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“Have you lost your friggin’ mind?”

“You can’t stay here. You
don’t do crazy.”

Ellie Lambert looked at her two friends and
smiled. Maybe she had expected them to understand, to support her
decision, but it didn’t matter. Not much, anyway. She had had an
epiphany. Her mind was made up.

Sometimes life changes on a dime, she
realized. You’re plodding along in one direction and poof! You’re
headed somewhere totally different, like Robert Frost’s two roads
diverged, and this damn well was not going to be the road not
taken. It might be a death, a birth, a divorce, a revelation or,
like now, a crazy epiphany. You might be in the right place at the
wrong time or the wrong place at the right time. Or just maybe, if
the planets align, you might be in the right place at the right
time. Of course, if you’re human, it might take you awhile to
realize this. So then maybe life changes on a quarter. Or even on a
fifty-cent piece. Do they even make those anymore?

“Starting today maybe I do do crazy. I’ll be
fine,” she told her friends, and she knew she would be.

Ellie Lambert’s life had seen its share of
changes, but not the kind that gave her whiplash, except when her
father died. She came from a good, if not overly demonstrative,
family, with only a few slightly neurotic members, including
herself. She followed the traditional path of making friends,
making mistakes, graduating from high school and college. She met
great people and a few not-so-great people along the way and made
decent grades. Then she foundered a bit, not finding a job in her
field of communications. That was rather ironic, she thought, she
since she was obviously having trouble communicating with
prospective employers or they would have hired her.

A little voice in her head
that she not so originally named Head Voice pointed out she wasn’t
really all that interested in the field of communications. It
wasn’t her life’s dream, but she had to major in something. She
tried to ignore that pesky little voice. She had a degree and she
needed a job. The die was cast. Or was
it?

On a whim, at the age of 23 and
temporarily—she sincerely hoped—camping at home, she traveled from
Chicago to Las Vegas with those unsupportive college girlfriends.
One of those spontaneous road trips when the young shuck their
relatively few responsibilities to enjoy “one last fling,” and a
little out of character for her. She was typically a planner, not a
fly-by-the-seat-of-her-pants type. The friends had a ball, chatting
about anything and everything on the long drive to Vegas,
especially what was wrong with men. Ellie was a little more
enthusiastic on this subject than the others, as both her friends
were in committed relationships and she was still smarting over a
betrayal and nasty breakup.

In Las Vegas, the three young women attended
the Celine Dion show and several lounge shows. They also floated in
the Palazzo pool while sipping piña coladas and played a few slot
machines. They walked the Strip, stopping in to admire different
casinos and shops, and played a little 21. They enjoyed shrimp
cocktails and other more potent cocktails. As busy as they were,
the trip also gave Ellie time to do some serious soul
searching.

When her tanned, sated and committed friends
left to return home to Chicago a week after they arrived, steady,
predictable Ellie stayed behind. It was a momentous,
earth-shattering decision that she could hardly explain, much to
her friends’ shock and dismay. Her parents weren’t exactly thrilled
either. At least her mother wasn’t. Her stepfather Dale didn’t
venture an opinion, not to her anyway. She had suddenly realized if
she didn’t leave Chicago then, she might never leave. And she
needed to leave. She needed to fly. It just felt right, no matter
what anyone said. It was scary and it was exhilarating. It felt
like it was meant to be.

Ellie rented a little studio apartment off
the Strip with the graduation money she had socked away and took a
job as a change girl in a small casino, not exactly what her folks
had in mind when they paid for her private college education. But
she knew this move was just a stepping stone to better things. She
was quickly promoted to bartender—alas, also not her parents’ dream
come true—and made good money, probably more than she’d be making
if she had snagged that entry-level job in communications. She also
made new friends and slogged through some memorable—not in a good
way—dates.

There was Chuckie, who
thought it was funny that his parents had named him after a
cinematic psycho doll. In fact, Chuckie thought just about
everything was funny, including other people’s embarrassment or
pain. That’s when Ellie said b-bye to Chuckie. Alan was nice enough
but just kind of blah. Brent thought much more of himself than she
ever would. But there was one guy…yeah,
that didn’t work out either.
Where’s a superhero when you need one?

She kept busy, working,
hanging with friends and haphazardly looking for communications
jobs. Her life was fine. It was good. Okay, that might be a little overly optimistic.
In reality, she had this nagging feeling that her
life was happening to her rather than she was attacking it with
gusto. Again. She hated the word “proactive”; it sounded too much
like “laxative.” Yet she recognized that that’s what her life
needed: proaction, whether that was a word or not. It needed some
decisive action, some movement, like her original plan not to
return to Chicago with her friends. Staying in Las Vegas when her
bff’s left had freed her. She knew, deep in her soul, she could
make it on her own. What a gift.

Two months later, Ellie Lambert was working
for an underground comix publisher in Bella Casa, California. In
another holding pattern. Or was she?


Chapter 1
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“Who knows what passion lurks in the hearts
and…and…and in the minds of men and especially women? Muskman
knows! How was that?”

“Way too wimpy,” Ellie Lambert mumbled to
herself as she emerged from the packing area at the back of the
funky warehouse to the front offices of Full Court Press. The voice
was drifting down from the conference room upstairs, where her
boss, Roger Neff, was interviewing Muskman wannabes.

Heading for a massive, strategically-placed
floor fan with a couple of lime green streamers fluttering in the
wind, she bopped the full-size cardboard cut-out of Muskman on her
way by. The counterculture’s answer to Superman, Batman and other
comic icons, he was a hairy, caped superhero with a rodent body and
human face.

Ellie stood at the giant fan and spread her
arms to let the air flow up her pink jersey top sleeves to her
pits.

After several moments, she looked around to
make sure no one was coming, then lifted up her top to air out her
stomach and perky (just ask her) breasts. Merciful heaven, the air
felt wonderful there. She smiled contentedly as it also blew her
caramel-blond bangs away from her face.

Now, if it would only blow a few freckles
off your face.

It was an amusing thought, not a bitter one.
Why it couldn’t be a more sophisticated, more glamorous face she
had come to terms with long ago. There were worse things than being
terminally cute. She could have incurable hives. Or no teeth. Or be
in a loveless marriage. So what if her brother’s friend Chad, the
guy she had pined over all through high school, was the first of
many men who had patted her on the head instead of lusting after
her. She should have a groove in her head by now from all the
patting. Chad had long since married a leggy brunette with big
bucks and bigger boobs. The perfect couple, they had three perfect
children who lived in their perfect split-level house in a perfect
little suburb. At least everything looked perfect. Who wanted that
kind of stress?

Ellie wasn’t model
statuesque. She was more average in height, but she did feel fairly
proportionate. That had to count for something. She was not
beautiful; she was the proverbial girl-next-door cute. It was her
cross to bear. At the age of 28, she thought, on sweltering days
like this, that she was cut out for nobler things than acting as a
glorified secretary for an underground comic book publisher. She
did have a college degree, after all. In
communications, her evil inner voice
said, which qualifies you for
nothing. Or everything, as her wise
grandmother once pointed out.

But she liked the offbeat people she worked
for and with at Full Court Press and had to work somewhere, so why
not here, where she could dress casually and chaw tobacco if she
wanted to? Which she didn’t. She had just turned around to get some
air on her back when the phone rang.

As she passed Roger’s
cluttered work station across from the weathered stairwell with its
peeling gray paint, she glanced at the underground comic posters on
the wall touting the wonders of the Fabulous Furry Freak Brothers;
Zippy the Pinhead; and Cherry, an X-rated takeoff on Archie and
Veronica. She really was
cut out for nobler things.

She reached her desk, snatched up the phone
and hit the lit button. “Full Court Press. Ellie,” she intoned
methodically. “Yes. Uh-huh. No, the last issue of ‘Dip Stick’ came
out in…” She ran her finger down a chart on the wall…“1991.” She
absently looked through a stack of invoices as she listened to the
caller. “Uh-huh. That would be…number seven. Yes, in about three
weeks. You’re welcome.”

She hung up the phone and cringed as she
heard the squeaky voice of another Muskman hopeful resonating down
the stairwell. Shaking her head, she retraced her steps to the
packing room, where floor-to-ceiling shelving on three walls held
hundreds of issues of comic books, graphic novels and assorted
DVDs, posters and novelty items. The latter category included a
wind-up penis that could scoot across a table or the floor and a
button that proclaimed the wearer “God’s gift to inflatable
women.”

If her conservative parents could see her
now, wouldn’t they have a cow? She glanced at the hundreds of
t-shirts in various colors and sizes hanging on a long rack against
the fourth wall. The warehouse wasn’t automated; it wasn’t state of
the art. In some ways, it was like stepping back in time, and for
some reason she seemed to fit in with this less than automated
system and these less than conservative people. Maybe that was her
problem; she was a throwback.

Before she joined Full Court Press,
ironically warehoused in the rather straight-laced northern
California community of Bella Casa, Ellie had never even heard of
underground comix. That was comix with an “x,” she quickly learned,
because of the uncensored nature of the beast, which sprung up in
the hippie-dippy ‘60s and early ‘70s.

The comix, filled with social commentary,
counterculture Cheech and Chong-type drug humor, sex and sometimes
violence, were still popular with a varied group of fans of all
ages. They appreciated the artwork, the satire and/or the subject
matter. While Ellie did enjoy much of the artwork, most of it
wasn’t great literature or even particularly well written. She
wouldn’t consider herself a fan. However, she wasn’t a prude and
didn’t get embarrassed by “Horny Biker Sluts,” “Leather Nun” or
other alternative underground comix stories and characters. In some
weird way, she almost felt like she was getting away with something
or accomplishing something important, guarding freedom of the press
in this little hole-in-the-wall warehouse that most of the local
community didn’t know existed. A few years ago, she would have been
one of those ignorant Bella Casans. Or would that be Bella
Casians?

At the packing table, long-haired,
nose-ringed Wesley Gregory, a mature 22, was stacking boxes and
gathering orders together to pack more. His girlfriend, Chantella
Vann, 21 and very pretty in an ethereal kind of way, also wore a
nose ring. Wearing something that looked suspiciously like a lacey
black slip, as in young Madonnaesque attire, she was unpacking and
hanging t-shirts. Today her hair was light blue, almost aqua. Short
and semi-shaved, it seemed to change colors at least once a
month.

If anyone ever walked to the beat of her own
drum, it was Chantella. She was on the petite side and very
attractive in her cutting-edge ensembles and unusual hairdos that
Ellie would never have the courage to pull off. She couldn’t
imagine Chantella would be any more beautiful with those high
cheekbones, icy blue eyes and luscious lips if she were slightly
less, uh, out there. She was also smart and opinionated and
feisty.

Wesley emitted kind of an ‘80s rocker vibe,
his shoulder-length wavy brown hair typically tied back with a
leather thong. He was heavily into black leather and chains and was
a handsome hunk, with a strong jaw, aquiline nose, dark chocolate
brown eyes and eyelashes that were unfairly long for a guy. He was
a cartoonist himself, focusing on knights and other medieval
characters. He and Chantella seemed to always be dressing up and
heading off to Renaissance Fairs.

After growing up in a sheltered environment,
Ellie had thought more than once that Wesley and Chantella looked
like the kind of people she would cross the street to avoid
encountering if she didn’t know them. But in fact, they were one of
the nicest couples she knew. Neither would probably ever be able to
get a job in a bank, but Ellie wasn’t sure she’d want to do
business with a bank that wouldn’t hire them. And come to think of
it, she didn’t want to work in a bank either.

“Hey, Wesley,” Ellie said, “I forgot to ask
you, did we ever get those t-shirts in from Toke Blokes?”

“Yeah, major retro,” he replied without
looking up from his packing.

“Tie-dyed and way too bright,” Chantella
added.

She held one up. They were colorful, all
right. Oh well, one person’s art was another person’s
“eeeyooo.”

“Yikes. What about the Maroon 5 DVDs?”

“Already on the shelf.”

Ellie was about to say something else when
the sound of yet another Muskman wannabe echoed through the
ceiling.

“Who knows what passion lurks in the hearts
and…I mean the minds and hearts of…of men and women, especially.
Muskman knows!”

“Oh, God, why doesn’t Roger just pick
somebody?” Chantella grabbed a Santana DVD from a shelf and handed
it to Wesley.

“Not just anyone can play Muskman,
Chantella.” Then, in a deep voice, he added, “There was only man,
part rodent, part cupid…

Chantella pretended to swoon. “Oh, Muskman,
you are like mad chill. Do me…”

She fell into his arms.

Ellie laughed. “This is one of Roger’s
stranger ideas, but maybe it’ll work out.” She lifted a ceramic
blonde bombshell salt-and-pepper shaker from a shelf. The lady’s
massive boobs were the salt and pepper. “Are you kidding me? How
did I miss this? Where does Bonnie find this stuff?”

Wesley turned around. “Oh, they came in
yesterday after you left.”

“I have to get one of these for my friend
Toni. We always try to give each other the tackiest gift we can
find for Christmas. I think I’ll have her beat this year.”

“I’ll set one aside for you,” Wesley
said.

“Thanks.” Ellie put the item, er, items,
back on the shelf, shaking her head. “I’m leaving for lunch. Can
one of you two muskies get the phone?”

“Sure,” Chantella said.

Ellie turned to go just as Roger, an aging,
goateed, long-haired hippie in his 60s, approached, wearing his
typical Hawaiian shirt, baggy khaki shorts and Birkenstocks. He was
probably 20 or 30 pounds overweight, but it somehow looked good on
him. He wasn’t flabby, and he had that kind of teddy bear thing
going. With his wife, Bonnie, Roger owned Full Court Press. They
had founded the underground comix publishing company in San
Francisco in the ‘70s with artist and writer Spencer Keys, who
became an icon in the industry, and Sludge Dupree. Spencer was the
creative guy, Roger was the computer genius and Bonnie had the
business smarts. Ellie wasn’t sure what Sludge did. She didn’t know
much about him except that anytime Roger or Bonnie referred to
Sludge, they sounded like they were about to hock. He obviously was
no longer a friend. Roger and Bonnie had long since bought out the
two partners, and Spencer had moved to France several years
earlier. Sludge had started another publishing company in San
Francisco.

Roger handed Ellie several dollars, looking
hopeful. “Dove Bars?”

“Of course,” she said, taking the money.
“Did you find Muskman?”

“Sigh.”

Rather than sighing, Roger always just said
“sigh,” like a cartoon character. Ellie found it endearing.

“Don’t worry. You will.”

“The convention is next week, I’m sure you
remember.”

“You could always cast the role when you get
to Vegas. There must be lots of crazy…I mean highly talented…actors
there.”

“Sigh. I suppose, but I hate to leave
anything to chance.”

Roger was another
what-you-see-is-not-exactly-what-you-get person. By all outward
appearances, he was a hippie down to his hairy legs and very
broken-in Birkenstocks. But he was also a computer guru, able to
build complex systems from scratch as well as program them. He had
created a clever invoicing and ordering system for the company as
well as reading and other apps for his grandchildren. He was also
as well informed and as politically savvy as they come, probably
thanks to the upbringing by his Berkeley professor parents.

Ellie gave him a reassuring pat on his
shoulder. “Have faith. I know it’ll work out.”

Roger bent down and picked up a dust ball
from the floor and tossed it in a trash can, then studied Ellie
thoughtfully.

“You’re always happy and smiling, aren’t
you?” It wasn’t a criticism exactly.

This from Mr. Mellow, the guy who never
raised his voice. She remembered him telling her that even though
he thought of himself as a hippie, he never could get into smoking
dope because he was already so low-key.

“No,” Ellie said a little too snarky, and
then she felt guilty. “I’m sorry.”

Wesley looked up from his packing. “We love
you just the way you are,” he said. “You’re the cheerful elf.”

“Okay, now I
am depressed.”

“Don’t be. It’s a good thing. Have a great
lunch,” Roger said. “Dove Bars.”

“Got it.”

She trudged out, back
through the offices, picking up a small red cooler under Roger’s
desk and smiling at the giant cut-out of Muskman before heading out
the door. You know you’re in trouble when
a cardboard cutout starts looking good to you, especially a hairy
one.

As expected, her friend
Toni Russo, as fashionably dressed and exquisitely accessorized as
always, waved from her blue Beamer in the parking lot. It would
never in a million years occur to Ellie to dress in a periwinkle
blue suit, colorfully striped scarf and silver bangled bracelets.
Once again, the outfit matched her vehicle. Maybe Toni hadn’t done
it on purpose, but it always seemed that she matched the car. Toni
popped the trunk, where Ellie placed the cooler before jumping into
the passenger seat. Early on, she had felt underdressed in her
jeans and jersey tops when going out in public with her fashionista
friend, but she had long since gotten over it. Apparently she had
more things to get over than the average bear, but so what? She was
highly skilled at getting over them. And
you obviously think too much, don’t you? Put a sock in
it.

“As Popeye would say, I yam what I yam,” she
chuckled.

“If you’re going to start quoting cartoon
characters, I’m not going to let you work there anymore.” Toni
started the car and began driving.

“Believe me, there are no Popeye comics at
Full Court Press.”

“So you’ve said. You’ll have to take me on a
tour sometime. I’ve only been in the outer office.”

“I’m not sure you could handle it.”

“In your dreams.” She hit the brakes and
pulled out the wide band that was reining in her thick black
tresses. After finger combing her hair and retying it, she hit the
gas again. Ellie would have been surprised, perhaps shocked, to
know that Toni had worked as hard as she had to overcome her
insecurities, particularly about her looks. She was 32, Italian,
dark—almost able to grow a mustache—and had spent years perfecting
her stylish look that she hoped came across as effortless as she
intended. Why did women think their appearance was so damn
important and men were judged much more on their accomplishments?
She wished she could look as good and be as comfortable as Ellie
did in a simple pair of jeans and a t-shirt. She smiled at her
friend, who had no pretense about her whatsoever. She for sure was
what she was. “Are you up for Mort’s Deli today?”

“Sure. They have the best French bread. I
want to take it all home with me. I want to live on a bed made of
French bread and eat it in my sleep.”

Toni chuckled. As she drove through the
parking lot, passing the Full Court Press door, she glanced in her
rearview mirror. “Uh…Ellie? I think a giant rodent just came out of
your office.”

Ellie looked over her shoulder. “Oh, Roger’s
desperately trying to find someone to play Muskman at the
convention.”

“Why? He didn’t take Muskman to the comic
convention last year, did he?”

“No. But this year he and Bonnie are
planning to sell the original ‘Muskman’ Volume One, Number
One.”

“No way. Even I know how much they love that
issue. Didn’t you say it’s the only one in existence?”

“As far as we know. Virtually the entire
press run was destroyed in the ’70s in a warehouse fire before they
could be shipped. They weren’t insured, so instead of reprinting
Number One, they just went on to Number Two, adding an intro to
explain what happened in the first issue. They reprinted Number One
later, but that one has little value because it wasn’t the original
printing.”

Toni thought about this as she drove across
an intersection and headed toward an upscale shopping center with
several restaurants and other retail establishments. It was a
popular stomping ground for the business lunch crowd.

“Why are Roger and Bonnie selling the
comic?” she asked. “Is business that bad?”

“No, actually business has been good. They
want to buy a ranch in France.”

They were stopped at another light. Toni
looked perplexed as she glanced at her friend. “They have ranches
in France?”

“I think one person’s farm is another
person’s ranch.”

“Ooh. Deep. We should embroider that on a
pillow.”

Ellie chuckled. “Yeah, if we
embroidered.”

At the deli, reminiscent of
the old ‘50s mom-and-pop delis with hanging sausages, a variety of
other meats and the most delicious-smelling bakery items, Ellie
ordered a turkey sandwich on French bread with the works. Toni got
some kind of exotic-looking wrap, the deli’s homage to the
21st century. Ellie watched her attractive pal make her purchase
and fix her drink and thought how fortunate she was to have a
friend like Toni. They had clicked immediately and felt like
co-conspirators in the game of life. Toni was classy and sassy and
didn’t have the tiniest compunction on telling Ellie when she was
going off track. She had a heart as big as Montana.

“How much could one comic book bring?” Toni
asked as they grabbed a table that a couple had just vacated in the
crowded deli and sat.

“Well, I think the record was an Action
Comic that went for about 3.2 million.”

Toni nearly choked. “Dollars? Are you
kidding me? Surely you jest. I’m in the wrong business.” She took a
drink of her sparkling water and set it on a napkin.

“I swear, but that was a mainstream comic,
of course. For most rare underground comix, we’re probably talking
in the mid to upper six figures.”

“Still. Dang. That’s incredible.” Toni
studied Ellie for a few moments as she ate her sandwich, unaware of
the scrutiny. She had to figure out a way to word her appeal so her
friend would fall for it. Hm…“I hope Roger appreciates all that you
bring to his business. You’re intelligent and hardworking, but
you’re also enthusiastic and knowledgeable. And approachable.
That’s important in a business. And you have a way of lighting up a
room when you enter it.”

Ellie started to bask in
the sunlight of those compliments until she thought about it for a
moment. Oh, no! Alert! Batten down the
hatches! She set her sandwich down and gave
Toni her sternest look. “No. I mean it. No. Absolutely
not.”

“What?” Toni put her hands up in a show of
innocence.

Ellie wasn’t falling for
it. You didn’t just get off the turnip
truck. What does that mean, anyway? “Don’t
‘what’ me. I know what you’re doing.”

Toni took a bite of her wrap and fixed her
gaze on Ellie as she began eating again. Finally, she said, “You
have to admire Roger and Bonnie for going after their dreams,
moving to France after all these years. Don’t you have dreams,
Ellie? Don’t you want something more?”

“Well, of course I do.”

“We’re not meant to go through life alone.
It’s unnatural. Even Noah knew that when he filled up his ark with
pairs. Rob knows this guy…”

Ellie set her sandwich down again. “No. Nix.
Nyet. No, no, no. No more blind dates. Ever. Never. I mean it,
Toni. Been there. Done that. Never again. I’m not doing it. It’s
not happening. The last guy smelled my armpit, for god sakes.”

“Okay, that one might have been a
mistake.”

“You think?”

Twenty minutes later, as the two friends
stood on the sidewalk outside I Scream Ice Cream, finishing their
double-decker cones, Ellie placed several Dove Bars in the cooler.
Roger could stand to lose a few pounds, but she didn’t believe he
would ever give up his Dove Bars. “Some things just make life worth
living,” he had told her once as he savored one of the treats.

“He’s a corporate attorney, smart,
decent-looking and available. I mean it, you should not be alone
forever. It’s not right, especially for someone as intelligent and
good and fun as you are. You’re a real treasure, Ellie. You should
share your gift.”

“Toni, those who forget the past are doomed
to repeat it. I don’t forget. I remember every agonizing,
excruciating detail. No more blind dates. I’d rather meet somebody
in a bar.” That was a big fat lie, but maybe it would work. “Hell,
I’d rather meet somebody at a Bingothon.”


Chapter 2
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You are a weak, spineless
worm, a sniveling coward with no redeeming qualities
whatsoever. For once, Ellie agreed with her
alter ego as she sat at a cozy table in Em’s Hideaway. The kitschy
part bookstore, part restaurant included a dozen tables adorned
with lacey blue tablecloths and little vases of daisies. At the
nearby piano bar, a tuxedoed entertainer was singing a sweet
Michael Buble-type version of “I Remember You.” He appeared to be
in his late 20s or early 30s and was nice-looking, not in a
Gentleman’s Quarterly way but in a real-guy kind of way. She
thought of herself as a with-it, 21st-century kind of woman and was
surprised to find she rather enjoyed his smooth singing. It
certainly beat her date’s yammering by a mile.

And then she listened to
the words of the song he was singing so beautifully. It was about
recalling an ideal mate, someone who gave love and got it back in
boatloads. Ha! Like that’ll ever happen to
you. Ah, yes, she could always count on her
evil head voice to set things straight. At least Head Voice had a
sense of humor. Usually. It didn’t have to tell her the chances of
her ever hearing bells and seeing stars and her heart going
pitter-patter over anything other than a heart attack or a snake
bite were slim to none. Oh, she’d had some really memorable
boyfriends, but mostly not in a good way.

Ellie reluctantly tuned the singer out as
she tried, really tried, to listen to her date, Gawayne Schmid (“No
‘t,’ he had told her half a dozen times).

“…and I had to take the
corporate jet to Heathrow. And then they sent me on the corporate
jet to Lima. Have you ever been on a corporate jet, Eleanor? May I
call you Eleanor?”

Gawayne looked tall, even sitting down. He
was reed thin and angular, but not a bad-looking guy, although he
did kind of remind her of Ichabod Crane of headless horseman fame.
Or at least how she pictured Ichabod Crane would look. His eyes
were an odd shade of gray and kind of creepy in their intensity as
he stared at her, ad nauseum, it seemed. In a way, he was a
conglomeration of all the blind dates that had gone wrong for her.
They had zippo connection, he annoyed her, she wasn’t attracted to
him and couldn’t imagine what he could possibly see in her. He had
not said one thing she was interested in, and barely gave her time
to say anything that might have interested him. She was practically
squirming in her seat in her discomfort. If he was looking for a
challenge, she must be the answer to his prayers. So that’s
probably what attracted him. She almost laughed. She was definitely
that. The impossible dream, in fact. He had no idea how challenging
she could be.

“I prefer Ellie,” she said,
a little too primly. She turned her attention back to the singer,
who kind of reminded her of a slightly hairier version of Bradley
Cooper. Attractive but not devilishly handsome, although his eyes
were a startling shade of dark ocean blue. God, was he the male
equivalent of her—the boy next door? All
right, now your mind is really wandering. Buck up. It’s just a
date. You’re not being nice.

Concentrating, she got out
of her head but couldn’t help watching the singer. He was winding
up to a big finish, and she was somehow mesmerized by his lips.
They were not too fat and not too flat. They were somehow just
perfect. Kissable. What?

“Ellie?”

“Huh?”

Gawayne was looking rather annoyed. “I was
asking you if you’ve ever been on a corporate jet.”

How could this guy win any
legal cases when he was so…so…Now you’re
not being fair. You’re not even giving him a chance.

“Uh, no, I don’t think I have.”

He leaned over and gave her
a smarmy, leering look, at least that’s what it looked like to
her. Icky poo. “Would you like to go to St. Louis with me on Sunday on the
corporate jet? I could make it happen. I think you’d really enjoy
it.” He patted her hand.

She shifted uncomfortably,
feeling like she had a wedgie, and slid her hand from beneath his.
“Oh, gee, we don’t really know each other that well, Gawayne.
Schmid without the t.” Yeah, that joke
went over real big.

“What are you afraid of?”

Stultifying conversation.
Terminal boredom. Regretting one more minute of my life. Running
amok on a corporate jet. “Um…Missouri. It’s
so…so landlocked.” And you’re so pathetic,
Ellie Lambert. Please, just shoot me now.

The singer began another
song, “The Games People Play.” This one was all about people being
false, not saying what they really mean. Ellie shot the entertainer
an accusing look, and he looked back innocently, smiling, as he
continued to sing. It was probably just a coincidence that his song
choice made her feel guilty. She really looked at him this time,
noticing his wavy brown hair that was a little too
long—Don’t all attractive men have hair
that’s a little too long?—those wideset
deep blue eyes, square jaw and lips that said “come hither.” She
closed her eyes and did her best to tune him out again, both
musically and visually, really trying to concentrate on her
date.

“Well, it’s not Missouri, exactly…it’s…I
don’t want to go, Gawayne. At all.

Gawayne stared at her for a long moment
before he spoke. Then he narrowed his eyes and said, “Eleanor, are
you frigid?”

The singer laughed as he sang. He actually
laughed. He couldn’t help it, she supposed. Now the song was
talking about how people make each other cry and break one
another’s hearts. Yep, she could identify, and she could swear the
singer had her number.

Ellie shot him another suspicious look, but
he didn’t make eye contact. Then she looked back at her date. She
barely recognized her voice as she said, “Excuse me, Gawayne.” She
got up with all the dignity she could muster, passed the piano and
felt the singer’s eyes boring holes in the back of her head as she
walked to the back of the establishment. She entered the ladies’
rest room, where she splashed some water on her face, breathed
deeply a couple times to chase her nausea away and tried
unsuccessfully to squeeze through the too-small window. She was
going to kill Toni.

As he wrapped up the song, Russell Owens
watched her go and figured she wouldn’t be back if she found the
back door through the kitchen. It’s one of the things he most
enjoyed about entertaining—people watching—and she didn’t
disappoint. There was something about her that drew him. Oh, she
was attractive, but he’d known lots of attractive and many more
beautiful women. This one, however, amused him, too. And intrigued
him.

Russell played at Em’s Hideaway on Fridays
and Sundays, and he couldn’t help but overhear conversations at
nearby tables, even as he sang. But he’d never enjoyed one more
than the geeky guy and the pretty girl who was drinking coffee by
the bucketful. Her dark blond hair rimmed her face perfectly,
falling just below her chin. Her eyes were mesmerizing, kind of
emerald green, and she had a sprinkling of freckles that made her
look like she should be running through a meadow in a flowy skirt.
From what he could see while she was at the table, she had a killer
figure, too, although he hadn’t seen her come in, so all he saw was
her filmy red blouse through which he could see just the whisper of
her bra. It seemed colorless. Could it be red?

Oh, crap. He needed to get a grip. For all
he knew, she could be pear shaped and have a giant butt. Nobody was
that perfect. He couldn’t really tell until she fled to the
restroom. And then, to his delight, he saw that she had a fine
derriere. Okay, enough fantasizing, Owens. Time to put a screeching
halt to his thoughts right there. He didn’t do intriguing anymore.
No exceptions.

Then again, what would it hurt to speculate?
Speculation never hurt a soul. What was a good-looking, sexy woman
who obviously had a sense of humor doing with such a dork, who
obviously didn’t? Maybe he was rich and she was a gold-digger. Yet
even gold-diggers had their standards, didn’t they? He just didn’t
get it. He had to laugh, though, when she went to the ladies’ room
and never came back. He was right about that. So apparently she
wasn’t a gold-digger after all. Or she had her limits.

 


* * *

 


Two nights later, Ellie and Toni lounged in
a bubbling spa with Toni’s husband, Rob Russo, a beautiful, big,
quintessential Italian male. He had thick, dark hair and nearly
black eyes and a five o’clock shadow at about noon each day. He was
vice president of some kind of a business that calibrated the parts
for machines that made aluminum foil—the kind of job Ellie hadn’t
known even existed before meeting him.

Toni sold real estate and was spectacularly
successful at it, even when the economy was down, but it always
seemed she was looking for something else. She was definitely a
people person, and Ellie thought she would shine in any kind of
profession that would enable her to interact with others. Toni was
one of the first people she had met when she came to town, stopping
at her real estate office to check on rentals after their initial
meeting at the gym. The Russos had a buoyant 12-year-old daughter,
Maria, and a blatant, hand-grabby love for each other. If she
didn’t like them so much, it would be downright annoying.

Situated on the back deck of the Russos’
Spanish-style patio home, the spa overlooked a verdant backyard
that included a natural kidney-shaped swimming pool with a fountain
and a picturesque gazebo with gorgeous white latticework. Sometimes
pictures were deceiving, but not in this case. These dear friends
really did have a wonderful life.

Right now, Ellie, however, was practically
foaming at the mouth in this idyllic setting. “He chewed ice,
clanked his fork on his teeth, was incredibly ogling and
condescending and knew how to say ‘corporate jet’ in four
languages.”

“That’s it. I’m never hooking you up again,”
Toni said indignantly, leaning back as she sipped a little of her
Cabernet.

“I want it in writing,” Ellie insisted, “a
blood promise that you will never, in the history of the world, fix
me up again. I mean it, Toni.”

“It was Toni’s idea,” Rob said. “I thought
the guy was a little stiff.”

“A little,” Ellie said, raising an eyebrow.
“Toss me a towel, would you, Rob?”

He did, and she dried her hands before
picking up her wine glass.

“You’re too picky,” Toni said.

Ellie took a sip, then sighed. “Call me
crazy, but I don’t want to start a relationship with somebody who
makes me carsick.”

Toni looked at her friend accusingly. “Have
you ever been out with someone whom you thought had possibilities?
Be honest. You never give a relationship time to grow. He’s too
tall. He’s too short. He loves his mother too much. He’s a vegan.
He does this. He doesn’t do that. Very few people experience love
at first sight. You need to nurture a relationship.”

Ellie moved over so one of the jets hit her
back. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Easy for you to say. You and Rob have been
together forever. Some people are destined to go through life
alone, but so what? There are worse things than being alone. I’m
not unhappy, Toni. I swear.”

Toni looked at Rob affectionately and then
put her arm around him and pulled him close. “I just can’t imagine
going through life without this feeling.”

Toni and Rob snuggled warmly, once again
exhibiting their great love for each other. Yes, it would be
nauseating if Ellie didn’t like these people so much. A flicker of
sadness crossed her face, just as quickly replaced by her happy
face. Just then, Toni’s dangling earring got caught in Rob’s hair
and he yelled.

“Yaaaaaaaaaaa!”

 


* * *

 


Across town, in a charming white, two-story,
clapboard house in an older neighborhood, Russell Owens, dressed
down now in jeans and a Black Sabbath t-shirt, was also yelling.
“Yaaaaaaaaaaa!” He fervently added, “Not my hockey plaque!”

He stood in his old bedroom, which still
sported baseball, hockey and “Jurassic Park” posters on the walls
and keepsakes ranging from a hockey puck autographed by Wayne
Gretzky to a collection of soccer pins from different clubs and a
battered guitar. In addition, the room was filled with half-packed
boxes on the floor and piles of clothing on the twin beds nearly
covering the weathered brown quilts. His mother, Dee Olshevski, 65,
a little overweight, but still pretty in that comforting-mama kind
of way, and a lot determined, set the plaque aside and placed more
items in boxes. Russell grabbed up the plaque and hugged it.

“Sweetheart, I told you,” she smiled,
placing a stray black strand of hair, streaked with gray, behind
her ear. “You can have anything you want. You just have to take it
with you.”

He gave her his most pleading look. “Why do
you want to move, Ma? I thought you loved this house.”

Okay, maybe he was being a little petulant
or childish or both, and he knew how to dish out the guilt, too,
but this was where he grew up. It held his roots. It should have
occurred to him that she might move one day, but it never had. It
was just a shock. A big shock. He knew change was inevitable. Hell,
he embraced change most of the time, but he felt suddenly like he
was losing his anchor, even though logically he realized the anchor
wasn’t the house. It was her, the one person who loved him no
matter what.

“I’d like to keep your old room a shrine for
you, dear,” she said, brushing dust off her pink sweat suit, “but I
don’t need this big house now that your dad…Well, I thought maybe
my grandchildren would be spending the night by this time,
but…”

She gave him the “guilt” look, and he
realized what an amateur his was at dishing it out. She was the
Queen of Guilt, a true pro. Still, he didn’t give up.

“Don’t start, Ma. We’ve been through this a
thousand times.”

“Now you’re just exaggerating.”

He smiled. Had he ever won a disagreement
with his mother? Probably not.

Dee went back to cleaning
out the closet as Russell looked through the boxes she had already
packed but hadn’t sealed. Good lord, the award he’d won in
8th grade for perfect attendance. Like not getting sick was an
accomplishment. His 6th-grade commendation for
playing in a guitar trio. And all his baseball, hockey and soccer
ribbons and letters. And the gold tassel from his high-school
graduation mortarboard. He didn’t remember saving that. She must
have. “Oh, please don’t tell me these are my baby
teeth.”

“Ooh, here’s another one,” Dee’s muffled
voice came from the back of the closet. She hauled out a dusty old
carton and sneezed. “What’s this?”

“Here.”

He moved a pile of clothing and she set it
on the bed. Russell pulled off the old packing tape, which
practically disintegrated in his hands, and looked inside the
carton. “Oh, my God. It’s my comic collection. I almost forgot
about this. I started collecting these in about third grade. I
loved them.”

Dee picked up and looked at several of the
issues, not taking them out of their protective sleeves. “These
look to be in pretty good condition; they’re still in the sleeves.
You always did take good care of your things, Russ. Maybe these are
worth something.”

Russell picked up a comic book, an early
issue of X-Men, carefully pulled it out of the sleeve and opened it
lovingly. He smiled and shook his head. “They sure were worth
something then.”

 


* * *

 


The following Sunday afternoon, Ellie and
Toni struggled up a steep indoor rock-climbing wall.

Toni gasped. “This isn’t what I had in mind
when I said you should take more risks, my friend.”

Ellie found a shaky
foothold and painstakingly pulled herself up a notch. Now she
really did have a
wedgie in her black stretchy shorts. She turned her back to the
wall to adjust them. “It looked easier in the brochure.”

“You’re still mad at me about Gawayne,
aren’t you? You know my heart was in the right place.” Toni grunted
and moaned and dragged herself up one more level. “This is just
wrong. Mountains aren’t meant to be inside.”

“Who names their kid Gawayne anyway and
expects him to turn out normal?”

“Can we go down now?” Toni huffed. “My
thighs are burning.”

“No. That’s a good thing, remember?”

Toni looked down. “Help!”

Ellie grabbed her friend’s line and pulled
her closer. “Stop that. Whining doesn’t become you.”

“Hmph.”

They continued their climb at a painstaking
pace before Ellie stopped to rest. Yet again.

“I was thinking about
something you said the other day. Maybe I am too picky.” She wiped her sleeve
across her forehead. “I mean there are uglier women than me who are
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