my senses. I closed the screen and went to the
kitchen for nourishment and another beer. As I ate, I wondered how
Ellen had managed to get my email address. It was a screen name,
and I know that I had not given it to her the night before. For
some reason, goosebumps began to stand up on the back of my
neck.

 


I went to the kitchen and got
my food. Returning to my chair, I couldn’t help but worry about
Mary. It just was not like her not to check and answer her email. I
thought about calling, but then if nothing was wrong, I did not
want to appear to be a worrywart.

 


The rest of the evening was
spent with one eye on the TV and the other watching for the (you
have mail logo) to come up on the computer. Finally, by
the time the 10 o’clock news came on, I was ready to end this day.
Mary would have to wait until tomorrow.

 


The night went by with dreams
of smoky rooms, dark eyes, soft skin, and Mary watching it all.
Several times I woke up in a cold sweat, and it took me
some time to return to sleep. It was almost a relief when the alarm
finally sounded to awaken me to a new and hopefully,
a better
day.

After brushing my teeth, I went
to the kitchen to start the coffee. Opening the front door, I found
that the newspaper boy had once again forgotten to leave the paper.
“Oh, great,” I thought. “What a way to start the day.”

 


I made a couple of pieces of
toast, grabbed a cup of coffee, and sat down in front of the
computer. Clicking the internet logo, I was hoping that Mary
had sent me an early morning message. She had been gone for less
than a week, but it felt more like a month. Oh well, it would only
be a few more days before she returned. I clicked into my email,
and to my pleasant surprise, there was a message from my loving
wife. As I opened it, a strange premonition came over me. “Odd,” I
thought. “All I have done for the past 24 hours is
wait for her to write, and now I am afraid to read what she has to
say.”

 


“Hi, love,” she started. “Sorry
about not writing sooner, but Sis and I have been having so much
fun that I haven’t had much chance. You know there are a thousand
good-looking guys here. So many men, so little time. Don’t get
yourself in a tizzy. I was only kidding. See you on Saturday. Love,
Mary.”

 


“Ok,” I thought. “Two can play
at this game.” “Well, I am glad that you are having fun.
Good-looking women are not exactly few and far between here. I do
miss you, though. Can’t wait until Saturday. Love ya,
later.”

 


I finished getting ready for
work, and this time I made sure that I shaved. On the way to work,
I stopped at a convenience store and picked up the morning paper. I
knew that I should call the paper and report the paperboy, but I
did not want anything to ruin this day. Mary was all right, and in
a few days, we would be together again.

 



Chapter Five – Could It Be
a Sign

 


As I drove, a few drops of rain
began to fall. I hoped that it held up long enough for me to get
inside my office. I never carried an umbrella, a fact that had
caused me many a wet shirt. I checked the clouds and noticed that
most of the sky was blue. It seemed that the only cloud
in the sky was directly overhead. “Strange weather,” I thought. I
was only a few minutes from the office, so I was confident that I
would make it inside without getting wet. As I pulled into the
parking lot, the cloud ruptured. The rain was coming down in
buckets. It was the weirdest thing that I had ever seen. All around
me was bright sunshine, but directly overhead was the most
prominent, the darkest cloud you could imagine. It was surreal. I
tried waiting it out. Surely it would have to move away from me
sooner or later. After about five minutes, I finally gave up,
opened the car door, and made a dash for the building.

 


As I entered the office, Sandy looked
up at me. I was dripping all over the floor. The look on her face
told me that I was sopping wet.

 


“What happened, did you run through the
sprinkler,” she asked.

 


“No, it was the strangest
thing. There was only one cloud in the sky, but it seemed to follow
me.”

 


I could tell that she thought I
had lost my mind. She got up and looked out the window. Turning to
me, she said, “Nothing but bright sunshine. Have you somehow
managed to make the Gods angry?”

 


Maybe that was it, I thought.
Maybe God was punishing me for the other night. After all, I did do
some pretty stupid things. But I had not really cheated. Nothing
had happened. In the back of my mind, I did recall a scripture from
the Bible, “Any man that keeps looking at a woman, until he has a
passion for her, has already committed adultery in his
heart.”

 


Sandy’s voice jolted me out of
my thoughts, “Here, maybe this will help you dry off.” She held out
a roll of paper towels.

 


“Thanks,” I said. “I guess I
should have brought a change of clothes.” Isn’t it amazing how you
can be in such a good mood one minute and the next it is
gone?

 


“Do I have any appointments this
morning?” I asked her.

 


“You have two interviews
starting at 11. Listen, I have a coat in the closet, and there is a
Laundromat across the street. Why not get out of those wet clothes,
slip on my coat, and I’ll take your clothes over there and run them
through the dryer.”

 


“Well, I guess I don’t have much
choice. I certainly can’t sit around in wet clothes all day. And it
wouldn’t make much of an impression on prospective employees if
they saw me this way.”

 


Sandy got her coat and waited in the
outer office while I slipped out of my clothes. I opened the door a
crack and slipped the clothes through the door.

 


“Oh, come on, Mr. Anderson, I have seen
a man wearing a coat before.”

 


“Yeah, but you have never seen me
wearing a woman’s coat,” I replied.

 


“Men,” she said as she took the clothes
from me.

 


How can a day start so well and turn
out so badly?”

 


While I waited for Sandy to
return, I busied myself with the morning's email. The phone rang
several times before I realized that nobody else was there to
answer it. You never realize how valuable a woman is until they are
not around. The phone rang again, and this time I answered it.
“Bill Anderson, how may I help you?”

 


“Bill, this is Jack. I missed you at
the bar last night. I was hoping you would stop in again. I can’t
afford to lose one of the few customers I have.”

 


“Sorry about that, but I
learned my lesson the other night. A grown man should do that every
once in a while just to remind him that he really
shouldn’t.”

 


“That bad, huh? I guess when
you get older, it hits you a little harder. Well, if you change
your mind, you are always welcome.”

 


As I hung up the phone, I was
feeling a little aggravated. How dare he insinuate that I was too
old to hold my liquor? Or was he just throwing out a challenge? It
really didn’t matter; I had no intention of repeating the fiasco of
two nights ago.

 


Just then, I heard a knock on
the door. “Mr. Anderson, I have your clothes. Do you want to hide
behind the door again while I hand them in?”

 


“Bring them in. I am sure you
are dying to see me in your coat.”

 


As Sandy came in, she told me
that she had run the clothes through the air-dry cycle. It takes a
little longer, but they come out without wrinkles.

 


“Listen, Sandy, thanks a lot. I owe you
a big one.”

 


“Oh, how big?” she asked with a broad
grin on her face.

 


That was as close to
flirting as
my young secretary had ever done in my presence. I
had always appreciated her hard work and professional attitude. I
was taken off guard for a few minutes. And then the mood passed,
and she returned to her desk.

 


The time passed, and soon, my
first interview arrived. He had previously filled out an
application, and I gave him some company information to look over
while I studied his app. He appeared to be in his early twenties,
although we are not allowed to ask. I did make sure that he had
checked the box (are you at least 18 years of age), yes. The vast
amount of his job experience had been in the telemarketing
field.

 


I allowed him to ask questions
about the position. This usually tells me if the candidate is
genuinely interested in the company or if it is just another job.
He asked the usual ones, pay, hours, benefits, etc. As I talked to
him, I noticed that he did not always look directly at me when he
answered. This always makes me nervous, wondering what the person
may be hiding. As we got into his job history, I found out that he
had usually made quotas, but he did not stay with one company for
very long. I finished the interview, making a mental note that
telemarketers typically do not do well in face-to-face sales. I
extended my hand, gave him the (we will be in touch) speech, and
showed him the door. I made several notes in his file and put them
in the out tray
for Sandy to file.

 


The second interview was with a
middle-aged woman. She came in immaculately dressed in a business
suit and conservative makeup. An hour later, the meeting was over,
and we had a new salesperson to add to the company
roster.

 


My stomach now told me that it
was time for lunch. I picked up my newspaper, tucked it under my
arm, and started for the door. Eating alone in a restaurant without
a newspaper is an awkward situation at best. There is no one to
talk to. What are you supposed to do, play video games on your
phone? But with a paper, you have something to occupy your time
while you are waiting for your food. The other advantage is that
you don’t appear as if you have been stood up. Have you ever
noticed that most people that eat alone seem to be always looking
around as if they expect someone to join them?

 


As I passed her desk, I told Sandy that
I was going to lunch and asked her if she needed me to pick up
anything for her while I was out.

 


“How about something, tall,
strong, and handsome,” she replied flippantly.

 


“I think your husband might
object to that,” I replied. “And besides, I already work
here.”

 


As I walked out, I was amazed
that I had actually said that. In this day of sexual harassment,
even that small comment could be construed as a come-on. It seems
to me that all the fun has been taken out of the
workplace.

 


I entered the restaurant and
requested one for non-smoking. It only took a few minutes before
they showed me to my table. I already knew what I wanted, so I
ordered a turkey club sandwich with a glass of ice tea. My wife
chides me from time to time because I rarely change my order. Maybe
Jack was wrong. Perhaps I could eat the same thing every meal for
the rest of my life.

 


It is funny how some things and some
people stick in your mind. I began to wonder if I had ordered that
particular sandwich, just to prove him wrong.

 


While I waited for my order to
arrive, I opened the paper to the sports section. The Yankees had
won again and were poised to win the American League East. What a
surprise. The best team money can buy always seems to win. I have
followed them ever since I was knee-high to a grasshopper. I know
that many people do not like them because of their owner, but my
loyalties are hard to change.

 


I flipped through to the
financial pages. The stock market is down again. My 401K would take
another hit. Good thing I am not ready to retire. I have taken a
real bath in the last couple of years. But everyone says that if
you stay in long enough, you will make money. I hope they are
right.

 


The food arrived, and I ate as
I read. Unlike yesterday I was ravenous. I savored the sandwich and
washed it down with tea.

 



Chapter Six – A Strange
Invitation

 


For some reason, as I left the
restaurant, I had the eerie feeling that I was being watched. I
looked around to see if I could recognize anyone. No one seemed to
be familiar or was paying any attention to me. My mind was playing
tricks on me.

 


As I reached my office door, I
heard the sound of feminine laughter. Sandy usually took her lunch
with a couple of other women from the building, but they were
particularly raucous today. As I walked in, I noticed them all
gathered around her desk.

 


“Well, you ladies seem to be
having a good time. If I am allowed to ask what it is, that is so
amusing?” As I said that I noticed a strange box on Sandy’s desk.
It had flashing lights and strange sounds emitted from it. “What is
that thing,” I asked.

 


“It is a wishing box,” answered
Sandy. “Something like the old answer cubes we had when we were
kids. You know the ones that you asked a question and shook it up,
and it would give you a yes or no answer. This is a little
different in that you make a wish, and it tells you whether it will
come true or not. The instructions say that it contacts the
spirits.”

 


“That is a little too creepy for me.
Where did it come from?”

 


“A man dropped it off along with an
envelope for you. I left the envelope on your desk.”

 


As I headed for my office, the
girls started to laugh and joke again. A cold chill started at the
back of my neck and made its way down my spine.

 


Walking directly to my desk,
the first thing that I noticed was the envelope. This wasn’t the
30-for-a-dollar variety that I buy for the office. It had little
angels pressed into the paper and was gold embossed around the
edges. It was addressed to Mr. and Mrs. William Anderson. I opened
it carefully as if it would be a sacrilege to tear something
that expensive. I extracted the card and noticed that it was also
costly and beautiful. It read, “Mr. and Mrs. Jonathon Carrington
would be honored by your presence at a party on the
25th of
this month.” It gave the address and a phone number to call for
directions.

 


“What in the world,” I thought.
Yes, I knew who the Carringtons were. Everyone knows who they are.
But few people actually knew them. And I had never met them in my
life. I didn’t travel in the same circles as the ultra-rich. I am
not much of a party person in any regard. Besides, this must be
some kind of a prank. Somebody must be playing a practical joke on
me. I show up and look like a fool. I put the card back in the
envelope and dropped it in my wastebasket.

 


I tried to concentrate on my
work, but
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