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Chapter One 

 

 

Rob 
 

The maître d looked down his nose at me, which wasn’t really too hard seeing’s how I was 

on the height challenged side of six foot. 

“Do you have a reservation?” Pause. Heartbeat. Cue insolent sneer. “Sir.” 

“Uh.” 

Yes and no. My sister and her current husband made arrangements for us to meet here, at 

Che Snoot, for drinks, a light dinner and then off to see what the next Bob Fosse clone had 

thrown together for this year’s Tony Awards best musical.  

I’d had courtside at the Garden, a solo gig complements of the team manager and an old 

friend. 

There was the temptation to feign a fast acting flu but since hubby number four was a 

medical professional my darling sister would be sure to mention needles and a bracing elixir with 

Vicks or some other ungodly concoction and the jig would be up. 

Needles I could take. I wore big boy loafers. 

It was the Vicks … did it every time. 

They were also in town just for the weekend, a second honeymoon. I knew better than to ask 

why they wanted to spend it with me, a sports journalist with Guinness in his veins, instead of on 

a round bed and a mirrored ceiling over in Pennsy. It was a nice time of year, just coming fall. 

If it had been me, I’d have opted for getting laid. 

Apparently Cordie had other priorities. I couldn’t speak to the neurosurgeon’s plans, having 

never met the man. Basically all I knew about him was he ran a lucrative fiefdom at Pittsburgh 

General and kept Cordie in a manner the first three hadn’t even come close to. 

“Sir?” The man actually looked a little frazzled. There was a line behind me, albeit it was 

still polite and non-committal. They had to be tourists. New Yorkers would have thrown me out 

on the sidewalk without a thought. 

Pre-show dinners required running a pretty tight ship. I wasn’t helping the cause. 

“I’m meeting a couple for dinner.” 

“Ah.” The magical pen appeared, conjured from an inner pocket. It was a nice Montblanc 

knockoff. I recognized it because I’d picked one up off a street vendor near the Post building last 

week.  

It leaked until it was dry and the cleaners said whatever they say in Chinese to mean you’re 

SOL. I still had it.  

“Is the reservation under their name?” He’d slowed down enough for me to realize he 

thought I was thick, you know, in that be kind to animals and retards way. I didn’t take offense. 

The truth was, it was like a trick question. 

He wanted a name. Geez, the pressure. 

Number one had been so far back in memory I’d been just a kid in short pants; hubby number 

two was Chaim, Cosmo, C-something; three … now, him I remembered. Arnie, Arnie Clarkson. 

We’d gone to see Snakes on a Plane three times together, chanting—along with everyone else in 



the theater—“Enough is enough! I have had it with these motherfucking snakes on this 

motherfucking plane!” 

Cordie blamed me for that divorce. 

Squirming like I needed the little boys’ room, my eyes wandered to the ceiling, praying for 

inspiration. The man was going to pony up for a huge bar and dinner tab so it behooved me to do 

him the respect of fucking remembering his effing name. 

Oops. An intake of breath. A titter. A maître d on the edge of a coronary. 

Maybe I shouldn’t have thought that out loud. 

“Fec— Um, oh yeah, Finkelstein. Doctor. M.D.” 

You could cut the relief with a butter knife. 

Motioning me away from the podium and towards the inner sanctum, he announced regally, 

“Arturo will show you to your table.” With that he washed his hands of me and turned to the 

elderly couple next in line.  

Arturo was already mincing his way through a maze of knee knocker arrangements. Round 

tables outfitted in enough linen to sink a battleship, floating flowers, five hundred bucks an 

ounce carafes of Sicilian olive oil and silverware that looked like the real deal. 

Like most of the tony joints in town, this one was long, narrow and atmospheric. The wall to 

my right held asymmetric wine racks themed in white, red and you can’t afford it. The left was 

mirrored with some kind of leafy accents and the occasional Italian ceramic serving dish. The 

floor was wood, stained a dark walnut but buffed to a shine. Wall sconces and demi-chandeliers 

poured diffuse light throughout the small space. 

Seating capacity for most restaurants in the city revolved around high turnover. This one 

didn’t. That meant the menus came without prices and if you tried to skimp by skipping dessert 

you were one layer shy of a tiramisu. 

The back wall was also mirrored. It gave the setting a sense of vast inner space. It did not 

deaden the kitchen sounds or the obligatory warble of tenors in heat. 

Arturo glided to a halt by a table with place settings for four. I had almost forgotten about 

that. 

“Sir?” He graciously held the chair, making sure my back was to the mirror and facing 

anything incoming. Like my sister, and the M.D. with the eff-name. 

What that did was leave me and the staff arrayed with military precision behind me. To a 

man, they were short, dark and handsome if you were into smarmy and five o’clock shadow. 

Each sported a starched white jacket, tight black pants, pointy faux Italian boots and a linen 

napkin draped elegantly over the right arm. Said arm was clutched to six pack abs, ready to do 

my bidding. 

My bidding called for a single malt scotch neat, make it a double. 

I got red wine because sister dear had called ahead. Apparently the king of the fiefdom had 

very particular tastes. Arturo poured. He sniffed, I sniffed, then I twirled and I tried very hard not 

to think about where this ritual might have originated. 

I also tried not to think too much on the little SURPRISE my sister had pulled on me. One of 

her old sorority sisters was doing a stint at NYU, some kind of post doc I was guessing, and 

she’d been conscripted as my plus one for the evening. 

God forbid. Three seats, center, upper mezzanine simply wouldn’t compute. Instead of with 

three you get eggroll, she sucked up an extra seat and called it a date. 

I called it a setup and cried foul.  

 



Robbie, sweetie… 

Rob, it’s Rob. I’m not a kid anym— 

You need to get out. It’s been too long. We don’t like to see you… 

I’m fine, Cordie, really. I finally got my shit together. The job’s great. I don’t… 

Oh, hon, please, for me? I just know the two of you will hit it off. 

 

And she didn’t know anyone, I’d be doing her a favor and who knew… 

Knowing better than to ask what she looked like, I went for cagey, poking at whether or not 

we had the same interests… 

Like hot sweaty games of handball, ringside seats at the next welterweight smackdown, high-

fiving with my boys in the Knick’s locker room.   

The trouble with saying no to Cordelia van Horn cum Finkelstein was that she came with a 

Greek chorus of women intent on seeing me wedded, if not bedded. My mother, my other 

sister—Cordies’ twin, a younger niece and assorted cousins, all married, supposedly happily, all 

of them vowing to bring me back into the fold. I’d been once burned. To say I was gun shy 

wouldn’t be putting too fine a point on it. 

They’d all won the genetic lottery for fruitful loins and killer meatloaf. Their husbands were, 

to a man, rotund and content, well maybe except for the Fink. That was TBD.  

Robert van Horn was the Lone Ranger, satisfied with leaving them moaning ‘who was that 

masked man’ and dodging bullets. I figured, so long as I didn’t lose my hair or my thirty-two 

waist, my use-by-date was good for another ten years, maybe more if I was lucky. 

Arturo paused to refresh my wine glass, inquired after my health, and asked if I wanted to 

browse the menu. I said I’d wait for my party. 

Hesitant to admit I was marginally excited by having something in a skirt or nice linen slacks 

sitting next to me, smelling … well, smelling better than me or anyone else I hung out with, 

maybe doing a little flirting … it had a certain appeal. 

Though, maybe I shouldn’t get ahead of myself. My track record lately wasn’t something to 

write home about. I had no trouble with simpering or vacuous posturing or giggling—if and 

when it fell into my lap. But lately I was pretty much the job, and nothing but. Socializing meant 

sucking up to admins with agendas and stories and insider crap I wasn’t going to find outside of 

locker rooms or late nights at the bars catering to loud, obnoxious and hollow legged. 

I needed to make this work, otherwise no one would ever take me seriously again.  

Arturo hovered at my elbow. The thought crossed my mind he might be interested in more 

than my appetizer preferences, but then Cordie, a stout, balding man in his fifties and a Valkyrie 

floated to the table.  

Arturo did not try to hide his disappointment. 



 

Chapter Two 

 

 

Tay 
 

“Tay, dearest, it’s just dinner.” 

Dinner and a show. With her baby brother, the one I remembered as a pimply faced jock, 

loose-jointed and gangly. The only thing holding him upright was a sack of testosterone and a 

boatload of ’tude. 

I wanted to say no in the worse sort of way but the words hung on my lips, settled uncertainly 

along the pursed ridge between I’m so fricking lonely I could die and I’d rather gouge my eyes 

out with a spork. 

The game changer came with my belly growling in dismay. Being poor and a student and 

living in a hovel of a walk-up with mostly pervs and druggies for neighbors did not make for 

elegant choices. For some, eating out was a luxury … for me, eating was the luxury. Something 

my six-foot frame was showing signs of a definite lack of groceries. 

If my mom was still alive, she’d have hauled my sorry ass back down to Blacksburg, 

chillaxing me with grits and chitlins ‘n gravy, maybe her deep fried chicken with breading so 

dense it’d have sunk the Titanic, just on principle.  

One thing about Cordie, she might not have much patience with her husbands, but she knew 

better than to rush me when I pondered.  

I was good at pondering. It made me smart and cagey in the paint, but shite with 

relationships. 

Cordie humphed and reminded me we were on the clock. 

I grunted, “Where?”  

Okay, partial capitulation. I left the door open just in case we were talking Shephard’s Pie 

and a Guinness—I married a mick: that bad taste still lingered. The only thing that lingered. The 

sonofamuthu— left me high and dry with nothin’ but the clothes on my back, stranded in 

Milano. Not the one in Texas. The one in Italy.  

No job, no money… 

“Hon, it’s just dinner. And you haven’t met Fink yet.” Fink was Cordie’s third, maybe her 

fourth, and no … I’d yet to meet the good doctor. She iced it with, “It’s that nice place we went 

to back when you played the Garden, do you remember it?” 

Oh yeah, the Italian upscale, to-die-for lobster ravioli in a sauce so light the plate nearly 

floated away. Olive-skinned waiters with dark, flashing eyes, an obsequious air and little white 

napkins placed just so on strong muscular forearms. Bending over to fill the crystal water 

goblets. Attentive. 

Gack! 

Italian was my second choice of things-and-places to avoid, but the prospect of chowing 

down on all that lusciousness was way more than my dignity and bad memories could bear. 

“I guess.” 

“See, I knew you’d come around.” She mumbled something to someone, probably the Fink, 

alerting him that it was a go and to shine up his Platinum card because any one of the tony 

bistros on West Forty-Sixth was going to spike a bill to rival the national debt. 



To her ‘should we swing by and pick you up?’ I demurred and made arrangements to meet 

them at the restaurant. Driving by my place would only leave the Fink and my best friend 

without tires, an engine block, and any and all electronics. Even a mini-Cooper was fair game, 

the chop-shoppers leaving the small stuff to their offspring for practice. I’d bet my collection of 

dead roaches that the Fink drove foreign and tasteful. 

Besides, I hastened to remind her, “Cordie, you don’t need to drive. You’re at the 

Millennium, right?” Mumbling ensued. Apparently my clueless friend hadn’t paid much 

attention; she had no idea where they were in relation to anything in mid-town Manhattan. “Oh,” 

followed by titters, “alright, love, we’ll meet you there.” 

The Fink was on the ball and said, loud enough for me to hear, that five-thirty-ish would 

work and don’t be late because the show started at eight-thirty and he still needed to hit the will-

call window. 

The ‘-ish’ part of the plan would nail us between set-up and before theater rush, usually way 

too early to chow down in this town, but the doctor had a meeting the next morning so late night 

schmoozing and imbibing was off the evening’s menu. Which was fine with me. Trying to walk 

the streets after midnight did not appeal. 

Not without a tank and the 101
st
 as backup. Being mocha-whipped with cornrows and an 

awesome wingspan wasn’t good enough to keep predators at bay. I was working on seeing to the 

protection angle with a few like-minded individuals, older guys who still remembered my salad 

days when I was hot shit with an even hotter hand and the threes fell like manna from heaven. 

I hated asking for an escort. I hated even more being left like roadkill down a dark alley. 

Swallowing bile along with my pride made for longevity in this city. If I was very, very lucky, 

I’d last long enough to finish up my degree and find a job doing what I loved best: being 

involved with women’s basketball programs.  

I had no aspirations for the top tier. Small, out-of-the-way colleges with passing interest in 

Title IX sports for women would do nicely.  

The cool thing about my parentage … and I had no idea why that thought crossed my mind 

right that minute … was that being is she or isn’t she opened doors, strangely enough.  

Cordie rang off with a ‘see you tomorrow, dearest, can’t wait, Fink is all atwitter with 

excitement…’ left me smiling and remembering better times, back when the world was still 

rabidly color-conscious but a cheeky socialite from Pittsburgh strong-armed her sorority into 

taking me on. 

I’m not sure Va Tech and my new sisters had ever been the same after that. Those ladies 

gave me perspective but, even better, they gave me the confidence to go after what I wanted 

without resorting to posturing and trash talking. And they kept me honest when the temptation to 

go outside the boundaries of my scholarship would have destroyed any chance at a career. 

Not bad for a poor girl from the backwaters of the Blue Ridge Mountains, with a daddy who 

made do with hard-scrabble farming on rock and determination, and a mother who scrubbed 

floors for the better-off living with pools and sculpted landscapes down on the flats.  

I missed them. The older I got, the more I realized what they sacrificed to get me to this point 

in my life. That I’d screwed it up big time was on my shoulders, not theirs. 

I owed them, and I owed Cordie. I didn’t like the ledger being so unbalanced. It’d never have 

suited Pa, though he’d kept his own counsel about such things. Not like Ma—she’d have holy-

rollered me with the righteous good word and a reminder of what just do it meant in a world full 

of poor excuses. 



So if going to dinner and a show was a plus-one obligation to help a friend with her 

symmetry issues … well, there were worse ways to spend the evening. 

Sipping the dregs of my cold cup of tea, I wondered how her younger brother had turned out. 

Guess I’d find out soon enough. 

Robbie van Horn had been a pain-in-the-arse wannabe jock, three, maybe four years younger 

than me. I’d only met him a few times when I’d gone home with Cordie over the holidays or 

spring break.  

Other than recalling shooting a few hoops with him and his sisters, I couldn’t conjure a 

picture of the boy to save my life. 

Now I was going to make nice, pass the salt shaker and pretend I liked musicals, pimping 

myself out for a meal and an obligation. 

I’d done worse, far worse… 

 

**** 

 

“Morning, Coach.”    

He nodded in return and pointed to the racket. A man of few words. Which was a good thing. 

I’d skipped breakfast, again, in order to beat feet to the gym, part of my get-back-in-shape fitness 

program after letting myself blossom to a size blotto post Michael O’Hara. 

“O’Hara?”  

I still cringed at the name but it was easier to keep it and not admit I’d faffed away a mega-

bucks deal on a sweet contract to follow a silver-tongued snake oil salesman around the 

continent.  

You don’t have to marry young to marry stupid. 

“Gonna hand you your ass in a sling, girlie, if’n y’all don’t get yore mind in the game.” 

Coach was slathering on the shugah, teasing me with memories of down-home and warm 

welcomes. It could have made me sad and morose but instead his wide grin and dark-eyed 

deviltry were guarantees to bring me out of whatever funk I’d slid into. 

And funk was exactly my state of despair, served up with a side of regret and a desperate 

urge to find a non-lethal illness that a brain surgeon might not ever have heard of. 

The odds for that were about as good as me beating the mountain taking up more than his 

half of the middle of the court. Racquetball was not my thing and it showed. Even with a reach 

that nearly brushed the walls, it did little against nearly six-five wearing two seventy like Twiggy 

on a diet.  

Coach was big, in a cast a shadow like the dark side of the moon big, but without anything 

resembling an extra ounce of body fat. My BMI was an embarrassing twenty-four, on the high 

side of normal but stratospheric compared to my lean, mean point guard dimensions. 

That made me, at an even six foot, thin and flabby. And thirty-eight years old. 

As if reading my mind, Coach chuckled and said, “It’s just a number, babe.” 

I mouthed eff-you and set to with a solid whack of the racket. Game on. 

 

Like dark and milk chocolate, we sauntered arm-in-arm to the corner Starbucks.  

“Not on your game, darling. Wanna talk about it?” 

“No, well…” 

He frowned and muttered, “Me and the missus don’t much like where yore holed up, hon. 

We got that extra bedroom, and the offer’s still on the table.” 



“Ah, Sam, you know I can’t.”  

“Or won’t. Yore folks, they’d want this for you.” He was going to remind me of our shared 

family heritage but thought better of it. 

Sighing, I sipped at the white chocolate latte indulgence that Coach always treated me to 

after our workouts. I’d considered the offer more than once, but I’d been a leech, a parasite ever 

since my ignominious return from Europe. It was long past time to be accountable, to find my 

own way and stop relying on the kindness of family and friends to see me through the tough 

times. 

I said, trying to convey as much gratitude as I could without bursting into tears, “You’ve 

done enough, getting me into the program.” And seeing to financing without committing me to 

years of grad student servitude. If I was lucky, I’d graduate with at least a few years of useful 

career life left to me. 

Knowing he wasn’t going to get anywhere with me, but not giving up, he offered, “How 

about coming for dinner tonight. Marie’s been asking after you and with the kids gone, she’s 

been out of sorts. Do her good to cook for more than just me.” He patted a flat belly and grinned. 

Oh mercy, an excuse! I could lie through my teeth… 

Oh Cordie, I’m so sorry but I have this thing. 

I forgot all about… 

I wish… 

But the Fink had already purchased the theater tickets and it wasn’t fair to put him and his 

wallet on the sunk cost side of the equation. 

See, Cuz, those finance courses are sinking in. 

Wistfully, I nodded my thanks and told him about Cordie and the Fink, leaving off the plus-

one because he’d tell Marie and she’d be all over that like white-on-rice.  

A childless divorcee in the Big Apple nearing the watershed of forty was a challenge and an 

opportunity for the empty nesters in my acquaintance.  

I did just fine and dandy making mistakes all on my lonesome. Having a phalanx of black 

yentas on my tail wasn’t going to improve my grade point average or get me where I wanted to 

go. 

I liked being alone, being accountable to just me. The loneliness sucked lemons but 

everything had a price. 

Sam gave me a bear hug and made me promise to come over soon, then turned left to head to 

his office. I watched him meld into the heavy stream of tourist traffic and felt the first of many 

frissons of fear about the upcoming evening. 

And for the first time, in … like, forevah … I worried about what to wear. 

The cell buzzed. I checked the text message. 

Wear flats.  

Uh-oh. 



 

Chapter Three 

 

 

Rob 
 

Arturo harrumphed as Cordie and the Fink approached. Half of my brain registered that my 

oldest sister actually looked happy instead of simply well-groomed and petulant. 

Sis had married often and well, the partings amicable, mostly, and the settlements generous. 

But unlike the rest of the distaff portion of our clan, she’d rolled the dice in the emotional lottery, 

coming up sixes and sevens and it hurt. I didn’t need her twin, Cate, to tell me so.  

Of course, my peccadillos were the stuff of legend so anything I did, or didn’t do, was fair 

game. In some ways, of the whole brood, Cordie and I were cut from the same mold: cynical, 

closet romantics, loners with a hard-on for acceptance, but ultimately destined for rejection and 

disappointment. 

Way to go, Robert. Hop on the pity train when big Sis shows up beaming with happiness and 

sporting a Platinum Visa card on her arm.  

I should have been big enough to toodle past the misery loves company, and with another 

glass or two of that red wine under my belt, I’d give it a try. 

That was the half with commitment issues talking. 

I had a second half that was more left brain oriented, the one I used to analyze point spreads 

and keep track of double doubles. The Post had me locked into reporting on the pros but I had an 

enduring closet relationship with women’s basketball, especially at the college level. And there 

wasn’t enough currency in the world to convince me Gino didn’t walk on water or that Vivian 

didn’t part it. 

Which was why I got that tingle, the one that should start in the gut and swirl around, setting 

the fine hairs to full alert. The tingle that said game on or I smell a story. This one was different. 

It headed south, like a freight train. As Arturo hustled to lay claim to the rest of the party, 

forsaking me in favor of a sure fire hit in the wallet ala a tip, I lusted after that dangling linen 

napkin. 

Held just so, it would do a fine job of masking the happy to see you in my pants that was 

surprising the hell out of me. 

The Valkyrie wasn’t anywhere near my type, which at age thirty-five amounted to short, 

perky, young and willing. Even with the willing, it sometimes took a lap dance or two to fire up 

the synapses. Chalk it up to overwork, or boredom, or being high … the fact of the matter was 

little Robert sometimes failed to show up to play. Tonight was different. I just couldn’t figure out 

exactly why. 

Maybe it was the way the woman moved. Loose jointed, like a natural born athlete. A lot of 

tall women hunched to hide their height. This Valkyrie wore her dimensions with a fuck the 

universe attitude.  

Kind of like my guys in the locker room. 

If she’d been, say … fifteen years younger I’d have pegged her for WNBA, that’s how she 

moved—or conducted herself, depending on your school of thought, and in what decade you 

were born. When she reached to direct Cordie around to my side of the table for the air kiss, I 

caught a glimpse of a wingspan wide enough to have me creaming my jeans. 



Not that I was wearing jeans. That’s just an expression. 

Cordie whispered in my ear, “You’re a prince, Robbie darling,” and pinched my ass hard 

enough to make me jump. 

Hissing, “I’m not six years old, in case you haven’t…” then left off, realizing I was being 

had. 

I shook hands with Dr. David F. Finklestein, III, M.D. plus a slew of other initials that 

proclaimed him ready and willing to suit up not just himself, but also a boatload of robotics and a 

few dozen scrub nurses to tackle the next brain aneurysm. 

“Call me Fink. Everybody does.” 

He had a pleasant smile and looked to be in his mid-fifties with steel grey hair thinning on 

top, pince nez glasses and a waistline that appreciated my sister’s quite excellent cooking. 

Arturo glared in my direction, indicating with a subtle flip of the napkin that I was falling 

down on my host duties.  

That meant moving away from the shelter of the tablecloth into the spotlight of too much 

information regarding my interest in my not-a-date. I moved quickly to step behind her, gently 

nudging a very shapely derriere toward the seat and out of line of sight of what was straining my 

only pair of metrosexual wool pants. They were cut tight, with straight legs that snugged over the 

tops of Kenneth Cole motorcycle boot knockoffs. 

Cordie granted me a nod of appreciation. I’d topped off the outfit with her Christmas present, 

a Ralph Lauren contour hugging long sleeve Merino wool mock turtle that set her back five C-

notes or better. I know because I found it in Bloomies when one of my then current squeezes had 

strong-armed me into a flyby on the jewelry counter. 

We broke up the next day. 

 Concentrating on my sartorial splendor wasn’t doing squat to get the lady seated. Nimbly, 

she maneuvered away from the seat, narrowly avoiding Arturo, still hell bent on getting the 

party—and his tip—jump started.  

Holding out a hand she smiled, although given my obvious efforts to park and duck for 

cover, it might have been more of a grimace. 

“I’m Taylor O’Hara. Call me Tay.” Cordie tittered in the background, making noises about 

remembering Robbie. I ignored her in favor of shaking the proffered hand. 

Strong. Not just for a woman, for anyone.  

Large hands, rough pads, like she worked outside with them, without gloves. Capable. Nice 

enough to palm a basketball. 

I liked women who could handle balls, especially mine, but I preferred being able to look 

them in the eye. 

Taylor-call-me-Tay towered over me. Granted she was wearing heels with the black wool 

trousers, and they gave her a three-to-four-inch advantage, but even without them, she was tall 

enough to be a point guard. Six foot, easy. 

If I was scouting, and I was always scouting, Id’ say she had the look and feel of someone 

who could handle herself. 

My eyes had yet to move much past the satiny over-blouse nipped in at the waist. It showed 

off a gentle rise of hips and a still narrow middle for someone her age. Flat boobs, but then the 

blouse wasn’t doing much to accentuate her assets. 

I wasn’t trying to be a dick but little Robert was interested to see if the nipples might join the 

party so I gave a good long stare, using my height disadvantage as an excuse. 



God knows, I couldn’t possibly be forced to look up. But I did, straight into quizzical dark 

brown eyes, wide-set with elegant brows naturally arched, not tweezed into submission. Despite 

a hint of a glower indicating a wee bit of displeasure over my obvious inspection, the package 

went beyond nicely put together. What really aggravated that annoying tingle was that the whole 

picture was done artfully, without conscious effort. She had a natural grace, the adornments 

simple, without pretense.  

Girl next door with Big Apple sensibilities. And a cornrow ’do that gave her beautiful head a 

sculpted, elegant quality, along with a hint of sass. 

I couldn’t help being a jock with a splash of Clinton Kelly. My sisters and nieces would 

understand and never blink an eye, but prudence dictated I should keep my hobbies to myself.   

Miz Tay finally gave in and sat down. Being the Neanderthal in the group, I forgot to noodge 

the chair toward the table, leaving that task to Arturo who wore a mask of polite disdain over my 

social gaff. 

My point spread for flavor-of-the-evening was falling off the charts. 

 

 

The Fink proved to be an excellent dinner companion, keeping the discussions to light-

hearted vignettes about the operating theater—and who knew that mishandling scalpels could be 

such a hoot—all told tongue-in-cheek, with a self-deprecatory style that had all of us smiling, 

then laughing out loud. 

Cordie nearly melted with adoration. And I couldn’t say I blamed her. She’d waited a hell of 

a long time for this, for a chance at real love, not a make-do place setting or the theater-of-the-

absurd drama that had consumed most of her adult life. 

They sipped the rather excellent red while I drained my glass and forced Arturo to abandon 

his questions about first courses to do an emergency refill. I assumed it was Bordeaux but, really, 

it could have been anything from grape juice on up the price spectrum. No one would ever 

accuse me of being a wine snob. 

Ales were my passion: dark, robust, stand a spoon upright, with a thick fragrant head kind of 

thing. 

Regarding the menu, the one without the prices listed, the Fink expansively offered the sky’s 

the limit so dearest Cordie immediately volunteered to chat it up with an obsequious Arturo. The 

man registered a ten on the smarmy scale as he leaned over my sister’s shoulder as she did a 

rapid tippity-tap on the plasticized menu with a freshly manicured fingernail. 

Nodding with enthusiasm, she and our waiter agreed on breaking tradition and putting 

together an antipasto robust enough to merit a celebration, selecting combinations not even the 

award-winning chef had thought of. 

Arturo grinned, made a few notes and scurried off. 

Taylor-call-me-Tay watched the proceedings, looking a bit like I felt—in over my head and 

sinking fast. Whether she was ruing the suggested pairings of calamari ala griglia with broccoli 

rabe in olive oil with roasted garlic and chillies or, like me, she was fairly nimble with numbers 

that went ka-ching, neither of us felt prepared to deal with the capolavoro di eccellenza culinaria 

italiana soon to grace our humble table. 

As luck would have it, we were seated boy-girl-girl-boy, leaving me next to my not-a-date 

and tongue-tied. Normally I wasn’t shy, having grown up with a pack of assertive women. I held 

my own, most days. Even when said dinner companion, by circumstance and not by choice, wore 



a bright neon not interested sign, I managed to accept it as the challenge it was. Sometimes I 

scored, sometimes I didn’t. 

Looking at Cordie, knowing tonight was her way of spreading the love she’d so recently 

discovered, I vowed not to be a total dork. I would make an effort, above and beyond eat and 

run. 

While Arturo and a squad of ranch hands busied themselves artfully arranging small boat-

like white platters of bits and bobs of undercooked seafood, I put on my Prince Charming face, 

smiled brightly and said, “So my sister tells me you’re in school.” 

Wrinkling her nose at the punte di asparagi, she kept one eye on the grilled octopus and the 

other on my finger tapping an unconscious SOS on my wine glass.  

“Yes.” 

Yes, I’ll fight you to the death for a piece of that knubby flesh swimming with capers and 

cherry tomatoes, or … yes, I’m in school. Or yes to something else. 

Hard to tell, and not the best of starts. 

One of the helpers graced my vicinity with bloody beef tenderloin covered with parmigiano 

shavings. Forgiving the gods of culinary science for fouling it with arugula and hearts of palm, I 

speared it with the outside fork and narrowly missed an opportunity for a quick foray to St. 

Luke’s emergency room for stab wounds. 

Miz Tay was as quick as I suspected and she wanted that bloody bite of meat as much as, 

maybe more than, I did. The forks squared off in an Italian standoff worthy of the Godfather.  

A gentleman would have relinquished all rights to the raw meat. I wasn’t a gentleman. 

Being a lefty gave me a slight advantage. I kept the impaled temptation in place and secured 

my fair share with a swift, deft slice across the grain. 

While Her Ladyship demurely slid the dripping bit onto her plate, I did a lift and drizzle 

across the dazzling white linen tablecloth, leaving a trail of shame. 

Cordie blanched and looked up at some point over my shoulder. Arturo was there, he had to 

be. Fortunately, the kitchen noises ramped up at that point, drowning out whatever the waitstaff 

was thinking sotto voce. 

Satisfied with the easy layup, I shoved the entire wad of tenderloin in my mouth and chewed 

contently. At least it gave me something to do with my mouth, because conversation wasn’t 

happening. 

One of the minions anticipated my interest in the calamari and smoothly deposited a selection 

onto the plate. I nodded my thanks and slipped a quick look to my right. 

She was still there. Lips pursed, not chewing. 

Fink’s words washed over me as I set my fork down and waited for my sister’s next bright 

idea.  

I was looking down the gullet of insalate, more fish, a cappuccino and desert with two forks. 

Then off to the theater to jam myself into a seat designed for someone five feet tall, and try not to 

doze off during the overture.  

The adage no good deed goes unpunished sprang to mind. 

Cordie giggled, reminding me of how easy it was to devil my favorite sister, and how much I 

loved hearing her laugh. 

With nothing in mind other than to force more than a yes or no, I turned to Taylor-the prim 

during a lull in the general din and asked, “So, how many times have you been divorced?” 

I’ve never actually had my balls shrivel from a look, but there was a first time for everything. 



 

Chapter Four 

 

 

Tay 
 

The salad chef maneuvered the cart between me and Cordie, forcing me to scoot my chair 

closer to my best friend’s brother and my one-way ticket to purgatory for what looked to be an 

eternity. 

Keeping one eye on the prep work and one eye on the blood oozing down the Neanderthal’s 

chin was giving me a headache. I preferred overseeing the anchovies smushed into a glorious 

paste along the bottom of a high wooden bowl than to peripheral vision Rob-not-Robbie flicking 

his tongue to scoop up the bloody drool. In lieu of the linen napkin, he opted to explore the outer 

limits with a muscle best kept hidden.  

Fortunately for her brother, Cordie was distracted by the Fink’s latest homilie and was 

relieved of the indignity of her brother using a thumb to trap the last succulent drizzle, depositing 

it in his mouth and sucking audibly. 

Sucking loud enough to displace Frank’s kind of town… 

Meanwhile, back at the salad cart, four cloves of garlic took the flat of a chopping blade, 

followed by a deft peel and a symphony of moves to mince the fragrant bulbs into impossibly 

uniform bits. Impressed, I was. The salad chef was young, but he definitely had skills. And he 

was easy on the eyes. 

Pouring extra virgin olive oil from a glass carafe that captured and reflected the greenish hue 

of the EVOO, young Tony whisked in the minced garlic, releasing a fragrance as subtle as rose 

petals. Cordie sniffed appreciatively but went back to her adoration. Clean-chinned Rob ignored 

the ballet to my right in favor of staring off into space. His loss. 

Arturo chattered with Tony in Italian as he removed the remains of the antipasto and dabbed 

without much success at the bloody trail on the tablecloth. Half expecting the man to deposit 

miniature cones, like the cops do at a crime scene, it didn’t surprise me when he covered the 

offending blot on his sense of decorum with a pure white bread plate. He followed up with a 

lovely selection of breads, all steaming fresh, succulent enough to make my mouth water. 

The Caesar salad proceeded apace. I’ve always admired how someone could crack an egg, 

then deftly manipulate the shell so that the white ends up in one half, the yolk in the other. He 

did that twice, with a certain panache, managing to catch Cordie and the Fink’s attention with his 

flexibility. The yolks and the smushed anchovies went in next. 

Tony’s wrists were uncommonly elegant, lean and supple, with corded veins roping into long 

fingers that grasped the metal handle of the whisk like a lover. As the creamy, buttery glow 

thickened, bits of the mixture kicked up toward the lip of the bowl. He took a napkin and tipped 

it gently, lovingly along the rim, licking full lips as he glanced sideways at me. 

He had my undivided. 

Rob squirmed next to me, carelessly bumping my thigh. The urge to reach down and pinch 

his balls hard enough to make him squeal was strong. While my brain had punishment in mind, 

the lady parts were suggesting curious upgrades and other entertainment options. 

Where the hell is that coming from?  

Tony, it had to be Tony, with the deft hand and a whisk. 



The clever young man pinched salt, grated pepper and squeezed a lemon into the smooth 

mixture, topped it with a few swipes on the grater with rock hard Parmesan, then looked at me 

with a glint in his eye. 

Did I? 

Oh yes, I most assuredly did. 

With a forefinger, I swiped an errant spray of the oil mixture off the uppermost ridge on the 

bowl and rimmed my finger with my tongue before total immersion and a sigh of raw 

contentment. 

Tony looked pleased in an orgasmic kind of way, eyelids at half mast, one corner of his 

gorgeous mouth upticked in a way that said do me, do me now. 

I did my finger instead. 

Rob squirmed again, but not in the preferred direction: away from my overheated flesh and 

dripping panties. Arturo poured something red across the way, his eyes bulging at the raw 

display of foodie lust.  

There’s something oddly … sinful, sucking on a finger in mixed company, deep-throating, 

then withdrawing it so slowly that every nerve gets individual attention, setting up a tingle wave 

of pleasure and flooding the mouth with the endorphins of complete surrender. 

It needed more lemon. Tony accepted my nod and gave another squeeze, a drip, then another 

and one more. Lifting an eyebrow to indicate ‘enough’ I sensed rather than heard Rob hiss next 

to me. 

Fondling the washed heads of romaine, Tony peeled away the wilted leaves and carefully 

tore the lettuce into bite-sized chunks to fall in a random pattern atop the thick dressing. After 

carefully tossing lettuce and dressing, he added the final coup de grace: toasted croutons brushed 

with garlic-infused EVOO and coarsely chopped. 

Arturo moved to Tony’s right and handed him deep ceramic bowls, filled with loving care by 

the boy toy I was ready to take home for my own particular use. 

With reluctance, the young man removed his sexy self and his cart from our table, leaving 

Arturo with the parmesan and a small grater. I murmured, ‘Gracie,” with regret as I’d rather have 

had Tony do me, though Arturo did a credible job of dispensing the cheese, never once taking his 

eyes off Rob. 

Rob looked uncomfortable, acutely so, and I wondered if maybe he was homophobic. Arturo 

was making no small bones about his interest … and that thought got me giggling, but I salvaged 

the moment with the napkin, dabbing delicately so as not to displace the lipstick I’d reluctantly 

donned for this event. 

Cordie chirped, “Did you know that Caesar salad has nothing to do with Caesar…” Rob 

cringed. “…but some guy in Mexico came up with the idea.” 

The Fink suggested it happened one night in Tijuana, and he would be correct, but he got the 

date wrong. 

“It was actually in the twenties, and the chef’s name was Caesar Cardini. He started the 

tradition of having the prep done at the table to add drama to the meal.” When I wasn’t 

memorizing playlists, I read recipe books. My hovel was full of them, despite my penurious 

situation.  

There wasn’t much more to add to that tidbit, so I hunkered down with a most excellent 

insalata and went to my happy place, the one where taste and texture and aroma fucked with 

abandon in my hungry mouth… 



The snort next to me was of the ‘oops, I can’t believe she said that out loud’vintage, 

confirmed when I did the eyeroll left only to find Rob’s head nearly buried in the colorful 

ceramic bowl. 

That’s the trouble with living alone. You lose the filters that keep conversation on an even 

keel.  

Fortunately for me, the Fink and my sorority sister assumed the giggles were for whatever 

the good doctor had just said. When the guy I remembered as a pimply-faced pain-in-the-patoot 

lifted his head, he had a mouthful of romaine and eyes-on-stalks, close to gagging but not quite 

there. 

Maybe Tony and I misjudged the lemon portion of the evening’s festivities. Or it was the 

anchovies; not everyone appreciated the exquisite combination of saltiness and fulsome omega 

three oil. A little went a long way, though Tony had erred on what I’d consider the conservative 

side with just two filets for an insalata serving for four. 

With his jaw working double time to masticate and dispose of the affront to his taste buds, 

Rob decided to multitask with passing the bread tray, handing it to the Fink and exposing a wide 

swath of his earlier transgression. 

Cordie, Arturo and I winced, but the Fink and Robbie found the rolls and warm sourdough 

more compelling, exchanging the butter urn back and forth while Cordie and I continued our 

love affair with Tony’s near masterpiece. 

In an effort to make an effort, I offered, “I’ve had my fair share of Caesars,” directing this 

pronouncement in Rob’s general direction, “and I’m willing to put it on my top ten list,” with a 

slight emphasis on my, thus relieving him of making a commitment one way or another. 

I’d caught him with a gullet full of sourdough and another round of errant drizzle on his chin, 

this time creamery Italian butter, so thick and rich it made me horny with desire to lick it off his 

face, five o’clock shadow notwithstanding. 

I hated to admit it, but sometimes my tongue liked it rough. 

He gave me an ‘um’, making what was clearly a conscious effort to chew with his mouth 

closed. In profile he wasn’t unpleasant to look at, and not nearly as boyish as I first thought. 

There were some fine lines radiating out from sable brown eyes, the lashes normal length and the 

brows arched, giving him a devilish cast to his features when crinkled with laughter. 

The mouth was nice too, wide-set but not too full. I’d hazard kissable might be an apt 

description, and given my state of enforced celibacy, forgiving myself for that wayward thought 

wasn’t too hard. 

Hard… 

Crap. You are so not attracted to him, girl.  

Arturo did an end run on Rob’s left, reaching for plates and wine glasses and setting up a 

domino effect… 

Napkin jarred lose to drift with linen elegance onto the floor next to my chair, Rob ducking 

to grab it and missing, his cheek brushing my thigh—I could almost feel the stubble like grit on a 

wheel, lancing through fabric to chitter with the gooseflesh his cologne and maleness forced 

awake.  

Me: a mirror image, shrugging left, torso half turned to meet his cheekbones grazing my 

breast, the one with the skimpy lace and no support, and the hint, barely there, of hot breath and 

a sigh of pleasure. 



I might have imagined the sigh. The drag of coarse dark hair across my most sensitive flesh 

… that was not my imagination. And whether deliberate or not, nipples long out of practice said 

‘hello stranger’ and went for the easy two. 

One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three… 

Then time, sound and motion ceased for a heartbeat and we stared at each other, blinked and 

turned away, a careful choreography of it never happened. 

Keeping his eyes averted, he asked into the dead air space, “You want bread?” and handed 

me the last roll—a mini-baguette, caressed with strong, blunt fingers, the thumb tracing a path 

along the crusty length, held just beyond my reach. With his free hand he slathered the soft butter 

over the entire surface with the butter knife until the coated length sweat glistened with droplets 

from the heat of his hand. 

Licking my lips, I tendered an offer, a brief tweak with thumb and forefinger on the tip, 

acknowledging his resistance but persisting until he released the loaf. 

After contemplating the offering, I placed the phallic length of erotic suggestion into my 

mouth, bedding it to my fingertips and withdrawing it slowly through puckered lips, the buttery 

sweetness oozing and coating my lips like gloss. A gloss with weight and substance and carrying 

all the flavors of sin in its salty, lipid goodness. 

I thought he wasn’t looking. 

I was wrong. 

He mouthed ‘fuck me’ and Arturo nearly passed out. 



 

Chapter Five 

 

 

Rob 
 

The Fink and the Valkyrie made their excuses and headed toward the restrooms while me 

and my besotted sister awaited the next course. The wine was getting to me, the acidic content 

playing havoc with an ulcer that sprouted wings the minute that first gag of putrid fish oil hit the 

back of my throat. 

I needed to gargle with a single malt and quick because the prospect of wolfing down more 

cuisine was on the dark side of not in this life. 

The Fink had chosen a—to use his term—very special dish that I was pretty sure contained 

thin slices off calves held in bondage to keep their hide and muscles lax, flaccid, and fork tender. 

Veal. 

I hated veal. 

Other than the mouthful of bloody tenderloin, there was nothing so far to keep me from 

starving to death. I suspected, after the show, I’d be heading to my favorite watering hole to beg 

a Reuben and fries from Sally Sweetcheeks, our name for the aging proprietress who treated ‘her 

boys’ with good humor and motherly affection. If your waistline didn’t strain your jeans, it 

wasn’t for Sally’s lack of trying. 

“So, hon, what do you think?” 

That was a landmine waiting for a misstep. Casting the net in the general direction of one-

size-fits-all, I allowed that,“It’s all good,” followed by a quick grin and an urgent need to 

rearrange the dinnerware into my preferred formation: knife, fork. Spoons were for pussies, or 

ice cream. The extraneous pieces got marshaled into an orthogonal arrangement, ninety degrees 

to the infantry, out of the way but available for backup just in case. 

Cordie knew me well enough to recognize my lack of enthusiasm and prevarication. 

“Robbie, talk to me.” 

Yeah, Robbie, let your older sister carry the weight of your issues like she always did. I said 

something to the effect of I don’t know what you’re talking about, but she wasn’t buying it. 

“Is it Allison? Do you miss her?” 

My ex? Oh hell no. 

What I missed was getting a regular blow job on Saturday night because I was too whacked 

out from work, writing, hauling ass to practices, interviewing and kissing up to management. 

What I missed was a life without a deadline looming over me. And an editor with ice in his veins 

and a hard on for gossip, whether true or not. 

What I missed was waking up with a soft warm body jonesing for morning wood, OJ and 

promise to do it again sometime. 

When I realized she required an answer, I shook my head, freeing up a run at we’d never say 

it to your face, after all it’s your life and we’d never interfere… but, at which point Dr. 

Finklestein arrived to take his seat and give my sister a peck on her cheek. 

The Fink looked from me to Cordie and asked, “Anything wrong?” From the look on his 

face, he wasn’t inquiring after my thoughts on the meal so far. The good doctor had his finger on 



the pulse of relationships which kicked him up a couple of notches on my watch what you say 

meter but also made me appreciate how good he was going to be for my sister. 

I liked the Fink. Enough to indicate that work was a bitch and to give him enough pithy 

details into the workings of the underbelly of professional sports to have him shaking his head in 

commiseration with my unfortunate state of affairs. 

Cordie listened politely, but since I wasn’t saying the magic words: I’ve met someone 

special, most of what got said passed in one ear and out the other. My sisters, nieces and cousins 

had their priorities set to happily ever after. I was good with the next ten minutes. 

And then the Valkyrie sauntered back and my internal clock went haywire, like I’d been 

sucker punched. Until I’d done the innocent, brushing her boob with my chin, I’d been put off by 

her haughtiness. That was until the cattle prod zapped my gonads and had me fantasizing a set of 

drills to test her ball handling and my driving for the easy score. 

If she hadn’t done the finger thing, I might have stayed at mildly interested. But not now. 

She’d moved into radar range with the promise of a little one-on-one. But there was more to it 

than me needing to get laid and her tripping my proximity alert.  

My intuition sensed a story, a big one, in an expose sort of way. One side of my brain said I 

recognized her from somewhere, and not from shooting hoops back when I had zits and 

hormones and none of the sense that God gave geese. 

The other side said— Well, actually what I was feeling wasn’t brain related at all.  

Tay-for-Taylor settled onto the chair and Arturo and his army appeared with steaming dishes 

of veal spiedini. I wasn’t taking credit for knowing that because Miss Finger Fuck explained, 

“It’s thin slices of veal rolled around a mixture of pine nuts, prosciutto and fresh mozzarella.” 

She licked her lips and examined the sauce with an eye to peeling it apart, ingredient by 

ingredient. Looking up at Arturo she asked, “Amogio?” 

Arturo was in raptures, followed closely by the Fink. It wasn’t red so I asked, “What’s that?” 

with the tone of one doing his obligation but not really wanting to know the particulars. 

Veal was veal, no matter how doctored the meat, or what the chef used to hide it. 

Miss Tay nodded for Fink to do the honors. 

“It’s a marinade.” The good doctor sniffed appreciatively as Arturo laid the plate in front of 

him and backed away so as not to impede the aroma. Fink smiled and said, “Ah, olive oil, very 

light. Lemon. Basil.” Another sniff. “And garlic.” 

Great. More lemon. 

The gorgeous warrior princess next to me frowned and looked concerned, giving me a quick 

glance and then motioned to Arturo to approach for a consult. She muttered something in Italian, 

which sent my spidey sense on high alert. 

My fanboy nodded and said, “But of course, signora,” and whisked my plate away before I 

could voice either an objection or an inquiry. 

Muttering to the company at large, “Please, don’t wait on me,” I resigned myself to being 

singled out as the dunce at the table, the one with no taste, no refinement and no culture. “Three 

for three,” escaped my lips before I caught myself saying something completely insulting to my 

host and my sister. 

The Valkyrie’s warm hand stroked my thigh as she leaned in with a whispered, “I don’t care 

for veal either, but I can eat it.” 

One of Arturo’s minions interrupted with a plate of chicken Marsala in a wine sauce that 

looked like heaven and smelled even better. The speed with which it appeared had to mean 



another customer would be enjoying an additional glass of wine on the house while waiting for 

their order. 

I said, keeping my voice pitched so only she could hear me, “I could kiss you for this.” 

That got me another squeeze, high and inside, and suddenly dinner seemed superfluous. 

Before I could suggest dessert selections, she smiled, withdrew the hand and began digging into 

her entrée. We spent the next few minutes devouring our meals and mewling small appreciative 

sounds of gustatory ecstasy. Mostly I picked at my plate, moving the bits of chicken around the 

brown sauce with mushrooms and wondering what it would take to get Tay’s finger to mop up a 

generous portion of sauce, stick it in my mouth and let me suck it until she moaned something 

dirty in Italian.  

Actually, I wasn’t fussy. Anything in Italian would be a monumental turn-on right now. My 

cock was hard enough to tent the damn napkin and the only safeguard I had was the artful drape 

to the tablecloth. 

After eating enough not to rile my eagle-eyed sister, I let Arturo lean over and clear my 

space. He brushed the tablecloth aside, revealing the joy in my trousers, and burbled something 

in Italian. 

Tay, my goddess, inhaled sharply. Thanks to Arturo I was now in foul trouble. 

Disappointment creased our server’s face but he bore up under the failure to entice us with 

additional calories. The man cheered considerably when the Fink ordered cappuccinos with 

Kahlua and reminded Arturo we were on the clock. He bowed and scraped and gratefully 

accepted a very generous gratuity and wished us well and bid us come back again.  

The look he gave me could have melted glass and I have to admit, with those smoky, 

smoldering eyes … get me drunk enough, I might reconsider my preferences. 

As we exited the restaurant, Tay remarked, “I do believe you made a conquest.” She gripped 

my arm to keep me from turning around and giggled. “Don’t look. If you do, I believe he will 

follow you home.” 

“Shit.” 

Cordie asked, “What dear?” 

“Uh, nothing, just tripped.” 

Fink handed Tay a satchel and asked if she wanted to change. 

“Yeah, if you don’t mind Dr. Finkl— uh, Fink. I won’t get far in these things.” 

Those ‘things’ were the spike heels. The Amazon whipped out a pair of trainers and slipped 

them on quickly. I beat her to the punch by kneeling and tying the laces good and snug. That 

gave me an excuse to move in close as I stood, now nearly eye-to-eye with her.  

That made me feel loads more comfortable. Small of me but there you have it. 

She smiled and blushed, giving her mocha complexion a tawny glow in the streetlights.  

“Did you mean it?” 

Uh-oh, mean what? 

“About kissing me.” 

Oh hell, yeah. 

The Fink called back, “Which way, Rob?” 

I thought ‘shit’ but answered with another question, “Which theater?” 

The Fink moved under the light pole and peered myopically at a piece of paper folded into 

quarters. “It’s the Ambassador.” 



Tay had moved away and joined my sister to talk girl talk while I mulled over her question. 

I’d been worried about staying awake during the performance and not dozing off and ruining 

Cordie’s evening out with great honking snores.  

I didn’t think that was going to be an issue now. 

“Rob?” 

“Uh, sorry, it’s two blocks that way,” waving in the direction we needed to go, “and then two 

up.”  

We arrived with five minutes to spare. 

 

 

Cordie gushed, it’s what she did. If you capitalized and bolded every word coming out of her 

mouth, that would be only a faint indication at how thrilled she was about our evening, what a 

success, a veritable triumph of the human spirit. The Fink smiled and gently led my sister away 

as Tay and I waved weak goodbyes. 

I loved my sister dearly but a little Cordie went a long way. 

That left me alone with a woman who was slowly getting under my skin and for the life of 

me I had no clue why. 

Initially standoffish, she’d given me glimpses of a woman who knew how to play and play 

hard. She also had a belly laugh that tickled my soul and drew me in so that I laughed along with 

her, even when I didn’t get the joke. 

I hadn’t planned on it but I said, “Should I get us a cab?” Us, not her, not me, us. 

“I, uh, I can get home just fine. Thanks.”  

She held out her hand and I let it hang for a heartbeat, then I drew her close and whispered 

into her mouth, “I owe you a kiss. And I always pay my debts.” 

Anchoring her head with my palms pressed against her ears, I explored her mouth, keeping it 

soft and undemanding even though every nerve cell imploded at the taste … wine and smooth 

creamy butter and the bitter sharpness of the cappuccino. Going rigid, she slammed a wall 

between us and I backed away, respecting her space. 

“Now, where do you live?”  

She managed to look relieved and disappointed at the same time, and I could have pressed 

her to come to my place and she might have, she had that aura of indecision. I saw it in the set to 

her shoulders that belied regret.  

“I’m not a stalker, Taylor, you can trust me to take you home. And that’ll be it. Okay?” 

Nodding, she let me take her hand as I flagged a cab. When she told the cabbie where she 

lived, I cringed with understanding. To say it was a bad neighborhood wasn’t putting too fine a 

point on it.  

“You could come to my place. Go home in the morning.” I added quickly, “I have a fold up 

cot for when my cousins visit.” 

“I’ll be fine, Rob. Thanks anyway. It’s best…” 

Yes, it was best. 

That’s why I didn’t like it. But I kept my mouth shut and held onto her hand. 

She waved me and the cabbie off and bolted into the three story walkup. I watched until she 

disappeared and then settled back for the ride home through darkened, ugly streets. 

In the morning, I had research to do for an article I was writing on recruiting. It would give 

me a chance to hit the stacks at NYU, maybe do a little poking around. 

Taylor O’Brien had secrets. 



There was no logical reason for me to want to know more about her. 

No logical reason at all… 



 

Chapter Six 

 

 

Tay 
 

Four days. Four. Long. Days. 

Belly grumbling in time to the four-four beat, I side-stepped the makeshift kitchen and curled 

up on the couch, ruing eating so much the night before.  

Should have known better, girl. A full belly thinks it deserves to be full all the time. 

Trying to distract myself with the remembered scents and flavors of Meal Extraordinaire, 

instead I ended up with the savory whisper of soft lips and a hint of tongue in a lingering blend 

of wish fulfillment and remorse. 

Robert van Horn kissed like he meant it, in a sensitive, honest, real way. Surprising me. So 

much so I let the wall fall, kersplat. Any other guy would have taken it as a not in this lifetime 

sucker, but Rob didn’t, and there was no way for me to figure how I knew that to be true. I just 

did. 

Respect. 

That’s what it was. Respect wrapped around the condition that it wasn’t the end of the matter. 

His hand gripping mine the whole ride back to my place, the way he watched me get out of the 

cab, staring out the window to make sure I got inside in one piece. 

Like he knew me. And he cared. 

He had no reason to: I was the plus-one, fulfilling an obligation to his sister, it was over and 

done. It had nothing to do with me. 

But his lips hadn’t said that. 

“Don’t be needy, dipshit. Not now.” Flicking my wrist, I murmured, “Think about Tony and 

the whisk and that bit of sin…” and the hiss of breath as Rob’s eyes went molten, sable-to-gold-

to-flaming-heat.  

I could kiss you for that… 

Standing with a jerk, I stated categorically for the walls’ benefit, “I’m so far from his type 

it’s laughable and I need to think about holding on for four more days, and not about him turning 

to watch me out the rear window of the cab.” 

With a penetrating stare. Curious.  

But about what? 

“Not you jerk-off.”  

No, not me. With my stupid cornrows and body gone to mush and self-esteem buried in a 

sub-basement so low down neither me, myself nor I was ever going to resurrect it. 

He was being a gentleman, the son raised to do right by the women in his family. Nothing 

more. Nothing less. 

Besides, he never asked if he could call, never said one word, just fingered my hand like he 

owned it, like he had a right to it. 

Self-assured asshat. Prick.  

The cell jingle-jangled and I saw it was local but not a number I recognized. My heart 

skipped a beat, then two. 



“Hello?” It came out a whiny rasp so I tried again, then collapsed back onto the couch, 

disappointment like ice water in my veins. 

“Hi, Cordie.You’re up early.” For Cordie, eight in the frigging morning happened only for a 

sale at Nordstrom or a pending call to her divorce attorney. Since I was neither, I listened as she 

reminded me that the Fink was off doing Fink things and Cordie was alone and needing girl talk. 

Did I want to join her for breakfast? 

Pregnant pause. 

The Fink and my best friend had already ponied up rescue airfare from Italy and a week’s 

stay at a Holiday Inn while I got my proverbial shit together and developed a game plan. After 

that I was shuffled from one cousin to another for short hauls while Sam and Marie waved magic 

wands at NYU. That whole crew had fast-tracked me onto the road-to-recovery so fast my head 

was still spinning.  

The least I could do was take her to breakfast. 

Except that wasn’t happening. Not for four more days. Sam had offered to fill in the gap but 

… well, I wore big girl panties and if going without made me an adult, then so be it.  

She said the magic words, “My treat, dearest,” and the empty fridge and even emptier shelves 

receded for the time being. 

Such was the life of the graduate assistant. Far from complaining, I was thankful for the faith 

put in me, a has been, a lackluster student in my prime with few qualifications other than a good 

eye and big brass ones on the court. So tuition got covered, leaving me to exist in one of the most 

expensive cities in the country with a small stipend. Small being the operative term. 

The money covered rent. Rent that was due on Monday so I’d have to silver tongue my way 

around the fact I was good for it, a dance I did every single month and damn it just never got old. 

Grimacing, I mumbled, “Thanks,” and made arrangements to meet Cordie in an hour at the 

Milennium. I couldn’t recall if they had a restaurant and if they did, was there an all-you-can-eat 

buffet? Because I was loading up on calories, filling that hollow leg to capacity and beyond.  

The black wool trousers were all I had in the fit-to-be-seen, perfect for a brunch date, not so 

much for shooting hoops on a basketball court. I didn’t want to have to trudge all the way home 

to change and then hit the streets again. That left a reasonably fashionable lightweight exercise 

outfit, a clinging nylon piece with a racing stripe that never wrinkled, no matter what I did to it. I 

threw shorts and a tank top into the oversized duffel that seconded as a purse, fumbled around for 

my transit pass and discovered a five dollar bill stuffed into a wrinkle in the lining. 

Feeling flush, I headed out with a spring in my step. 

 

 

“This is like old times, isn’t it?” 

“Yeah.” I smiled apologetically, a habit I’d developed since coming back home with my tail 

between my legs. 

Cordie wasn’t buying it and said with an edge to her voice bordering on motherly, “It’s done 

and over with, do you hear me? Put it behind you, Tay.” 

Shrugging, I dug deep for the bit of me I used to assure everyone who cared that I was okay, 

doing fine, handling it, movin’ on… Instead, I got a napkin and a ‘there there’ as Cordie grasped 

my hand so tightly it hurt, but in a good way. A way that said ‘I love you’ as only women friends 

can. 

With her other hand, my best friend slid an envelope across the table and tapped it with a 

fingernail. 



“No, I can’t,” was the first thing out of my mouth, because I knew what she was doing and 

why. 

Cordie tut-tutted that it wasn’t her at all. That barely halted my tactful blubbering but at least 

it aroused my curiosity. I had yet to open the envelope but I knew it contained funds and the 

offer to continue to help me out of the pit of despair I’d dug for myself. 

“It’s David, dear. He’s concerned about you.” She flicked the fingernail on the heavyweight 

bond, shoving it marginally closer. “He doesn’t have children of his own, you know.” 

I didn’t and that had little or no relevance to the Fink making a monetary donation to the 

Taylor O’Brien sinking ship of lost causes. As far as I was concerned that bit of paper carried a 

double dose of anthrax. I wasn’t touching it, not with a foot long butter knife. 

Since it was pretty clear I was entrenching on the high moral ground of not taking advantage 

of friends, Cordie tried another tactic. “You don’t need to spend it. David opened an account in 

your and his name. There’s a debit card for your use. It’s there if you need it.” She blinked and 

waited for me to blow my nose on the linen, then continued, “Think of it as your emergency 

reserve. If you need to come visit, or Michael…” 

Michael.  

Steeling herself, Cordie forged ahead. “If that asshole decides to come after you for more 

money or tries anything at all, well…” 

Nearly choking on the words, I managed to spit out, “He’s already taken everything I had. 

Cleaned me out.”  

She had to understand that if I had nothing, there was no reason for him to come after me at 

all. Stay under the radar and put in the waiting period, five long years because I didn’t 

understand the law and tried to prove fault in order to reclaim my assets. Had it been by mutual 

consent, the waiting period would only have been three years. 

I’d been lulled into complacency after going before the judge and obtaining the separazione 

formale, a legal separation good for one year. Color me stupid when I found out how long my 

incarceration would really be. 

“That’s why David put it in both your names, love. If Michael tries anything at all, he will 

have the full weight of the Finklestein’s and the van Horn’s on his ass.” 

“I-I can’t…” 

“You can and you will. David does not take no for an answer.” She glanced down at her lap 

and blushed, the pinkish rose flushing her cheeks with a naughty glow. “He can be quite … 

commanding, my David.” 

“I don’t know what to say…” 

She did her classic eyeroll, discussion over. “There are papers to sign and you’ll need a pin 

number. I believe the bank has full instructions in there.” Sitting back, she nodded in 

understanding as I debated the pros and cons. 

The bottom line was I had the clothes on my back, a stipend that barely housed me, let alone 

put food on the table, and no fallback position other than the kindness of distant cousins and a 

woman whose family had embraced me, a rural black girl from the south, as one of their own. 

Sliding the envelope into the duffel bag, I said, “I’ll pay this back someday, every cent.” 

“I know you will.” She paused for a minute, then said quietly, “One other thing. David’s 

brother is a lawyer in Boston. His firm does something with international law. If you need help 

moving this thing along,” the thing being my divorce in a country that made jumping into the 

bowels of Mt. Vesuvius more attractive, “perhaps Mort can be of some assistance. His card’s in 

there also.” 



“I don’t know how to thank you, Cordie, I really don’t.” 

“You graduating with an MBA will be thanks enough, kiddo.” She pushed away from the 

table and announced, “Enough gloom and doom for one morning, don’t you think? How close 

are we to Rockefeller Center?” 

“Coupla blocks.” 

“Good. I have until two o’clock so let’s just be two old friends out to do the sights, shall 

we?” 

Arm-in-arm we sauntered over to Sixth Avenue and hung a left while I tried to find some 

way of bringing up a subject that was burning a hole in my libido: her little brother, the snarky 

kid who’d grown into a man, a damn fine looking man with a kiss that had sent me into orbit and 

it shouldn’t have. 

The fact that Cordie hadn’t said word one about Robbie made my skin tingle and my ears 

burn. It wasn’t like her to hold back.  

Had baby brother called and told her off for dumping such a skank on him? Or had he called, 

wanting more information? Cordie knew better than to blab my misfortunes to any sympathetic 

ear, even to a brother who was single, attractive and employed. 

The thing was … my bestest friend in the entire universe was a matchmaker by avocation. 

She hadn’t needed to include me in that little family celebration last night. Not at all. The woman 

simply did not just casually kill two birds with one stone; she didn’t have it in her. What she did 

have was an uncanny knack of shoving two smoldering embers close enough to make sparks fly. 

So Cordie being Cordie, she should have been all over me with well, what did you think of, 

what about, yadda yadda… 

I could kiss you for that… 

What wasn’t she telling me?  



 

Chapter Seven 

 

 

Rob 
 

Sally nudged my elbow and took a swipe with the rag, mopping up the foam that oozed over 

the rim of the tankard. I’d done what I usually do … set the glass directly on the mirror surface, 

so highly polished you’d see your reflection if you had a mind to look. The coaster was 

bookmarking my notepad as I toggled back and forth from the Mac to the handwritten 

scribblings. 

Most of us didn’t bother to stare at our reflection, either on the bar surface or at the mirror on 

the wall. Not this early in the day. Not on a Saturday after the meager lunch mob had chowed 

down and gone off doing whatever it is single career guys do of an afternoon in a chilly wet rain 

on a long weekend. Some, not me, had Monday off. I had a deadline instead. A three hundred 

word op ed on college recruiting. 

That wasn’t recruiting as in a how to manual, with pros and cons, or who was in, who was on 

the outs. My editor, old school but a convert to the raw meat approach to all the news unfit to 

print, was looking to score bonus points with the new management. Suits with entertainment, not 

exposés in mind. Crimes and misdemeanors were old news and the only ones who cared were 

alumnae with vested interests in bowl games and bragging rights. 

I was looking to score something new and different. Basically the goal was to ruin lives for 

families with kids brought up like rock gods and sporting entitlement issues as badges of honor. 

The lot of us, we were all looking to spear the cult of celebrity with pithy words and sound bite 

trivia. Forever pursuing the holy grail of having your own words quoted back to you, preferably 

on ESPN.  

Snarky, out-of-sorts, I could feel my thirty-five years sitting heavy on my shoulders.  

The weather had driven me off campus and into the pub, looking for sustenance and hot 

coffee. I’d had that, and then some, later graduating to my preferred brew as I surfed the web in 

pursuit of leads. 

It would have been easier if I’d gotten a decent night’s sleep, but I hadn’t and I could lay 

blame on my conniving sister, leaving me alone with … her.  

“Can I get you something different, hon?” Sally moved the plate with the half-eaten ham and 

swiss on rye closer toward her, as if the suds in the sink just beyond my line-of-sight had dibs on 

the chipped surface. 

Shrugging, I shoved it the rest of the way, remembering my manners and starving children 

everywhere, letting the hint of guilt creep in with my, “I’m sorry, Sally, guess I’m not very 

hungry.” 

Sally tsked-tsked at that and reminded me to keep up my strength, I was too skinny, how was 

I gonna snare the right one looking like a lost soul … and a stream of mutterings that went in one 

ear and out the other. 

I actually enjoyed the mothering. It grounded me, made me think of home and better times, 

when the family united against me, the youngest, but in a good kind of way. The way that said 

they loved me unconditionally. 

Maybe not Cordie, though. Cordie came with conditions, all for my own good. 



Like last night. It was a set-up, pure and simple. There was no other reason for it. She and 

that woman had a shared history that neither me nor the Fink needed to be party to. 

I jotted down a note to unsplit infinitives and went back to doodling on the notepad. I’d 

written Taylor, Tay-for-Taylor and capital T’s diagonally, horizontally and vertically, nearly 

filling the page with teenage hormones and thirty-five year old loneliness. 

Sally refilled the glass, my third, and not a good sign for me finishing the piece by game 

time.  

A few patrons shuffled in and out, keeping Sally occupied but not exactly busy. That brought 

her back to the damning bit of paper and the inevitable question, “Who’s that, Robbie?” 

Yeah, Robbie, who is that? 

Just somebody I met last night. Nobody. Just a friend, my sister’s friend, the friend I kissed 

and would have taken to my bed in a heartbeat. 

That nobody. 

Damn. 

“Yo, Horndog, you doing the game tonight?” 

Double damn. My counterpart from The Observer shoved his narrow ass onto the padded 

seat next to me and grabbed my Guinness, helping himself to a generous sample. 

“Startin’ early, aintcha, boyo?” Paddy was late fifties, irrepressible and a damn good 

observer of the game when he wasn’t deep in his cups as Mom used to say. 

Recognizing when to quit, I slapped the lid down on the laptop and turned just in time to 

rescue my ale before Paddy slugged the rest down. 

Sally sauntered over, putting a little more sway in her caboose than what we young turks 

usually earned for our efforts, and smirked at both of us. 

“More of the same, boys?”  

Paddy glanced from me to the bartender and said with a growl, “Do I have reason to be 

jealous, heh, Sweetcheeks?” Sally blushed crimson to her dark roots and tittered as my friend 

ordered a refill for me and a Bushmills with a beer chaser for himself. 

Talk about starting early. I glanced at my watch. Three-thirty and I’d yet to hear from Cordie. 

She and the Fink had decided to stay over in the city when the good doctor’s professional 

organization had gone into overtime over rules and regs governing the ruling junta and their 

vaulted minions. I’d sent courtside tickets over to their hotel just in case one or both decided to 

break away from all the festivities and see what I did for a living. 

I wasn’t expecting either one to join me but it was the least I could do to repay them for the 

meal and the show. 

Especially the meal. 

“Ah, boyo, me arse is naught for feeling the love here. What say we relocate to a booth,” and 

he waved the whiskey in the general direction of a cleared spot by the men’s room. 

Gathering up my equipment and notebooks, I followed Paddy to the darkened corner, glad to 

be rid of words and dying muses for a while. Sally brought a tray with refills and snacks and left 

us to our own devices. 

Lighting a cigarette, Paddy inhaled deeply and blew it out in my direction. I didn’t smoke, 

not anymore, but I appreciated the sharp tang and secondary hit from his English Ovals, 

smuggled in from Delaware via one of his buddies running a distributorship below the Mason 

Dixon. 

He held the pack out but I declined with a shake of the head. If I started again, I wouldn’t be 

able to stop and I had enough sucking my bank account dry without lighting up five dollar bills. 



Addictions were like that.  If I had a sawbuck for every time I thought or said, ‘I can stop 

whenever I want to’, I’d be shacked up in the Hamptons with an heiress and a deal with 

Patterson to co-pen his next book. 

Paddy slipped lengthwise along the bench seat, feet up and loafers tipped, rocking off his 

toes as he sucked down the Bushmills, then the beer and finally a hit of unfiltered, releasing the 

smoke slowly through his nose on a long sigh. He was a jiggler, a perpetual motion machine and 

age had done little or nothing to slow him down. 

I wasn’t much better but I kept my trainers laced and legs crossed at the ankles, toes tapping 

to some inner beat of coulda, woulda, shoulda. 

“Didja hear?” 

Given our recent takeover and the groveling amongst upper management to keep their 401k’s 

intact, I figured that’s what he meant. We weren’t the only targets. It was a media blitzkrieg with 

one rag after another falling under the yoke of one corporate owner with the bottom line, not the 

news, on everyone’s corporate mind. 

“I heard you were next.” I tipped the glass in sympathy and sipped at the rich brew. 

Nodding, he side-stepped the issue and went off on a tangent. “Me girl, she’s putting in a 

spare. Did I mention that?” 

“Room?” Sometimes a conversation with Paddy meandered down multiple pathways. It 

helped to stop and smell the shamrock while the man got to the point. Sometimes he did and 

sometimes he didn’t. The poet in me liked the journey, so I wriggled to get comfortable, 

prepared to wait him out. 

“She moved back, ya know?”  

Yes, I did, to the Old Country, to their shared roots. Paddy was as American as apple pie, 

having been born and raised in the mean streets of Boston to Irish immigrant parents who never 

let him forget his origins and the dreams of people too tough to let them go. 

Palming a handful of salted peanuts, I allowed an observation, “It’s never easy, is it?” 

“No, boyo, ye got that in one.” 

The salt and oils and crunch assaulted my mouth, coating the tongue and reminding me of the 

odd combination of flavors: caffeine laced with garlic and lemon and the imagined pulse of 

sweet honey across my lips. I’d barely touched her though every follicle had stood at attention at 

the bizarre headiness of her surrender and retreat. 

Angry with myself, I brushed at the mop of hair hanging in my eyes and had an epiphany. 

I know you. I’m sure of it. But not as Cordie’s best friend. 

As something … something else. 

Sitting up, I chugged the rest of the ale and asked Paddy, “Do you remember a basketball 

player, last name O’Brien?” I hastened to add, “WNBA, ten, maybe fifteen years ago?” 

He was a walking encyclopedia, just so long as you gave him enough to work with. From his 

creased brow, it looked like what I had wasn’t going to do it. Paddy wasn’t into the women’s 

sports as much as me but if there’d been anything newsworthy, he’d have known about it. 

“Sorry, laddie, not ringing a bell,” he said with regret, but the expression on his face told me 

he wasn't letting it go. Without meaning to, I had triggered some alerts. He sat up and folded his 

hands, waiting for me to fill in the blanks. 

Since there was no reason not to, I told him about my evening, how the O’Brien woman had 

moved, how she’d kick-started my nose for a story. I left out the finger fuck and how she’d come 

into my arms and how she’d tasted when I’d kissed her like she would break if I didn’t take care. 



Sally interrupted but I already had enough of a buzz on so I passed on another. I still needed 

to find my way to the Garden and put in my time. My boys were in a smackdown with the Heat 

and I didn’t hold out much hope for a high scoring game. It had boring written all over it, not a 

good way to go into my evening. Ergo, me tying one on early. 

The cell buzzed but I let it go to voicemail. It was Cordie, probably asking me to join her and 

the Fink for a quick dinner, but I was working on contrary and disappointed. 

And feeling the fool for not getting Miz O’Brien’s number so I could call her and… And 

what? Chat? 

Yeah, right, like that worked out so well last night. 

She was my sister’s friend, her oldest best friend.  

We had nothing in common other than a passion for bloody raw beef and garlic sticks 

slathered in butter. 

Gawd, I remembered how she’d deep-throated that bread, sucking off the garlicky butter, 

making her lips shine up and glisten, leaving me hard as a rock and thinking things I had no right 

to. 

There was something there, I felt it in my bones. I told myself it was a story and didn’t bother 

to debate how that might just be a lie. 

“She went to VaTech with my sister, graduated around ninety-seven, maybe ninety-eight.” I 

wasn’t actually sure of the date but it was close enough. 

Paddy asked, “You sure she played here?” 

Here being in the good old USofA. No, I wasn’t sure, but I did mention she spoke Italian, to 

which my friend did a ‘uh-huh’ and scribbled notes with a chewed up pencil.  

“She got a first name?” 

“Um, yeah, Tay. Taylor.” A few more facts filtered in. “She’s from near Blacksburg, dad 

farmed if I remember correctly. And she had a scholarship.” 

And she haunted my every waking minute… But Paddy didn’t need to know that. It was bad 

enough it was happening to me. Like the air I breathed was quicksand, leaving me light-headed 

and giddy with anticipation. 

I wanted to see her again. I knew where she lived. But I wasn’t asking my sister for her 

number. I’d shoot myself in the foot before I’d stoop to that. 

“I’ll put me thinking cap on, laddie.”  

He fished a fistful of nuts as we both slid out of the booth and took turns heading to the 

men’s room so he could watch over my laptop and notes. When he was ready to leave he 

wrapped a scarf around his grizzled features and waved goodbye, disappearing into a swath of 

tourists intent on having an real Irish Pub experience. 

Grimacing at the thought of having to sit alone, courtside, I made my way to the bar, paid my 

tab and gave Sally a generous tip. She blew a kiss, but it wasn’t the same. Not anymore. 

I’d had the real deal. Imitations weren’t going to cut it, not from here on out. 

At the Garden, I stowed my gear in a locker and kibitzed my way onto the floor, making the 

rounds, networking, gossiping. I had offers to sit here, sit there, but for some perverse reason I 

now wanted to be alone, to wallow in my loneliness, to appreciate it to its fullest. 

One of the cheerleaders, a Bambi or something close to that, made me an offer for later. I 

said sure but didn’t mean it, then had to fight my way through the crowd to reach my seat. 

Instead of two empties next to me, there was only one. 



She was sitting there, looking around expectantly, nervously. And my gut went into spasms. I 

nearly turned and bolted in the other direction but manned up and approached just as the bell 

rang and the players flooded onto the court. 

I sank next to her and asked the first thing that came into my head. 

“What are you doing here?” 



 

Chapter Eight 

 

 

Tay 
 

Tip-off. 

Carson goes for the easy layup, rimmed and out. 

Crappy ball handling. 

Hopefully they’re just still warming up… 

It looked to be a long night, otherwise. 

 

The Neanderthal in jeans and trainers and a faded turtleneck still sat half-turned, one eye on 

the action, the other on me. Waiting for an answer to his question: what are you doing here? 

Up until he’d plopped down like a petulant toddler pissed off because somebody invaded his 

personal space, I’d been tickled pink to get the pass from Cordie. 

“Robbie gave us game tickets, dearest, but David has other obligations for tonight. And you 

know me … basketball? Really?” And my best friend laughed and tucked the slivers of 

cardboard into my satchel, along with the envelope and debit card that were my get out of jail 

free passes should ‘life interfere’.  

Had there been a teleportation device in that goody bag, I’d have used it to go drown myself 

in the East River.  

Asshat. 

The fan next to me screeched something rude. No surprise there. She wasn’t known for her 

demure manners when not in front of the camera. Blondie’d have been the perfect companion for 

Robert van Horn: nasty, foul-mouthed, insensitive, and, in short, a prick. I was tempted to ask the 

celebrity deb to switch seats but cringed at the invective that might rain down on me for not 

knowing my place. 

What was my place, anyway? 

Oh wait … let me guess. 

Sitting, shattered into a million bazillion teensy emotional bits, watching a team that couldn’t 

buy a basket, and wishing I’d never met the man reaching tentatively for my hand, the hand 

clutching the satchel to my flat bosom like a wizened old street lady. 

Blondie bounced once, twice, and hipped me closer to Rob-the-Rat, jostling my hold on my 

belongings and allowing the slick fabrics to do what they did best: let everything flow downhill. 

When my bag hit the floor, I did what every woman does: clenched my thighs so tight that 

nothing and no one was invading the triangle of protection with my vagina at the apex and my 

size tens double-teaming all I owned in the world. 

When things go slo-mo, that usually means I’m in the zone … or I’m in trouble. It looked 

like door number two as the double D’s careened against my elbow, Miz Survival Celebrity’s 

gifts braced muscle to silicone. Rob leaned around me from the other side, creating a Taylor 

O’Brien sandwich, and I had the premonition that what he was after wasn’t any of my body 

parts. 

Even I wondered what would happen if he tweaked the prominent nipple stressing the bad 

girl’s tube top.  



A groan from the crowd signaled a time-out while the coach and his assistants vied for the 

honor of disemboweling the showboater wreaking havoc on the court. And not in a good way. 

Rob deserted me in favor of penetrating the seven foot wall of bodies, using the sports drink 

jockey to carve a path toward the coaches. Then, faster than I could think grab your bag and run, 

the chime sounded and the barricade of bodies split in all directions at once. 

With a seat bounce, I disengaged from full body contact with the chickadee next to me, 

opening that spot for Rob to enjoy her special fruits and leaving me to wallow in despair and 

count the minutes until I could make my getaway. 

Cordie’s little brother surprised me. He didn’t take the opening, instead he claimed the empty 

seat to my left. It was a deliberate move. I knew that because he paused and stared from Blondie 

to the seat, to me and back again.  

His mouth did that odd uptick, giving him a naughty, devilish look, as if he knew all my dirty 

little secrets.  

Leaning down, he stroked an errant bit of hair off my cheek and swiped it behind my left ear.  

Mouthing, “Thanks,” he settled, face forward this time, but his right hand still crept across 

my thigh to where I clenched the inseam with righteous fervor, opening a slight gap in my legs, 

enough for him to curl his hand over top of mine. 

Drowning myself would be superfluous. Instead I was going to pass out from all my blood 

rushing to where he pressured my palm into my own flesh, an act that was so far from erotic I’d 

have labeled it painful torture except for the sting of skin gone aware: of him breathing, of his 

heat, and the nearly overwhelming sense of surrender he requested. 

Then demanded. 

And, just like that, it was gone again. In its place was a footlong dog with mustard and 

onions and chili that he pressed into my palm, leaving me to jostle napkins and a cardboard 

holder to keep the mess from landing in my lap. 

Clearly I was out of practice. 

Rob wrinkled his nose but accepted the light beers and nailed them in place between his 

thighs. Sighing with satisfaction, his head swiveled, following the action, while sucking down 

chunks of New York City’s finest cuisine. 

In another life, my mom taught me how to eat like a lady, lessons I’d filed away for future 

use. This wasn’t one of those times. Being courtside was akin to participating in a full body 

contact sport, what with the pushing and shoving and fans doing whatever they do when they 

aren’t happy.  

The hot dog was as close to heaven as I was going to get. I chowed down, licked my fingers, 

swiped at my lips and then made a dive at Rob’s chin when the contents in his mouth spewed out 

in riotous glory as he yelled obscenities, cobbled together in new and very creative ways. 

The handful of napkins was barely adequate for the monumental mop up task on his mouth 

and chin. The seriously dense five o’clock shadow looked to require a sander and a roll of paper 

towels to make a dent in the mess. First things first: I relieved him of the beers, setting them on 

the floor out of harm’s way. There wasn’t much left since he’d chugged his and started on mine, 

but there was still enough liquid remaining to threaten me with the prospect of hauling his sorry 

butt off to the Laundromat after the game. 

Popping up and down like a cork on steroids, he didn’t make the cleanup job any easier. 

When the buzzer sent the troops scurrying for the locker room for half time, the man simply up 

and ran off, following the throng and abandoning me to a wad of greasy chili and a gut full of 

confusion. 



I knew he was a sports journalist and that the odds were good he was covering the game. But 

that little fact still hadn’t prepared me for the man’s total immersion in the process, something 

that piqued a wee green-eyed jealousy, that he could be such a part of the game, leaving me 

clearly on the sidelines with no stakes in the proceedings. 

As my dad used to say, you ain’t got a horse in that race, girl.  

My studies, my cousin Sam’s faith in me, Cordie and the Fink’s generosity assuring me that I 

got a fresh start and a shot at following my dream … even with all of that going for me, it didn’t 

add up to palming the knubby surface of a basketball, sweaty, straining, shoving my way through 

a web of bone and sinew, going one-on-one as I lobbed a breakaway from under the net… 

Nothing, absolutely nothing came close. 

One of the team lackeys, a cute kid with stars in his eyes, came by with a garbage can so I 

did a quick sweep of my area and gave him a nod of thanks. Blondie trundled up the steps, 

probably in search of the ladies room which would be packed. I had a better option. 

Gathering my satchel, I wound my way through the milling crowds and ducked out the same 

exit the team had used. There was a ladies room off to the left so I followed my nose and eased 

into the relative peace and quiet of the small space. With relief I scrubbed the remains of Rob’s 

meal off my hands and tidied the braids that were showing signs of wear and tear. I wasn’t 

looking forward to dismantling the work of art, but my scalp cried out for a good scrubbing and 

the muscles around my eyes had that botox’d appearance, the thin skin yanked smooth and 

glassy. 

Mom’s genes had graced me with deepset eyes and sharp cheekbones while Pop had ponyed 

up an aquiline nose and thin lips. I could pass for white, though I seldom felt the need. I was 

what I was.  

With a sigh and a last glance at my reflection, I did the quick debate: stay or go? 

Cordie had warned me about her brother, that he was all about the job, making up for rookie 

mistakes and miscues with an aggressive, domineering style that earned him respect among his 

peers, and no small amount of interest from the sports celebrities he interviewed or skewered 

when he saw fit. 

And he seemed part of a dying breed of men with a nose for news and the smarts and 

determination to ferret out the truth, even when the truth hurt. 

 

“He comes over like a dumb jock, sometimes, but he isn’t. Trust me, Tay. He’s got his eye on 

the prize.” 

“What if he recognizes me…?” 

“Not to worry, dearest, there’s no story unless you say there’s a story.” 

 

So he likely wouldn’t miss me. In fact, he probably wouldn’t even return to the seat when the 

second half started. 

Why was that like a kick in the gut? 

It had been a lot of years since I plied my way around the underbelly of the Garden. Hiking 

my bag onto my shoulder, I trudged with slow, faltering steps toward what I thought might be an 

exit onto Seventh Avenue, ignoring passing security guards and maintenance workers scurrying 

to attend to their duties. 

The thought of finding my way home burdened with my new windfall brought me up short. 

One reason I’d said yes to taking the ticket was the niggling hope that Rob might volunteer to 



take me home again, depositing me on my doorstep so I didn’t have to confront the perils of 

what waited on the streets in the dark. 

Pausing to lean against the tiled wall, I never heard him approach. 

“Hey. Where are you going?”  

He wore that accusatory look that guys get when their plus-one opts to duck and run rather 

than spend another minute being ignored or treated like an intruder. 

What are you doing here? 

 At the risk of insulting Cordie, I decided on the white lie. “I’m, uh, not feeling too great. 

Thought it best to go home,” going for whiny and pathetic and hunching my shoulders in an 

effort to make myself smaller. 

He wasn’t buying it. 

With a glare, he spat out, “Wait here,” but reconsidered and started over, “…no, follow me.” 

I meant to say I’ll be fine, don’t worry about me, love to Cordie, but instead I skimmed over 

the other option, why, and went directly with, “Where to?”  

“I need to get my stuff.” He was already hauling ass, his and mine, with a death grip on my 

forearm, back in the direction I’d just come from. 

From the anticipated ‘fine, see you, hope you feel better’, the man went in a totally different 

direction, velcroing me to his side and striding fast enough to get me huffing and puffing. 

He pushing into a small room with lockers and extracted what looked like a laptop and some 

other items, including a leather jacket and a wool scarf. 

“Wh-what are you doing?” 

Seriously annoyed, he muttered, “What does it look like?” Shrugging into the jacket, he 

wrapped the scarf around his neck a couple times and once more yanked me into the hallway. 

I objected with, “You can’t leave,” but clearly he could and intended to. “I don’t need you to 

see me out.” Out, as in out of the Garden, reserving in that little well of hope-springs-eternal a 

prayer that ‘out’ wasn’t out-of-his-life because from the scowl on his face, that’s exactly what it 

looked like. 

Ignoring me, he shoved me unceremoniously through an exit and into anther maze of tunnels 

and rooms that had me totally turned around in no time. We finally came to an emergency exit 

where he stopped and pointed, indicating I should leave. 

Mumbling, “I’m sorry,” I walked with my head down, fighting tears. 

“Wait, what?” 

“I said, I’m sorry.” My feet grew roots and my brain went girly, turning to mush, so I 

spewed, “I didn’t mean to … to interfere in your…”  

His what? His job? His life? His shot at a cheerleader and a warm body for the night? 

It was a train wreck, with me the only passenger.  

“Cordie asked if I wanted to go, ’cause she said David had a thing th-this evening,” and I got 

to gulping air which was never a good look on me but once started ole number eighty-seven 

wasn’t shutting up for hell or high water. “I can’t go anymore, being broke ’n all, and I like, I 

like, I…” 

I don’t recall him setting his laptop down, or pulling the straps off my shoulder and pinning 

me against the wall with his hands on either side of my head, so close I imagined his thumbs 

stroking the lobes and his tongue following the tendon in my neck that was stretched to the point 

of pain. 

Time stopped, my heart stopped, but my mouth kept going. “She thought it would be nice if 

we spent more time together.” 



Liar, liar, pants on fire. 

Cordie never said that, but it was everywhere implied. 

Leaning in, close enough to make it hard to pass that debit card between our bodies, I felt his 

knee nudge my thighs apart, gently right, left, right again. Tapping at the fleshy inner muscle 

until my wicked will caved and spread in a wanton harlot’s welcome. 

Filling the space, he closed the distance to nothing, until the jacket’s cold metal buttons 

indented with cruel precision through the thin fabric of my jersey top.  

Damn my pride, but I wanted him to back off and stop teasing me and to stop pressing his 

chest into mine with his face so close I saw double… 

Double dimples, double dark scratchy stubble and a whisker soft full lower lip in an 

aggressive pout, double everything, including double trouble. 

I said, “Ow,” somewhere in my throat and reached up to shove him away, but before I could 

brace against his chest, he pinioned both hands tight on the wall, in a vise-grip of all male 

dominance, locking my wrists and my resolve into a no man’s land of will she, won’t she. 

She would, if only he’d say the magic words. 

Brushing his tongue with exquisite gentleness across my own trembling lips, he whispered 

against the breath I finally exhaled, “Let’s get something to eat.” He handed me my bag and 

inquired if I had a coat. 

Churlish and vaguely disappointed, I muttered, “Yeah,” and ached to follow with ‘then what’ 

but lacked the chutzpah for the truth, so I put on my coat and waited for him to make the next 

move. 

He took my elbow and guided me outside, straight into a stream of foot traffic, neon lights 

and road noise.  

At the corner, I asked, “Where to?” 

“Let’s eat first, then we’ll see…”  



 

Chapter Nine 

 

 

Rob 
 

The last thing I wanted was a crowded bar, rabid sports fans and televisions blaring out stats 

and scores and effing know-it-all commentary from effing talking heads. To say I was seriously 

pissed wasn’t even close, and I had yet to consider how it was going to feel when my editor 

flayed me alive and hung me from the tiled ceiling in the newsroom. 

We’d curried favor for weeks to get that interview: me, the editorial staffers, even Jackson 

himself stepped in to make it happen. I was set to go on ESPN on Sunday morning, on a plum 

panel assignment with a few competitors, all of us disinclined to play nice with big talent and 

even bigger egos.  

We all had livers ruined with rumors and late nights off the clock. And it was worth it. Most 

times. 

Just not tonight. 

The sonofabitch had held court, with the blessings of his agent and manager, right outside the 

locker room, giving a five minute sound bite to a group of rabid fans and late night newshounds 

that spilled everything we’d hoped to mine in front of a canned audience. 

One of the assistant program managers had stood, like me, slack-jawed and teetering on the 

edge of an aneurysm, muttering, “Fuck me,” and something about cancelling the show or slitting 

his wrists. Maybe both. 

Then she, the one I was having trouble keeping my hands off for God only knew what 

reason, decided to up and leave without so much as a word.  

Except … I found her and it pissed me off even more because she looked like I felt. Sad, 

alone, lost. And apologizing, like it was her fault or something. 

Crap, I lost it. I would have taken her, then and there, but that wasn’t how it was gonna be, 

not with her.  

Calm down van Horn, get your shit together and stop acting like some savage.  

She asked ‘where to’… 

My first choice was to get falling down drunk. And why not? I wasn’t going on any show, 

there wasn’t going to be another notch on my notebook with a journalistic coup. If I was lucky, 

very lucky, I’d just be demoted back to junior status.  

The new suits had been all up in our collective faces about this score. It’d been my baby from 

the get-go. The fact the asshole had done an end run around the lot of us wasn’t removing the 

responsibility for losing what would be the story of the week.  

My editor was a lot of things but supportive wasn’t one of them, not when retirement was 

years out in a business dying under the weight of too much competition and too few resources. 

Given a choice, him or me… 

I’d do the same. But that thought didn’t make it sit any easier in my gut. 

Where to? 

Habit had led me to the door to a local mediocre watering hole with crap food and sticky 

floors.  



Growling, “Not here,” I steered Taylor back toward 33
rd

 and Eighth and a high end deli 

catering to the theater crowd and tourists with deep pockets and a taste for the exotic. 

I liked my eateries on the grungy side, well-used and abused, with greasy food and lots of it. 

This Jewish deli wasn’t that. It was clean, bright and chromatic, with desserts displayed in a 

glass enclosed roundabout, and tasteful wood wainscoting between the walls of windows 

overlooking the endless stream of traffic. 

The woman looked dazed, confused. That pretty much described how I felt about her. 

Or maybe it was my low blood sugar kicking in. I’d gone without all day and the hot dog at 

the Garden had done little to take the edge off. 

I ordered number fours for both of us and nodded to extra dills and napkins. Steering the 

woman toward a quiet corner away from the windows, away from chatter, I dumped my laptop 

on the chair next to me and plopped down, arranging the silverware and stirring sugar into my 

iced tea. 

Tay or Taylor or O’Brien, however she wanted to be called, slid into the seat opposite, 

setting her coat and bag on the empty chair, then edging the seat closer until it nuzzled her thigh. 

She kept the strap looped over her left arm, like the bag ladies did on the street: protective and 

territorial. 

I was pretty sure she didn’t have anything I wanted, except… 

It cost her to speak, but she made the effort with, “This looks good.” 

She looked like she was going to cry or drool, or God forbid talk as in converse, and I wasn’t 

in the mood for any of that. 

Robert van Horn wasn’t getting his shit together, not yet. 

She tried again, this time more of a whisper, “Really good,” and I wondered about her 

situation. I’d never been a starving student; my family had seen to that, so maybe I wasn’t being 

as sensitive as I ought. 

Par for the course. 

I decided to try harder and offered up a description of everything on her plate, as if she was 

slow or an alien who couldn’t recognize the ingredients without cue cards and helpful 

explanations. 

“It’s their VIP.” I held up half the sandwich, doing my best impression of a dog and pony 

show. “I like their smoked turkey better but some say the plain works fine, especially with the 

baked Virginia ham.” I was on a roll and sneered inwardly at my little pun. “You could order 

other cheeses if you like, maybe, but this usually comes with Swiss, coleslaw and Russian 

dressing.” All on a thick slab of the best rye bread in the city. 

The contents threatened to slip down my wrists and onto my lap so I took a big bite and 

chewed. It filled my mouth but there was nothing there, not a whisper of a taste, nothing that 

came close to how she tasted: like honey and temptation I couldn’t afford. I liked to sin, just not 

with angels, and that’s what she looked like, sitting there all mocha and peach skinned, so 

luscious it brought me to the edge of sugar shock.  

And like the night before, my jeans got tight, embarrassingly so, so tight I wondered how I’d 

be able to finish the mountain of deli goodness oozing slaw all over the plate, with my extra dills 

forced to wade in a river of competing juices. Silvery cream lapped against the rim of thicker 

apricot colored dressing, blending into the concoction of pickling spices and vinegar.  

I owed her an explanation. 

Without preamble or fanfare, keeping my tone even and trying my damnedest not to roar my 

rage, I launched into an apology. 



“I lost that interview.” 

Wow, good going Robbie. 

She licked her lips and ignored me in favor of seizing a substantial corner of the sandwich, 

closing her eyes as she savored the flavors. After she swallowed and before the next bite, she 

asked, “Bad?” 

God, I might fall in love with this one. She got to the heart of the matter without the sorrys 

and woe is you and buck up buckys. 

“Bad enough to get canned.” 

“Tell me.” 

Little Robert settled for the time being as I trotted out the whys and wherefores and my 

potential brush with greatness. I finished half the sandwich, chugged the rest of my iced tea and 

asked if she needed a refill. She nodded no so I excused myself, keeping one eye on her just to 

make sure she didn’t do the end run out of the building.  

My mood shifted slowly from righteous rage to surly, still far short of charm school manners 

but the best I could muster. It was going to take a pitcher of Guinness to ease me down from the 

platform of anger and pent up violence that had me by the short and curlies. 

That, or… 

Don’t go there, van Horn. She’s not in your league. 

Except, exactly what was my league? Bimbettes with pom-poms and bodacious boobs and 

vacuous stares and the vocabulary of a thirteen year old, if I was lucky? 

Like me, that was getting old. I liked a warm body as much as any other man, but sometimes 

the price of admission was too high. And sometimes I just wanted to talk, and not about anything 

in particular.  

I liked just being. But not being alone. 

After I settled, Taylor said, “That sucks,” like she meant it, like she cared enough to have an 

opinion. 

“Yeah it does.” 

We sank into companionable silence, enjoying the last of the sandwiches and sipping at iced 

teas, easing me off that platform and down onto a calmer level. One that let me stare at her 

without glowering, because I was pretty sure if anyone had cared to describe my face, ‘glower’ 

was the first word on their lips. 

And if I wasn’t careful, ‘lust’ was going to be the next adjective… 

Taylor—I liked it better than Tay though I doubt she’d mind if I used her surname, guessing 

she was used to it but not knowing why for a fact. She polished off the last bite and reached for a 

dill. She held it with reverence, between thumb and forefinger. It was still stiff despite being 

awash in fluids, skin side down and mottled with seeds peeking out of light-hued greenish 

slashes. 

Chewing her lower lip, she brought the length to her mouth and eased it in, lips pursed just 

enough to allow passage, and drew it to her finger tips, sucking it in, then pulling it out. Almost 

to the end but not quite, taking a nip, squaring it off, bracing it on her lower lip as she chewed 

and swallowed, and I followed the path it made down her throat and imagined what it might feel 

like … in there. 

Wanting to taste the picante sting of vinegar over a cool wash of mayo and the lingering trace 

of light and dark flesh spiced and sliced so thin it released the flavors in an explosion on the 

tongue. 

I wanted to feel that explosion so bad it hurt. 



Dabbing at her mouth with the napkin, she sighed and asked, “So?” 

“Uh…” 

“You said we’d eat first,” with an emphasis on the first and I knew I was going to ask the 

question and I’d be shot down, but if I didn’t ask I’d regret it for the rest of my life. 

But I wasn’t ready yet so instead I went for the easy out. “Do you want to grab a beer?” 

She debated that for a time while I OCD’d over the arrangement of the silverware and wished 

I’d just spit it out… 

“Come back to my place.”  

“Please.” 

For some reason, thinking I might have to beg got me hot and hard.  

Everything about her got me hot and hard. 

It’d been weeks since I’d used anything but my left hand to find relief. That still didn’t 

explain my growing arousal and obsession with this woman, on this particular night. It had 

nothing to do with needing angry sex or working off my frustrations from the job or my 

disappointment with my life and where I was headed. 

She’d hit me in the gonads last night, with her fork skewering that bloody raw mass of meat, 

contesting it mano-a-mano, then doing the kindness of recognizing my discomfort over the 

entrée and quietly taking charge. It made me want to know more. Know her more. 

One thing I did know: the woman was cagey, suspicious and running. From what I hadn’t a 

clue, but hopefully Paddy would unlock some of those secrets so I wouldn’t have to come at her 

in full frontal assault. 

The thought occurred that I could just ask. She might share. She might not. My gut warned 

me that what I wanted to know wasn’t on the menu. None of my damned business. 

My nose said it was news, loud and clear. 

She surprised me with, “I should be getting home, but…” 

Taking that as a yes, I put my jacket on and helped her with her coat. She gripped the bag 

tight to her side again. 

Opting for my usual smart ass self, I quipped, “You got your life savings in there?” 

Taylor blushed and ducked her head, mumbling, “Yeah, sort of.” 

The clock on the wall ticked off the seconds but she wasn’t telling me more. I led her out of 

the restaurant and back onto the street, now jammed elbow-to-elbow as the Garden spewed its 

cargo of disappointed fans onto the sidewalk. Keeping her left side and the mystery contents 

firmly against my body, I made like a shield and plowed us through the throngs to the closest 

sports bar. 

We’d be able to drink, maybe shout a few platitudes at each other; I’d high five and 

commiserate with some acquaintances, and otherwise avoid having a meaningful discussion with 

Taylor O’Brien. 

There were other ways to have a conversation… 

Though the thought left me squirming, I knew a thing for a fact: I was ready and willing to 

make the biggest mistake of my life, just not stone cold sober. 



 

Chapter Ten 

 

 

Tay 
 

What the frigging bloody heck are you doing, girl? 

Do you have a ring through your nose, letting him drag you all over creation, like you’re a 

piece of meat? A puppy on a leash? 

Do you really want a beer? Really? 

Is it because you’re afraid if he says goodnight, that’s it, done, over, caput, finis, last stop…? 

Don’t answer that… 

 

The room was crowded but not uncomfortably so. Rob found us a spot at the bar, ordered a 

pitcher, then promptly disappeared to shouts of yo, Horndog and a few choice comments about 

his Sunday brush with fame being hoisted on its own petard.  

I recognized the weird mix of jealousy, relief it wasn’t any of them facing the woodshed 

from a disgruntled editor, and some genuine affection and respect. It was always a 

misconception: that the women in sports, as opposed to their male counterparts, were supportive 

and team oriented, less competitive as a rule. As with everything, there were shades of gray. I’d 

been in that arena for a lot of years, got up close and personal with both sexes. When it boiled 

down to the almighty Euro, that was the great leveler. For me, the main difference was the guys 

came at you from the front, up in your face, instead of two-facing you with pats on the back and 

the tingle of cold steel down your spine. 

The men seemed to play the game with the rules clearly spelled out. Maybe not so much for 

the women. 

Psychology wasn’t my strong suit, nor was my taste in men. A little fact that was keeping me 

from letting hope in. 

Michael O’Brien had stripped my dreams and my trust … and my bank account and future 

earnings. He’d not just set me aside in favor of perky, younger, skinnier and naïve—that I could 

have handled, maybe not well, but with a support group of like-minded women there was a 

chance—but he’d done the dirty with locking my self-esteem in a cage and throwing away the 

key. He’d forced me into a corner where the only way out was a bad decision compounded with 

ignorance and stupidity. 

I’d have been better off just offing the jerk. A jail sentence was a jail sentence, whether 

served behind bars … or behind your own cowardice.  

Tonight I was feeling the effects of that barrier to living. I wanted to open up, maybe explain 

to Rob why being interested was a bad idea and save both him and me a walk down a wild side 

with heartbreak a guaranteed final bucket. That would be the right thing to do.  

Of course, it was way more tempting to let it play out, see where it went, let the chips fall… 

Rob shattered that merry run of indulgent mea culpas, pressing against my back and reaching 

around to refill his glass. He didn’t have to make contact like that, there was more than enough 

room to my right, the right holding down his stool with my satchel and a hand that said do I look 

like I want company? 



“Hey,” his lips brushing the ear lobe still in full standing heat from when he’d pinned me to 

the wall in the Garden tunnel. Yeah, that ear lobe. The one he didn’t touch but could have, oh yes 

indeedy. And Taylor Richardson O’Brien would have puddled at his feet, a big gooey splash of 

southern brown shugah. 

“Urk,” came out as a gurgle. It was the best I could do as he jammed my midsection against 

the polished rail. 

“Uh, sorry,” sounded like he wasn’t, that it was deliberate, blanketing me with that leather 

jacket and the regimental buttons again. 

What was it with the buttons?  

They were hard, cold. They hurt, sort of. Bumping up and down the ridge of my spine and 

making me wonder what it would feel like without them in the way, with nothing but his skin 

over lean muscles doing a tango with my own flesh. 

“Are you okay? Do you mind…?” 

Of course I didn’t mind. I liked being left alone in a bar full of strangers, some of them 

eyeing me up, eyeing me down, doing little metal calculations. 

Guys loved computing the odds. It gave them something to do while avoiding first contact, 

the promise of a shut down more than enough to prevent incursion into my defensive position. I 

smiled, but kept my head down, eyes to the half-empty pitcher of dark ale. 

The comparison with the male species in Italy wasn’t so awfully different, though they did 

tend to connect more freely with women, under a veneer of appreciation. But the outcomes were 

usually predictable. 

Michael had been the exception, a true pursuer, not taking no for an answer, all the way up to 

not accepting no after I’d said enough already. 

“Damn.” 

“Damn what, sweetheart?” 

Damn, he was back and sliding onto the stool, handing me the bag and facing me with his 

knees jammed solidly into my thigh. Oh, lordy lord, that felt good, the lava hot kind of good, the 

fantasies are made of this kind of good. 

Sweetheart? 

Down in Philly, where I’d played a bit, getting my high tops wet so to speak, it had been dear 

this and dear that. Everyone was a dear something. Men, women, old ladies especially, used that 

phrase with impunity when talking to the female persuasion. 

This was the Big Apple. The rules might be similar here: substitute ‘sweetheart’ for ‘dear’ 

and you had a gentler form of ‘dude’. Maybe it was ‘dude’ feminized. 

Or maybe I’d been overseas too long and lost touch with my American roots. 

“Do you always talk to yourself?” 

He had that idiotic smirk going, the one that transformed his face, the one that had me 

clutching my thighs tight and adding a layer of protection with the bag. 

The lady parts were safe for the time being, my lips less so. He leaned in, close enough to 

steal my breath and if he kissed me, really kissed me… Well, I wasn’t going to be responsible 

for my actions. 

“Yo, van Horn, come meet…” and he was gone again. 

“Like a virgin,” I muttered, touching my lower lip with a finger, a single finger because any 

more sensory stimulation, even the fantasy thought of it, would set my triggers to overload. I was 

working the high post and planting, going for the hard three. 

“Is this stool taken?” 



“Ye—” 

No!  

Crap. Patrick Sullivan, otherwise known to all and sundry as just Paddy. 

“Never thought to find you here, lass. Might I sit?” 

Mamma would turn over in her grave if I went with my first instinct which involved making 

rude gestures and mouthing some choice obscenities.  

Paddy Sullivan, with a byline on the Daily News, had been my biggest critic: first, for 

leaving for the continent and secondly, for blowing a lucrative contract after nearly five good 

years of steady, if sometimes mediocre, success. 

That he’d been right on all the bullet points did not endear him to me. But I manned up and 

nodded okay. 

Time hadn’t been so good to the man. He was mid-fifties but looked older, worn, tapped out. 

Not unusual for a journalist, especially not in this town where the young turks didn’t just nip at 

your heels, they came after you with howitzers and pens loaded with acid.  

And too often they delivered. 

That Paddy had had longevity was remarkable. It didn’t mean I was ready to date him. Not 

him, not any journalist … with maybe one exception. 

“You mind?” He reached for the glass the bartender handed him, filled it from the pitcher 

and ordered another. “On me.” 

I sensed rather than felt Rob behind me. The rush of thank God, I’m saved crashed and 

burned when my sort-of-date said, “Hey, man, what are you doing here,” and not only shook 

hands but gave Sullivan a man hug with a pat. 

Double … no, make that triple crap with a cherry on top. They were friends, maybe good 

friends, buddies who shared stories and wisdom and mentoring. That kind of friendship. 

The kind that had me pulling back from the precipice I was about to jump off because as 

soon as Robert van Horn found out about me, about what happened, about me still being 

married… 

My best friend’s brother wasn’t stupid and he didn’t lack for a pool of warm bodies to fish in. 

And he was handsome in a way that snuck up on you. And a little bit endearing. Rough around 

the edges, yes, but edges that would never cut you until you bled, not like what Michael had 

done to me, leaving me weeping buckets of gore until emotional anemia set in. A trauma I’d yet 

to recover from, and with the way things were going, it looked to become a chronic condition. 

The noise in the room ramped up with a new wave of tourists, fans, couples, trawlers and 

bar-hoppers, the din burying me in remorse and embarrassment.  

Van Horn said, “Have you met…” and waved his hand like an introduction, with Paddy 

looking quizzical at first, then calculating. It was that second look that had me bolting for the 

ladies room. 

I should have stayed and brazened it out, because even a Neanderthal wouldn’t spill the 

beans with me sitting right there, and I’d have had a hour or two of my fantasy left before turning 

into a pumpkin. 

It would have given me another night of wish fulfillment, another night to hide the fraud I’d 

become. 

The ladies room was jam packed as usual, but by the time I’d taken my turn it’d emptied in a 

brief lull, giving me an opportunity to stare at the foggy reflection of a woman who was trying 

her best to reinvent herself. And failing miserably. 



I’d have forgiven him, the Horndog, for being taken in by damned lies, but the truth? Well, 

that was something else entirely. 

I’m a girl. And a jock. Not a philosopher, not a psychologist. I’d twist my logic to drive the 

knife in deeper if I wanted to. 

“Fuck him.” 

“You go, girl.” This from a woozy redhead in a spray painted tank dress. 

Girl power. Gotta love it. 

They watched me approach: Paddy with odd expression I couldn’t pin down, Rob’s gone into 

neutral, almost like a cop’s face when they shutter their emotions, eyes seeing everything and 

nothing. Judgmental, cautious. 

As they say on television: I’d been made. 

My coat hung on the back of the stool. I set the bag down and eased it on as best I could. 

Neither man moved to assist. 

“You coming to Sally’s, boyo?” 

The reply got lost in the background noise. I turned and wove through the packed throng, not 

really caring if I knocked glasses and patrons aside. I needed air, bus fumes, anything other than 

the burden of sadness and despair crushing the life out of me. 

Disoriented, I merged with the traffic, following my nose. My safest route was the subway, 

still busy this time of night, the four block walk to my hovel … not so much.  

The key to safe passage was not to look like a victim. 

Right, good luck with that. I had VICTIM stenciled in block letters across my forehead. The 

temptation to call my cousin Sam to come get me and put me up for the night made a good run 

for my consideration, but this was my fight to win or lose. Pulling family into it wasn’t going to 

change anything. 

Befuddled, I made a few wrong turns but eventually found the subway entrance and the 

correct platform, not an easy feat when my eyes leaked like a sieve and I’d given up the pretense 

that it was allergies. 

When the doors sloughed open, someone took my elbow and guided me in. The train was 

still packed so my Good Samaritan and I stood gripping the pole. The metal buttons weren’t 

nearly so intrusive through my coat, but the warm hand cupping my own was an assault on my 

heart, a battle I was doomed to lose, a war I should never have started. 

This was too much like Michael, this not taking no for an answer. And like a fool, I was a 

sucker for it.  

I fell for Robert van Horn, hard and fast; and I would forever remember the exact time and 

place it happened: on a crowded subway train in the middle of the night with me wearing shame 

like a hair coat. 

Love is funny that way. Sometimes you just know. 

“Like a good melon.” 

He squeezed my hand, his breath soft on my neck. 

At my stop, he kept my hand and followed me off, up the stairwell into a no-man’s-land of 

poverty and violence. I was glad he was there because whatever passed between us, I’d always 

remember him as my protector. 

Silently we walked the mean streets, him to my right, curbside, left hand to right hand, his 

thumb doing long, slow strokes of reassurance. A gentleman. 

When we reached my place, I said, “I’ll be okay now,” but he followed me in, up the three 

flights and waited patiently as I fumbled for the key. “Really, I’m…” 



He pushed the door open, then shoved me into the apartment, slamming the door shut, hard 

enough to make my heart stutter stop. In a replay from earlier, he had me against the wall and 

panting, terrified of his anger at my subterfuge. 

“When were you going to tell me?” His voice was raw, ragged with an emotion I didn’t 

understand. “Taylor?” 

“Tell you what? Why do I owe you an explanation?” I did, I knew that so deep down that 

asking it was the ultimate falsehood, the lie that would finally drive him away. 

Expecting the lecture, I shut my eyes, waiting to be gutted like a fish, like I deserved. Instead 

his teeth nipped at my chin, following the contour until I turned away, not wanting it so badly my 

skin nearly cracked from the effort of denial. I was quaking like an aspen in a stiff breeze and 

still he invaded my space, his lips exploring everywhere with gentle flicks of his tongue, lulling 

me into a pathetic needy yearning.  

I opened my mouth to whisper stop and my world ended in a crushing, soul-destroying 

invasion of such passion it took my breath away. Sound receded, even the violent pumping of my 

own blood ceased as he palmed my head, holding me in bondage to his sensuality and his desire, 

his tongue tangling with mine. He drew blood and swiped it away, pummeling my mouth with 

rage and aggression. 

And just like that, he stepped back and spit out, “That’s why you owe me an explanation.” 

“I can’t give you what you want.” It came out weak and thready, lacking conviction. 

He sneered, “What I want,” and glared with those flat, ice cold blue eyes, dark as the depths 

of space, heartless and uncaring. He was close to shutting down.  

Curling and uncurling his strong hands, the tension shot up his arms until the tendons in his 

neck bulged and pulsed, and I wanted nothing more than to tongue the rhythm of his heartbeat 

and sync it to mine. 

With only enough air in my lungs to hiss, I managed, “Yes,” and clearly meant no. 

“You’re a liar, Taylor Richardson.” 

I cringed at my real surname, the name of the man who would have stood by me despite my 

disgrace. 

“Let me tell you what I…” He paced in a small half circle, keeping me and my misery 

centered. “No. Here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to give you…” and he paused, moving in 

tight but not touching. He was close enough for his breath to wash over my face, scarring me 

with every syllable … puff, puff, puff. When he continued, each word was a slap in the face. “I’ll 

give you until Wednesday to get your story straight.” 

My story? I didn’t need to get it straight.  

What he meant was for me to get my shit together. 

My shit? Why was it always my shit? 

I pulled up proud and a wad of bite me, chewing on each word with venom. “And exactly 

what happens on Wednesday?” 

“Wednesday?” he smirked like he did when the devil stole over his soul. “Wednesday I come 

and get you, Taylor Richardson.” 

I think he left, closing the door quietly because it didn’t really register as happening, my 

mind blank to all possibilities except for one.  

I stared down at sensible shoes, two of them. 

And not a glass slipper in sight. 



 

Chapter Eleven 

 

 

Rob 
 

The assistant director mumbled, “Do something with his hair,” which prompted me to 

continue messing with it, rubbing my scalp and chewing my lower lip. Trying desperately to rid 

myself of her taste. 

“Rough night, love?” 

“Rough life, Jack.” 

“Jacques, hon, it’s Jacques.” 

“Whatever.” 

“My, testy today. Care to share?” 

Yes, yes I did. But not with Jack. And not before hitting the studio with no script and very 

little control over a twitchy trigger finger. 

It wasn’t that I didn’t have questions. Not at all. What I did have, should I find the big brass 

ones to actually ask them on national television, would land me on the sidewalk, on my ass, after 

the legal team stripped me of my rights and my ability to ever work in my chosen field again. 

The cult of celebrity required homage and obeisance, and I’d learned a long time ago how to 

play that game without selling too much of my soul. Eventually I’d be gutted, like most 

everybody I knew, the ones who managed to dredge up a byline on a regular basis, making it all 

sound fresh and important.  

That was the trick … and the gift. Sucking readers in, titillating with hints of transgressions 

without ever touching on the big reveal, or their heroes.   

We made them down home and vulnerable, relatable, without trespassing on their bigger-

than-life personas. We gave them alibis and an out. In trade we got exclusives. 

It all worked just so long as you didn’t look too closely, or your hero decided to change the 

rules. 

The assistant director floated through with an “Is that the best you can do? Nevermind…” 

and vanished onto the studio floor. Me and my three cohorts followed meekly, eyes averted, 

dreading the next forty-five minutes of air time. 

“You got anything, man?” 

“Nothing, shit, piss and corruption, I got nothing.” 

Daily News straightened his tie, being the dandy amongst the rest of us wearing turtlenecks 

and wool sports coats culled from Goodwill. I slid onto my stool, in direct line of sight of a smirk 

flushed with self-importance and wearing an eight hundred dollar navy wool Willis and Walker, 

a semi-custom job that said slumming to those of us less perfect specimens. 

That particular ex-girlfriend had left a lasting impression, stopping short of turning me into a 

shorter version of Clinton Kelly. The fact that I knew my shit when it came to fashion thankfully 

went only skin deep. 

Wishing there was a book in me, the one that would free me from the grind and let me 

wallow in a hovel pecking away at a keyboard, half drunk and high on metaphors, wasn’t getting 

me anywhere.  



The question of the day was: would I take the next step? Would I actually go through with it, 

the promise and the threat? Or was I going to do the classic Robert van Horn and run like hell? 

“…and we’re live in three … two…”  

 

**** 

 

“You know, boy, they’re gonna want my head for this.” 

Marge, my boss’s secretary, oozed into the room, deposited a stack of sticky notes on 

Jackson’s desk, crossed her arms and looked from him to me a couple times before standing at 

ease. She was ex-military and it still showed. 

Jackson stared at the stack of papers and growled, “What’s this crap?” 

“Same crap as before … sir.” 

“And that would be?” 

“The usual. Firing squad. Head on a platter.” She grinned and looked down at me. 

“Something unnatural regarding a duck. But maybe it was a goose. That Aflac goose, you know 

the one, kinda annoying?” She shrugged, “Guy wasn’t making much sense, ya know?”  

Jackson grunted something noncommittal. 

“Not sure it’s possible anyways…” Marge looked like she wanted to run back to her 

computer and google whatever it was I was supposed to be doing with wild fowl. There was no 

doubt in my mind that she’d let me know later, if there was a later. 

Shifting on the seat, my body sank lower until my legs stretched out under the desk. The 

chair was one of those metal kinds like you might find in a church basement. It folds up, sits 

against a wall until it’s needed. Jackson didn’t believe in comfort so most times he didn’t trot out 

the amenities, but today was different. Different in that he usually made his miscreant boys stand 

in front of his desk, with forehead or chin or chest in direct line of fire of his spittle as he reamed 

us out at ear bleed volume. 

Two o’clock, on a Sunday afternoon, in a half empty newsroom, with an editor who by all 

rights should be firing my ass… but instead was quietly rational, if not exactly understanding? 

I think he actually felt sorry for me. 

Everybody felt sorry for me: from the assistant director to Jacques who’d stuck his head out 

of the prep room in a show of solidarity, to the doorman who’d flattened himself against the wall 

as I barged into a sea of cameras and microphones. 

News travels fast. Those who’d been in the audience, my fellow competitors anxious to 

watch our humiliation at being slam dunked by a third class asshole, formed the first tier, 

followed by whoever had been mustered after I’d lobbed my first volley five minutes into the 

program. 

Trump cards were something you used sparingly and only under dire circumstances. I’d been 

keeping a few close to the vest for nearly six months, letting the ugly little secrets stew at slow 

simmer.  

My mistake was in not peeling the onion slowly, revealing only enough to let him know I 

knew the dirty truth. If I hadn’t been so annoyed … hurting from sleep deprivation, too much 

scotch and emotions that threatened to veer out of control, there had been a chance to lob a shot 

over the bow without sinking my own ship in the process. 

Aware that Marge and Jackson talked over me, like I wasn’t there, or I was some kind of 

retarded adolescent with shit for brains—not far off the mark—wasn’t penetrating the wall of … 

What? Disappointment? 



Anxiety, maybe. The kind that made no sense. The kind you chalked up to overactive 

hormones, the kind that had Taylor Richardson O'Brien never far from my head or my heart. 

Trying to convince myself I had no horse in that race wasn’t working. I had a starter, a 

promising one and he’d come out of the gate and taken a position on the outside, slowly moving 

up, until he’d stumbled and nearly gone down. 

Thanks to Paddy. 

“There’s more, boyo. But I thought maybe you might need to know this…” 

This had rocked my world. 

“I’ll do some digging, see if I can track down…” 

Yeah, you do that, Paddy. 

And I’d followed her, pulling ’tude and tasting her fear. And something else. 

I’ll never forget that taste, I can’t get it out of my head, it sits there taunting me.  

Lust I knew, it was that itch that demanded to be scratched, but this… This was different. 

Is this what love tastes like?  

My boss asked Marge to get two coffees. When she left, he reached into the bottom drawer 

and withdrew the Jack Daniels. She returned with two steaming mugs two-thirds full of dark 

sludge, and Jackson waved her off as he poured a generous dollop into both cups. 

“What’s up with you. boy?” 

Before I could make up an excuse, the phone buzzed and Marge stuck her head in the door 

and said, “You better get this one, boss,” and ducked out again. 

The conversation was one-sided, Jackson nodding his head, turning a strange shade of puce 

before going the kind of florid that told me he’d been boxed in good and the only way out was to 

trim the verge. That verge being me. 

With exaggerated care, he placed the phone on the cradle and shoved the leather chair against 

the wall, crossing his right leg over the left and sipping at the foul brew. 

When he finally looked at me, I was ready for the worst. Instead he surprised me. 

“You have proof.” It was both a statement and a question. 

Yes meant I might have a substantiated rumor from a trusted informant, not exactly solid but 

traceable to the source. That moved us onto Level one. It would give Jackson a position of power 

while he made a better case. 

Level two was hard evidence: emails, photographs, people who witnessed whatever. 

Willingness to whisper a secret was one thing. Willingness to testify in a credible manner, either 

in direct quotes or in a court of law, bumped the process to Level three.  

Level three was tricky and sometimes very expensive. When it came to peddling the kinds of 

secrets and misdemeanors that ruined lives and careers, whistle blowers often came under 

uncomfortable scrutiny. The burden of proof shifted, depending on their credibility and what 

axes they had to grind. 

Cash usually smoothed the way, but not always. And with the change in management, there 

were no deep pockets, even for the scoop of the century. 

I wasn’t a rookie so there wasn’t a ‘No’ in this scenario. 

What I had was a carefully amassed pattern of behaviors and co-incidences that I’d 

uncovered while researching recruiting. That’s when it all started and the school had gotten away 

with a cover-up that might have just raised eyebrows if the new recruit hadn’t been a number one 

draft pick garnering an obscene signing bonus.    



Jackson waited patiently for me to make up my mind: was I going to share the largesse or 

would I go lone gunman and follow up as freelancer, selling my soul and my headline to the 

highest bidder? 

It was nice to have options so I said, “Yeah, I have proof,” and let it go at that. 

“I’m suspending you as of today.” 

I nodded that I understood and unfolded my legs, straightening up in anticipation of 

Jackson’s next words. 

“It might have been better to hold back.” I shrugged, there was no argument there. “But, I do 

understand the case you were trying to make.” 

He set the mug down and took out a notepad and scribbled a few things down while I waited. 

“This here’s a buddy of mine. He’s at State now but he still has contacts with the admin and 

the alumnae office.” 

I reached for the slip of paper, stood, and asked, “You want me to go to Michigan?” 

“Uh-huh. Everybody and their fucking Uncle Harry will be heading to Indiana. We need to 

come at this sideways for a bit.” 

“Why State?” Why not go right to the source, even if it was swarming with newshounds? 

“You don’t know everything, pup. Indiana’s where you picked up the scent. State’s where it 

started.” 

“How so?” 

“He transferred. Do you understand now?” 

I did, so I asked, “When do you want me to leave?” 

“If memory serves, most everyone’s gone on spring break until Tuesday. Take a day, then fly 

out, be there Wednesday.” He barked, “Marge?” and nodded as the woman “Yo’d” and stuck her 

head in the door.  

“Marge’ll see to your ticket and set you up on campus.” 

“Campus?” 

“We’re not made of money, boy. You started this, you’ll finish it and you’ll keep your mouth 

shut about what you’re up to. You stay on campus, make like a sophomore, and get me proof.” 

“Boss? Actually I’d rather drive. I need to stop and see my sister.” 

I really needed to see my sister. 

“Yeah, whatever.” 

Marge held the door as I exited, my gut in a roar over getting the go ahead to follow my nose 

and a possible exposé to trump all exposés. 

“Van Horn?” 

“Sir?” Marge smiled at that. 

“Suspended means no pay. Marge’ll cut you a check.” He looked down his bulbous nose at 

the woman and growled, “Just enough for him to get by.” 

Grinning, I waited for the woman to work her magic. After a bit of swearing and two phone 

calls, she said, “Tank will bring it up. Fifteen minutes.” 

“Fifteen minutes, huh? So, what can we do while we’re waiting?” 

Spinning the monitor in my direction, she pointed to the screen and smirked. 

“Shit, no way…” 

I think I blushed. 



 

Chapter Twelve 

 

 

Tay 
 

“Settle down, hon, and tell me all about it, from the beginning.”  

For seven in the morning, Cordie sounded put together and ready to face the day. Not like 

me, not with my bulging eyes and puffy face and aching joints from lying on the scarred wood 

floor wailing my agony to the sightless gods of torment and misery. 

Hiccoughing to the jingle of a coffee carafe being prepped for her ‘flavorite’ brand, Cordie’s 

term for the local brew … Mountain something or other, a Pittsburgh staple since before I was 

born, my imagination went into overdrive, a smellovision of Italian latte sinfulness. One of the 

many things worth regretting about leaving that ancient land. 

The noises ebbed and flowed: a click said the toast or bagel was set to lightly warmed, the 

fridge door opened and closed, the shuffling of slippered feet on ceramic tile, Cordie murmuring 

something under her breath … most likely to the Fink. A distant ‘love you, babe’ and a giggle, 

and I thought… 

Why not me? 

Why doesn’t anyone want me? 

What’s so wrong with me? 

Me, me, me. 

“Alright, dearest, David’s gone,” that last coming out as a mumble while my best friend 

chowed down, the chewing oddly loud and clear. 

Asking the obvious, “Did I interrupt your breakfast?” got me an omph and a “Sorry, 

Bluetooth, picks up everything.” 

Clear as mud. 

“Oh, okay. Are you sure…” 

“Tell me again. What happened?” 

So I launched into the what are you doing here and the mad dash to escape but I didn’t 

escape, instead he kissed me, sort of and then dragged me to this bar and then he left me and… 

Big breath. 

…and he touched me and then this Paddy Sullivan came in and he’s the one who did all 

those… 

“Hmm, yes, I do recall some articles he wrote. Asshole.” 

“Not really, he was right about me, about everything.” 

“Just because you’re right doesn’t mean you get to bare everyone’s dirty laundry in front of 

the world.” Cordie huffed. She only did that when she was truly pissed off. 

“Dirty laundry.” It sounded icky, tawdry, like I was some kind of whore selling my talent out 

to a snake like O’Brien. 

“What happened next?” 

Trying not to go off message, I babbled about the ladies room and the epiphany and wanting 

to come clean, but it was too late, he knew, Sullivan spilled the beans… 

“What beans? What exactly did he tell Robbie?” 

“Um, well, I’m not sure. I wasn’t there.” 



“So you don’t know for a fact what was said?” She paused to consider that possibility, then 

said, “It was a long time ago. Why would he even remember?” 

Interrupting with, “He knew, I saw it in his face,” and brought up his expression like it was 

etched on the inside of my eyeballs. 

Shut down, closed off, shuttered. 

“And?” 

And he followed me home and he held my hand, even up the three flights, he never let go. 

And then he pushed me and came at me, raping my mouth and scaring the bejeebers out of me 

and demanded, demanded… 

“What did he say? Exactly.” 

“He said… ‘That’s why you owe me an explanation.’ And then he said I had to get my shit 

together, um… get my story straight.” 

“So he gave you until Wednesday.” 

“Yes.” Curious I asked, “Why? Is that important?” 

“Robbie’s a reporter, Tay, a very good one. Whatever so-called facts or rumors your Mr. 

Sullivan might have spilled, my brother will want to confirm it for himself. He’ll get the whole 

story.” 

Wailing, “That’s what I’m afraid of,” I nearly threw my cell phone across the room. 

Cordie’s voice slipped an octave, into that soothing, whispery range where I had to listen 

because what she would to say next was important. 

“First off,” she paused for a heartbeat, “are you listening? My brother may be many things—

a doofus, an asshole when he wants to be—but he’s never been one to back away from the truth. 

The fact he followed you home tells me…” 

“Tells you what?” 

She sipped the coffee, considering her words carefully, though I could only guess at her 

actions. Visualizing from sound alone wasn’t necessarily conducive to getting the full monty. 

“I watched the two of you at dinner.” 

“So?” 

“Dearest, he was drooling. Robbie doesn’t drool.” She left off the part where a guy with his 

looks didn’t have to. I reminded her of that fact but she just laughed and said, “That’s exactly the 

point, Taylor. That’s precisely the point.” 

 That was food for thought but it wasn’t terribly clear how I should proceed, let alone think 

about what had, or hadn’t, happened. 

“He knows I’m still married. At least according to Italian law.” 

“Yes, well, that might be a problem for any relationship.” 

The distress ramped up to Defcon three. “We don’t have a relationship!” And it all boiled 

down to that. Yes, he’d kissed me softly, tenderly, then like a sailor who’d been to sea for ten 

years. With so much violence and passion, my brain was still trying to wrap itself around the 

experience. 

My body, on the other hand, was saying oh mercy, do me, do me now. 

She laughed and said, “So it’s mutual.” 

“Maybe.” 

“No maybes. Girlfriend, you have it bad.” 

“But, he’s your brother, your younger brother.” 

She cleared her throat and went into clinical psychologist mode. “Robert is thirty-five years 

old, old enough to make his own choices. You’re what…” she ticked a fingernail on the counter, 



sounding much like a bird pecking a bit of sunflower seed apart on a wood deck, “…three, four 

years older? That’s nothing.” 

But, but, but… 

“I’m taller than him.” And I’m not pretty, not like those cheerleaders fawning all over him at 

the game, keeping that bit to myself because it was what it was … a whiny plea for attention and 

a there, there, there, you’re beautiful. 

Beauty is as beauty does, and I hadn’t come up aces in the doing department for a whole lot 

of years. 

Not one to dwell on a train of thought, Cordie cut to the chase. “What we need to do is find a 

way out of your little domestic dilemma.” 

Right, the five year … down to two now, jail sentence. That one year waiting period between 

filing and granting the divorce was time off for good behavior. Michael contesting it, and me 

without the funds to hire a decent lawyer who might have navigated me through the labyrinthine 

Italian divorce laws, had sealed my fate. 

I tried to explain it again but my friend cut me off with, “David’s brother. I’ll call him this 

afternoon and we’ll see about setting an appointment.” 

I could imagine her holding up a hand to stay my objections: the part about not wanting to be 

a burden, not having the funds to pursue a legal intervention, not wanting to bring attention to 

myself and open all those old wounds. 

Thankfully neither of my parents were alive to witness my disgrace and the dirty deeds we’d 

done to null and void my contract just to satisfy my husband’s greed and overblown ego. That 

alone was going to ice Robert van Horn’s budding interest. Being still married and not coming 

clean about it right up front was the nail in the coffin. 

No man wanted a cheat and a liar as a… Girlfriend? Lover? 

But Cordie had the bit in her teeth. I told her, “I can’t go to Boston, I have classes and 

teaching and helping out at the gym.” 

“Not to worry. Mort has offices in New York City and Washington, DC. We’ll find a time 

that’s mutually convenient. I’ll fly in and be your backup.” 

There’s a time and place to stand your ground, to own up to your mistakes and to move 

forward with conviction. There’s also a time to let the people who care about you into your life 

and to have your back. 

Cordie not only had my back, she stood next to me armed to the teeth and daring the world to 

take us … us … on. 

Gulping back the tears, I muttered, “I don’t know what to say…” 

That brought on the usual poo-poo, followed by, “Just tell me one thing.” 

“Anything.” 

“Robbie. What do feel about him, really?” 

Feel? It went deeper than feel. Feelings were for novices and drama queens. I had it, 

whatever it was, bad and nothing on God’s green earth was going to change that. I fell for Robert 

van Horn, to the brink of obsession and despair. Call it lust, call it love, call it infatuation—

singly or together, none of those came close to how he filled my heart and soul with angel breath.  

The fact that it mimicked what I’d felt for Michael so many years ago was what brought me 

up short. That sword was two-edged and cut equally well however the blade was wielded. The 

prospect of being sliced and diced again and again and again made me wonder if I needed 

therapy instead of indulging my fantasies of happily ever after. 



I was a six foot mixed race, aging has been ex-point guard with small dreams and big regrets 

and even bigger secrets. 

Not exactly the catch of the century. 

So, to answer Robbie’s sister honestly? “I like him. A lot.”  

Cordie’s ‘um’ told me I wasn’t being convincing but to say more, to admit the depth and 

extent of my deepest desires, would be to bare my soul. 

If I was going to do that, then Rob was the one who would be the first to hear it, the first to 

know that I love you meant more than a quick roll under the covers. Like a lot of women, in my 

youth it had been far too easy to say, much too difficult to execute. 

I knew better now. Loving took time and practice and hard work. If and when he and I were 

ever ready to take that journey, it would be for all the right reasons. 

For once I had a leg up, I’d found someone worth hanging onto, and I knew … I just knew, 

like a good melon. 

The instant coffee tasted as rancid as the tap water but I sipped it, feeling content for the first 

time in years. 

I had until Wednesday… 

What happens on Wednesday? 

Wednesday, I come and get you, Taylor Richardson. 

The envelope from the Fink and Cordie sat on the counter where I’d laid it after Rob had 

sucked the life out of me and then left me drenched in lust and confusion. Curious, I ripped it 

open and pulled the paperwork out, laying it carefully on the sticky plastic tablecloth. The 

instructions were clear. I would need to find a branch office near NYU, which shouldn’t be too 

difficult. The debit card was shiny with a sticky tape across the signature line informing me I 

needed to activate it and sign in the narrow blaze of coded dots. 

The second page stopped my heart. 

David Finklestein, MD had deposited ten thousand dollars into a joint account, his signature 

card already on record.  

Numb from the inside out, I hit redial and when my best friend picked up, the only sound 

coming from my throat was a grateful moan.  



 

Chapter Thirteen 

 

 

Rob 
 

The ferry ride from Pier 79 over to Port Imperial at Weehawken had me reconsidering my 

mode of transportation. A friend of a friend rented me garage space for my vintage ’94 Kawasaki 

Vulcan 1500 and the more practical Chevy Prizm. The sedan was coming thirteen years old, but I 

kept it garaged and tuned up, and it rewarded me with decent gas mileage and room for camping 

supplies on the odd occasion I managed to find time to get out of the city. 

It would be Mother Nature, not the cargo that would be the make or break decision on which 

vehicle to take. The weather gurus were calling for a storm to roll in off the Great Lakes and lay 

a swathe of ice and snow along the Interstate 80 corridor. There was the option of going the 

southern route, taking the turnpike but that ate at my time and didn’t guarantee the roads would 

be dry. Decisions, decisions. 

Already my teeth were chattering in the brisk wind, despite having dressed in layers. Both 

duffels were stuffed with enough basics to get me through ten days of researching. The dorm 

would have laundry facilities and hot showers and WiFi so there was no need for overpacking 

clothing. What I needed were a notepad, my laptop and enough electronic doodads to keep me 

from going nuts. 

The shuttle dropped me off a couple blocks from the high school and the old garage on the 

ground floor of an apartment building absentee landlorded by my buddy’s buddy. 

It had the benefit of being in a safe neighborhood and I could crash in one of the vacant 

apartments if I decided to stay the weekend and tinker with the bike.  

My first thought was to get an early start on Monday but once I had deposited the check and 

packed, sitting around picking my nose wasn’t an attractive prospect. So I grabbed the bags, got 

the 5:10 ferry over and hauled ass to get to my destination before it got too dark and I froze to 

death beating feet to my vehicles. 

Once there, I checked with one of the elderly residents who asked me in for tea and gossip 

but I declined when she said that all the units were full. That meant either sleeping in my car or 

hitting the road. 

Driving through the night wasn’t especially attractive, given I’d had nothing solid to eat since 

the day before. I was tired and stressed and out of sorts. Anxiety had done an eagle has landed, 

with my career and my self-respect on the line.  

Worthy concerns. And for excuses, they were right on target for allowing my inner 

commitment-phobic self to glom onto reasons why missing my Wednesday obligation would be 

reasonable and not something to take personally. 

Besides, I still didn’t have her phone number so ringing Taylor up and saying sorry, let’s 

make it sometime in the distant future, there’s no rush, plenty of time to work it out… 

Whatever it was. And there was that eight hundred pound gorilla in the room. 

Why didn’t you tell me up front that you were married? 

Would it have made any difference? 

Well, yeah, maybe… 



That maybe was why I was taking time to see Cordie. If anyone knew the lowdown on 

Taylor Richardson O’Brien, it was going to be my sister. 

Union City was a nightmare. Stop light after stop light and I managed to hit every single one. 

As the crow flies, it should be a six or seven hour run to the northern suburbs of Pittsburgh. The 

southern route afforded me more places to stop, though the truck traffic might be heavier. Either 

choice was six of one, half dozen of another. 

It took me an hour to find my way to I-78, with every fricking lane clogged with drivers 

heading west, stopping, starting, and my belly grumbled loudly in protest. 

Living in the city had deadened me to the finer points of a road trip, especially one taken on 

such short notice. With the newshounds from hell rushing like lemmings from Newark Liberty 

International to find the same trail that had led me to diarrhea of the mouth and the best comedy 

act ESPN had seen in a decade, my gut went into spasms over how little time I actually had to 

make good on the allegations and implied threats. 

Jackson gave me enough resources for ten days. Intuition suggested I had like ten minutes. 

A boat of sauceless hot wings, tasteless fries and a jumbo Mountain Dew staved off the 

gnarlies, but I forgot to order toothpicks to prop my eyelids open. 

Lead-footing it to a rowdy mix of eighties and nineties grunge and garage bands had me 

cruising through the turnpike tollbooth at fifteen miles an hour but nobody hot-footed after my 

Prizm to chastise me. 

Stopping, other than to refuel, wasn’t an option. I had a bad feeling Cordie would be waiting 

up for me and when I was late little brother caught hell. 

Nobody, but nobody, made me feel five years old better than my older sisters. Especially 

Cordelia. She was the only one without sprouts at home, the first-and-only-born currently in 

Europe finding herself.  

Smiling, I thought about my niece, with no small amount of envy. She sent me emails and 

photos that only a very understanding uncle would appreciate.  

I don’t know where she gets it from… 

Targeted stare, at me... 

Why is it she always comes to you for advice? 

Angie was currently in Italy somewhere, a fact that had escaped me when I was mulling over 

what Paddy had told me in the bar about Taylor. Making a mental note to email my niece and ask 

her to look into newspaper references to Taylor O’Brien, I let my thoughts wander off … When 

were you going to tell me? … to the less obvious scandal of her being dropped from the A2 

roster for unspecified conduct unbecoming. 

Sullivan didn’t offer up a lot of details, only that there was a manager, apparently her 

husband, involved somehow. Since the team wasn’t top tier, the flurry of fan outrage and the 

usual fifteen minutes of shame never made it stateside.   

Paddy hadn’t gotten much beyond the basics: she was a pro basketball player, doing a 

credible stint in the WNBA before being offered a more lucrative contract in Europe, eventually 

ending up in Milan. Taylor was a point guard, played at VaTech, which is how my sister knew 

her, being sorority sisters and all.   

She went by Taylor O’Brien because her husband was, still is, Michael O’Brien, whereabouts 

unknown. 

That I hadn’t really recognized her at dinner the other night wasn’t a big surprise. I hadn’t 

seen her in years, and the few times she’d been to our house she and Cordie were velcroed 

together and doing  whatever college girls do when they’re on spring break. 



Besides, I was still in high school and not exactly interested in my sister’s friends. I had other 

fish to fry. Not that we ignored each other, not at all. We shot hoops, hung out a little. Maybe if 

VaTech had been ranked at that time, I might have basked in the glow of knowing one of their 

star players. 

No glory, no glow. 

Which was why I ended up at Columbia’s School of Journalism, glowless but with a job 

offer from the Post. 

Energy flagging, I took the Monroeville exit by mistake, and out of habit. We’d lived all our 

lives in the Penn Hills section east of the city so it was natural to gravitate toward the ole 

homestead, except that Cordie and the Fink lived up by Bradford Woods, way to the north and 

west. If I’d stayed on the turnpike I’d have had to backtrack south in any case. 

Shrugging, I resigned myself to traversing the city and taking the interstate paralleling the 

Ohio River. At nearing two o’yawn, traffic was light. 

Cordie’s place was a tudor tucked in the vee of two roads that dead-ended against the 

hillside. The driveway wound through the trees, light snow dulling the edges of the headlights.  

Bless my sister. Like Motel 6, she’d left the light on for me. 

She greeted me with, “You look like shit,” followed by, “I made a pot of coffee,” which I 

could smell the minute I entered the house. Then she said the magic words, “I made you some 

waffles, they’re warming in the oven.” 

“Have I told you I love you?” 

Grinning she said, “Not often enough,” and further secured my affection with a sky high 

plate of Belgian waffles dripping with butter and real maple syrup. Warmed syrup. 

“Have I died and gone to heaven?” 

“See you got in alright. Any trouble finding the place?” The Fink padded into the kitchen 

wearing faded pajama bottoms and a ragged tee-shirt. He settled across from me and accepted a 

mug of coffee and a smaller stack of waffles, inhaling appreciatively. “Your sister can cook.” He 

winked at me and said, “It’s why I married her.” 

Cordie grinned and asked her husband, “What time do you have to be at the hospital?” 

He looked at the kitchen clock and mumbled over a mouthful of waffles, “Five-ish.” 

Worried that I’d gotten the man out of bed too early when he should have been getting his 

beauty sleep, I apologized profusely. 

“Not a problem, Rob. I wanted to get a head start on the weather anyway. I’ve got a full day 

of surgeries starting at seven.” He finished his breakfast and left to the room to get ready to head 

into the city. 

Cordie let me eat in silence, cleaned up the plates and topped off the coffee mug. 

“Do you want to talk now, or grab a couple of hours first?” 

There were so many questions swirling around in my fog-addled brain that finding a starting 

point seemed fruitless so I said, “I’m dead on my feet.” 

“Thought so.”  

She kissed my forehead and led me to a ground floor spare bedroom. All I saw was a queen 

sized bed with a down comforter. I think I was asleep before the color of the blanket even 

registered. 

 

**** 

 



By the time I dragged myself out of bed it was close to noon and my belly growled at the 

aroma of soup wafting down the hallway. After a quick shower and shave, my nose led me back 

to the comfort of my favorite room in any house: the kitchen. 

Cordie greeted me with, “Hey, sleepyhead. I have a Panini ready to go on the grill and some 

cream of broccoli.” Waving toward the window, she informed me, “Six inches and still falling. 

Please tell me you don’t have to leave right away.” 

Did I? Not really. It was another five hours or so to East Lansing, a relatively easy drive and 

something I could do the next day and still be at the university in plenty of time to get settled and 

to find Jackson’s contacts. Laying over at my sister’s and pumping her for information about the 

O’Brien woman until the roads cleared wasn’t a bad idea, not at all.  

Cordie ladled a generous amount of soup into a ceramic bowl and laid it on the counter, 

along with oyster crackers and a soup spoon. 

The soup burned my tongue but felt like warm velvet going down my gullet. 

“You should have gone to cooking school, Sis.” 

She laughed and said, “Well, one of us should have. You’re no slouch either, kiddo.” The 

Panini grill steamed as the sandwich toasted and gurgled.  

Asking, “Ham and cheese?” as I kept an eye on the grill, Cordie nodded and added that there 

was smoked turkey and Russian dressing also. 

I swallowed a lump in my throat and tried not to remember watching Taylor suck on the dill 

pickle as I fantasized about her doing that to me.  

Crude, yes. Rude, definitely. Especially since she was almost family, being my sister’s best 

friend.  

I wished to hell I’d taken her back to my place rather than dragging us to the bar. Damn my 

insecurities. Paddy wouldn’t have found me with his scoop and I might be, right this moment, 

doing something naughty with a six foot goddess. Blissfully unaware of her marital status. 

“Shit.” 

Cordie took a sip of coffee, then spoke softly, eyes boring into mine, her expression 

somewhere between sad and unreadable. “Is this about Tay?” 

Nodding yes and reverting to my compulsive urge to organize silverware, I acknowledged 

that this was the reason I’d come, to get the facts. The problem was, my sister seldom looked 

serious or concerned; sitting across from me, with our sandwiches cooling between us, she had 

the look of doom on her face and I wasn’t sure I could handle the truth. 

I ate while she reviewed what I already knew: Taylor’s history up to and including the offer 

to play overseas. Until that point in time it was all aboveboard and a normal career transition for 

women basketball players at that time. 

Cordie didn’t give a rat’s ass about sports, but she did about her friends so she paid attention 

and learned … and remembered more than I’d have given her credit for. 

“We kept in touch as best we could, but it was difficult, you know?” 

I did know. Cordie’s marriages were none of them made in heaven, with the exception of the 

Fink. For the first three, my sister had been on an emotional roller coaster. That she’d kept her 

wits and her good humor was to her credit. Each succeeding contribution to her financial 

independence made the last divorce less than amicable but not conducive to first degree 

manslaughter. 

“I expect you’ll be able to find out more about what went on in Italy than I know.” 

“I’ll ask Angie…” Oops. 



She gave me a rueful smile and we digressed for a few minutes on her wayward daughter’s 

flight across the continent, leaving broken hearts in her wake. Cordie seemed to lack some 

pertinent details, but I figured what happens in Amsterdam stays in Amsterdam. I wasn’t Angie’s 

favorite uncle for nothing. 

“So where does this O’Brien come in?” Meaning Michael O’Brien, the once and still spouse. 

“Tay was locked into a contract, playing for a lower level,” and she lifted her eyebrows 

questioning if that was the right term to which I muttered ‘uh huh’. “Well, by her own admission, 

she sometimes runs hot and cold,” and stopped, clearly not sure what that meant. 

I assured her it happened to the best players and waited for her to continue. 

“Anyway, things were beginning to take off, she was playing more and getting talked about. 

What she wanted was to move up but she couldn’t.” 

My sister led me into the den where we curled into comfortable recliners and watched the 

snow falling lightly onto an expansive wood deck. 

“The next I heard from her, she’d gotten married to this Michael person who was now also 

her manager. Supposedly he was negotiating her contract to get her moved to a better venue. The 

problem was that the team owner wasn’t willing to let her go and she had two years left to play 

for that team.” 

“In Milan?” 

“Um-hmm.” Cordie leaned forward and clasped her hands, her brow furrowed. “She never 

went into specifics, but my guess is that Michael was taking kickbacks from both sides, with Tay 

caught in the middle.” 

“So, let me guess. The media found out and laid the blame at her feet?” 

“Something like that. But here’s the worse part.” I braced myself. “She tried, she really did. 

To salvage the marriage, even though the bastard had ruined her life. Then her parents died and 

she didn’t have any close family, just a few cousins and elderly aunts, so she stayed over there.” 

“What happened then?” 

“O’Brien’s a hustler. Tay had let him take over her finances when they first got married.” 

She held up a hand to stop me from making a comment, because I knew damn well what was 

coming and my gut ached for the woman. “He dragged her all over the continent, gambling. I 

dunno, maybe conning people? Anyway, this went on for a few years until all her money was 

gone and they were in debt up to their ears.” 

“That’s when he left her?” Of course that’s when he left. 

Cordie went on for a bit longer but I was barely paying attention. Instead I stewed over how 

I’d manhandled her, shoving her against the wall and scaring her half to death. No wonder she 

hadn’t said anything, about what she felt or … well, anything. 

Damn. 

The explanation about Italian divorce laws and what happened when the asshole had 

contested, insuring a long legal battle, had me finally breaking through my sister’s stream of 

consciousness with, “Tell me, Cordie, how much longer does she have on the clock?” 

“I don’t understand, dearest.” 

“I mean, when is this damn divorce final?”  

She got that cagey look and wiggled around the question. My sister was up to the something. 

If it helped Taylor Richardson, I was all for it. 

For now, I needed to attend to business and work myself out of the hole I’d dug. I had no 

intention of approaching the woman I might be falling in love with empty handed. 

No way in hell. 



 

Chapter Fourteen 

 

 

Tay 
 

My thesis advisor took me out to an early dinner, mostly to distract me from slitting my 

wrists. She was good that way, on the motherly side, and when I’d let slip just enough for her to 

fill in the spaces with presumed boyfriend trouble, I didn’t bother to correct her misconception. 

Robert van Horn was no boyfriend, yet I’d managed, over the course of a couple days, to let 

my imagination run wild with anticipation. So badly so that I spent time between classes 

meandering down 47
th

 Street not looking in the display windows at the engagement rings.  

I’m not looking, not looking… 

Such was my level of desperation and hope. 

“He probably just forgot. Men do that, you know, dear.” 

Of course. That explained it. He had more pressing matters on his mind: drinking with his 

buddies, a career, a pickup game at the gym, a cheerleader. Oh hell’s bells, make it two 

cheerleaders for a ménage, which made me wonder if he smoked, and that made no sense 

because all I’d smelled was clean cologne, barely there, and a natural kind of scent that I could 

almost taste. 

And then he’d been in my mouth and the flood of coppery iron, the sting of my own blood 

mixing with his passion still had me reeling. I’d seen the Aegean in a storm, darkling grey on 

smoky blue, violent and untamed. His eyes had been like that. Possessive. Hateful. And beyond 

control. 

“He’ll call, you’ll see.” 

Except he wouldn’t, or make that … couldn’t. Not unless he called Cordie for my number 

because at no time did he ask me for it.  

“You’re right. He forgot. Men do that, don’t they?” I agreed, sounding vaguely like I 

believed that lie, because just the faint possibility that it was nothing more than an oversight put 

me in the every girl category, awash with company sharing the same dismal fate of being worth 

less than the price of a text message. 

And it was true. Men did a lot of things, things that were far worse than forgetting to make a 

phone call. Things like stealing all your money or abandoning you on the streets in Prague with 

not a penny to your name, not knowing the language or which direction was home. 

Except there was no home, just the guilt of former teammates who never believed me capable 

of all the heinous allegations, yet they never spoke up on my behalf. 

Mrs. Harkness stood and giggled, both of us swaying just a little. We’d finished off a bottle 

of red wine between the two of us, not a lot for my body mass, but a fair amount for an older 

lady who cleared no more than five-three. In sturdy, sensible heels. 

She gave me a hug and a ‘call me if you need me’ look that I appreciated more than I could 

ever say. We moved in opposite directions and I played my game of touch me if you dare all the 

way to my building. 

The best part of my day was about to happen… 

Hey, where’ve you been? 

I’ve been worried sick. 



I’ve been waiting hours for you. 

I brought take out. 

Let’s go out for a bite. 

Let me show you how much I missed you… 

Every step was a harp string plucked with strong, masculine fingers, thick and rough padded, 

capable of circling my throat and tilting my chin until that notch hollowed out for his tongue to 

prod and tease. 

By the second landing, I’d broken out in a nervous sweat: on my brow, drizzling down my 

spine and pooling between my breasts. I was wet everywhere. The ready kind of wet that ladies 

never mentioned, certainly not where I’d grown up. The kind I’d never, ever expected to 

experience again. 

Of course, he wasn’t there. I could see that halfway up the last flight but each step was hope 

pressing on the sole of my foot. 

He’s waiting inside for you. 

And he’ll take you, against the wall, like a savage, rough and demanding. 

I told you I’d come back. 

It’s Wendesday. 

I’m back… 

 

**** 

 

Friday night Cordie emailed with instructions to meet her at an office in lower Manhatten on 

Saturday afternoon to converse with Mort Finklestein, Esquire and his lovely wife, Rebecca, a 

divorce attorney with a reputation for sticking it to miscreant spouses of either gender. 

Rebecca being ‘lovely’ wasn’t nearly as compelling as the ‘stick it to’ label. There are those 

in life who seem capable of such generosity of spirit that the failures and foibles of their fellow 

man, or spouses, go unremarked or forgiven. 

I wasn’t one of them. 

Michael O’Brien skewered, his head mounted on a flagpole, his entrails spread throughout 

Washington Square Park for the poodles and teacup pups to munch on, his man parts… 

Taylor Richardson O’Brien did it with a carving knife in l’orto… 

No, not the garden. 

The bedroom? Hmm, maybe not. There were too many fond memories of seductions and 

pretty promises. Some fantasies never see the light of day, those that do eat at your soul. 

How sick was that? 

Steady, girl.  

Taylor Richardson did it with a criminal conviction… 

Italian divorce law was dicey at best. Other than watching the early sixties film: Divorce, 

Italian Style, I was woefully unprepared to embark on that journey of separation anxiety. If I’d 

just up and left the country, returning home the minute he dumped me, the clock would have 

started ticking and I’d be nearly done with him and the nightmare I’d been living. 

Instead, I’d stayed to undo the damage, unsuccessfully. 

Apropos of nothing, I asked the still empty fridge, “How is it I’m always stuck on the wrong 

side of right?” 

The real question was: why was I always falling for the wrong man? 

 



**** 

 

Cordie looked a lot more encouraged than I felt. Miz Finklestein had reiterated what I already 

knew: to short circuit the jail term, a conviction for fraud, misappropriation of funds, or (wink, 

wink) bribery would give me leave for a divorce, effective immediately. Allegations, rumors, 

hints, sly asides during interviews—none of that mattered.  

And while the thought of Michael-the-asshole-O’Brien behind bars in a cold, dank Italian 

prison warmed the cockles of my heart, the sad fact was the burden of proof rested on my narrow 

shoulders. Proof that would require another sojourn in a country I’d learned to love and hate with 

equal fervor. 

Proof that required an outlay of megabucks. Inflation was always a heady aspect of the 

Italian economy, a fact that impacted how a has-been sports celebrity could garner enough 

evidence to make any claims to misdeeds stick. Palms needed greasing as my cousins in central 

Pennsy would say. Greasing with funds I didn’t have and wouldn’t until I finished my degree 

and got a job paying more than minimum wage. 

Right now, Michael was Teflon, everything sliding off him and sticking to me like Velcro on 

fleece. 

Stomach growling loud enough to catch Cordie’s attention, I decided to leave the fabric 

metaphors and focus on food instead. 

She asked, “Are you hungry, dear?” 

Answering in my down home fashion, “I could eat,” I let her steer me to a cab and a ride 

back to midtown, accomplished mostly in silence as my dearest friend mulled over possibilities. 

The sorority sisters had never acknowledged the keen intellect my friend kept hidden most 

times, seeing her as a vacuous, albeit fashionable catch. She’d parlayed looks and a mean soufflé 

into three disappointing marriages. It had taken nearly twenty years for her to find the man who 

saw past the finger-licking-good into the kind heart and pure soul of a woman more deserving of 

love than all of us put together. 

What I liked best about my soul-sister was her willingness to get down and dirty. She steered 

us into a hole-in-the-wall Irish pub wannabe on Ninth Avenue and parked her butt on a stool in a 

dark corner. 

Not that there was a light corner anywhere. The place was, if anything, atmospheric to a 

fault, with smoky walnut paneling and bottles of Jameson lining the mirrored shelves. 

The bartender came over and gave us a classic Gaelic wink and a grin, aimed mostly at 

Cordie who caught the eye with her petite frame and buxom curves. I still looked like something 

she’d plucked off an outdoor basketball court in Harlem, the ‘do in tight knotted splendor and 

sporting a body only a forward could love. 

 I said the first thing that came to mind, “If I wasn’t flat-chested, I’d be poking eyes out,” sort 

of in keeping with my stream of consciousness and apparently not at all disconcerting to the 

woman sitting across from me.  

“We need to work on that self-image problem, dearest.”  

The barkeep laid a plate of something fried swimming on a bed of a lemon-colored sauce 

between us and inquired about drinks. Cordie nodded graciously at the plasticized wine list but 

went with my choice of whatever was on tap. 

“What is that?” I pointed to the appetizer. 

“I’m not exactly sure. Colin suggested we try it.” 

Colin.  



Where was I when she’d gotten up close and personal with a perfect stranger? 

Oh wait… Michael, Michael insert foul language O’Brien. The only thing not distracting me 

from living my life like a normal human being, not consumed by fantasies of first degree murder 

and forays onto the sniper rifle websites for helpful hints on how to off someone from a distance 

without being caught, was obsessing over my best friend’s baby brother. 

The one who didn’t come on Wednesday. 

For him, I’d reserved a very special place in hell. 

Though, the truth was, I’d be heading there way before either man simply because I wasn’t 

clever enough not to get caught.  

“A penny for your thoughts, Tay.” 

I gave her ten bucks worth. 

“I’ve been called stupid and naïve and a cheat. Maybe I am, maybe I’m not. But I trusted 

him, Cordie.” My heart had already splintered, so that left my voice to break under the pressure, 

chucking out the damning words, “I was in love.” 

Cordie wrinkled her nose in that ‘it’s an excuse, not a reason’ way she had of cutting to the 

core of the truth. She sucked on the end of the fried mystery bit and frowned, then set it down. 

Curious I picked up a length and held it up. It smelled good, but like looks, that could be 

deceiving. Taking a chance, I bit off the end and examined the interior: greenish with a cheesy, 

saucy take on collard greens without the bitter aftertaste when they weren’t done up properly. 

Popping the rest in my mouth, I sighed with pleasure and said, “Not bad.” 

Cordie moved the dish in my direction just as Colin-the-barkeep set two iced mugs of dark 

ale frothing with a thick head of foamy goodness in front of us. 

“Have you ladies…” licking his lips and staring down Cordie’s cleavage, “…decided on…?” 

Shrugging, I let her choose. The alien strips of fat-riddled relations to cabbage hit the spot so 

there wasn’t much need to intercede on what I might prefer as the next course. 

Cordie said, “Shepherd’s Pie,” and Colin went into raptures over her discerning taste, leaving 

us with one of those ‘as you wish’ gestures. 

Michael was Boston Irish, twice removed from the old country and wearing a veneer of 

aristocracy. I doubt he’d ever had Shepherd’s Pie and said as much. 

“It’s good, you’ll like it.” 

We chatted around and about my little problem, coming to no conclusion other than I was 

probably screwed without having just cause to haul O’Brien’s ass to an Italian court, let alone 

finding out where the fink was hiding in Europe. 

Colin set white oval dishes with side handles in front of us, adjusted the place settings, tut-

tutted at the level of ale—clearly we weren’t keeping pace with his expectations—and toodled 

away to wipe down the bar and await our pleasure. 

The first forkful, after punching through a crust of browned whipped potatoes, dribbled with 

a teasing display of veggies and ground beef, nearly causing me to swoon with the aroma and 

sensuous collection of comfort ingredients. 

Around a mouthful of ‘God, this is good, what’s in it, and how did you ever find this place?’ 

Cordie explained the classic prep techniques. 

“It’s simple foods, that’s the secret.” She shuffled her fork around the middle of the bowl and 

extracted a representative sample. “Ground beef, lean, that’s important. Then the vegetables 

might vary but usually you’ll have onions and peas, carrots too.” 



She motioned Colin over—he had to be hovering or he’d leapt over the bar and I’d missed 

the vault of the century—and inquired about something. Since I was chewing and appreciating, I 

missed that part of the conversation. 

Cordie continued, “Ah, a cup of Guinness and a half cup of red wine.”  

“Um,” or perhaps a ‘yum’ was all the encouragement she needed. 

“The seasoning shouldn’t be heavy. Salt, pepper, some thyme,” and she looked to Colin for 

confirmation. I followed her eyes to find the man looking aggrieved when she’d mouthed ‘fresh’ 

and they both shrugged. Dried thyme it was. She finished with, “And garlic of course.” 

Colin interjected with the coup d’grace, “Don’t forget the tomato paste to bind it.” 

Apparently binding was critical as they both nodded in some arcane rhythm, like bobble-

headed doll chefs, the cute versions of Anthony Bourdain on a culinary high. 

There was braising, tasting, adjusting, layering and baking until the potato topping bubbled 

and browned. 

If there was a culinary heaven, we’d just hit the lottery and the one-way ticket to satisfaction. 

Cordie left a bit in her bowl which I dutifully cleaned up, stopping short of licking both bowls. 

The ale went down smooth as silk and Colin replaced it before the empty glass hit the table. 

If someone hinted I was smitten with Colin, well… They wouldn’t be wrong. 

Sipping the ale and digesting consumed virtually all of my motor and higher level functions, 

and it wasn’t until we’d waddled out into the twilight and the top end of the dinner crowd that 

something Cordie said finally registered. 

We’ll have to have Robbie make this for us when he returns. 

Returns? 

Um, yes, dear, he’s doing research somewhere in Michigan, I think. 

Research. 

Um-hmm, his editor sent him out. Some kind of crisis with a story. 

Crisis. 

“Didn’t he call you?” 

No, no he didn’t. 

“Does he have your number, dearest?” I shook my head ‘no’, hard enough to make the 

cornrows pop and squeal in annoyance. “Do you want his?” 

Robert van Horn, the sports journalist out-of-town on a crisis for his newspaper, that Robert 

van Horn? Did I want his number? 

Well, did I? 

Was I that needy that I’d call him when he was on assignment, fishing for excuses and 

reasons to forgive? Hadn’t I done enough groveling to last a lifetime? 

If he’d wanted to let me know, he’d have found a way… 

“He’ll get in touch when he returns. There’s no point in distracting him when he’s busy.” 

No point at all. 

Cordie looked like she didn’t believe me. Why should she when I didn’t believe me? 

We walked arm-in-arm to the Port Authority Terminal where Cordie would catch a bus over 

to Newark Liberty International and her flight back to Pittsburgh. 

“Give David a kiss for me.” 

“Call me when you decide how you want to proceed, promise?” 

I promised I’d go over everything the lawyer discussed and waved goodbye and spent the 

rest of the night fretting… 

Why hadn’t I asked for his number? 



Why? 



 

Chapter Fifteen 

 

 

Rob 
 

Jackson had me in a sweat and by the short and curlies. There’s nothing quite like watching 

your research and first draft come under the scrutiny of a man who’d made his mark with a well-

deserved award for sports journalism from Northeastern, back when he pounded the pavement 

instead of pounding his recalcitrant staff into line. 

“Is this…?” got interrupted by me shoving a folder to the near edge of his desk, making room 

for the chart, “…hmm, okay, yes…” 

“It shows a pattern.” 

“Circumstantial.” 

“Still.” 

“We need a smoking gun, Rob, not fanciful pie charts and…” pausing to look at the 

newsclips I’d had a nice grad student translate for me, he continued, “…who’s this? She looks 

familiar.” 

Who’s this, indeed? That was the question that had my gut in a knot.  

“Stop pacing and sit, boy. Don’t try pulling your shit with me.” 

Flopping on the uncomfortable metal chair, arms crossed in a belligerent pose sure to get me 

knocked back a peg in my jet-lagged, sleep-deprived state, I stared at the spot between the rock 

and the hard place. It glared back. 

There was no away around the maze of coincidences that had built slowly over the last two 

weeks into a pretty solid trail of questionable behaviors and associations. A lot of it wasn’t new 

but when viewed as a whole, it made for pretty compelling reading. It was the little surprise at 

the end of last Wednesday, after the grad student had presented me with the translations of what 

had transpired in Italy so many years ago, that serendipity struck and I had that aha! moment we 

all dream about. 

Jackson saved me from going into too much detail on the side-trail that threatened to derail 

me by asking, “What else do you need?” 

“I need help with the financials.” My check book balanced but that was the extent of my 

expertise in higher level math. 

“You’ll want Wallace, then.” 

Yes, Peggy was an excellent choice, older than me by a century or two and tough as nails 

when it came to ferreting out what the bad boys down in the canyons were up to with public 

funds. She was also retired and working as an independent contractor so her mission, should she 

decide to accept it, wouldn’t come cheap. I said as much. 

“You let me worry about that.” 

That was a load off my mind. To make the allegations stick, I needed balance sheets that 

added up on the grease side of the ledger. Peg was the best man for that job. I pushed a bulging 

folder closer to my boss’ tapping fingers and said, “This has copies of everything she’ll need to 

get started.” 

Jackson grunted in reply and reached for his jacket hanging on the back of the chair. He 

motioned me to follow, echoing what I’d yet to say, “I need a drink.” 



On the elevator ride down, we watched the numbers tick off and joined the throng disgorging 

into the lobby. Jackson swung right onto the jammed sidewalk and we made our way at a good 

clip along Sixth, ignoring the lights and dodging cabbies in a rush to pick up the trolls dumping 

out of the high rises. At 45
th

 he elbowed me toward one of our less frequented watering holes. 

The pub was busy but not insane so we found a round table near the bricked wall and ordered 

a couple pints: Guinness for me, Innis and Gunn for him. 

We hadn’t been here for a while. They’d gone upscale with fancy inlaid table tops perched 

on old oak barrels. The stools were fashioned out of metal beer barrels with a vinyl seat and a 

chair back, comfortable enough if you weren’t staying long. Those of us with long legs were 

challenged by the lack of foot rests.  

The furnishings weren’t the only thing upscale now. Gagging at the menu prices, I wondered 

who was treating who but my editor eased my worries with, “It’s on me, seeing’s how your still 

on suspension.” 

“Yeah, about that.” 

He lifted an eyebrow, ignoring the question. I’d lived like a student, on the cheap, destroying 

my taste buds with pizza and greasy burgers, squirreling away the cash advance as best I could. 

But still, two weeks was two weeks. The rent on my apartment, utilities, all that crap didn’t stop 

just because I was buried up to my earlobes in the stacks at the main library near Spartan 

stadium.  

A cute young thing approached and asked, “Can I get you boys anything?”  

That was a dangerous question but we managed to dodge it with a request for crab cakes and 

the pub’s very excellent Irish onion soup. They used an obscene amount of onion, carmelized 

and then simmered in a roasted chicken broth laced with stout. I knew this because I’d dated one 

of the hostesses not so long ago. Dated briefly, if memory served. 

At some point, my brain had shut down from the vacuous pandering for attention, leaving me 

with celibacy as a fallback position. 

Then I’d met Taylor Richardson O’Brien, a game changer for my libido and the cause for my 

nightly bouts of acid reflux ever since. My physical discomfort aside, the accidental meet with 

Taylor, and her mysterious past, had guaranteed a ringside seat at Rob’s moral high ground 

versus throwing an innocent to the wolves for the sake of a story. And not just any story. 

This one had Pulitzer written all over it: cover-ups, bribery, dirty deals, corruption of youth, 

behavior unbecoming—from the halls of academia to the back rooms in Vegas and all the way 

across the Pond into the international arena. 

Jackson wiped his mouth with a napkin and finished off his ale, motioning for another round, 

settling in to ask the questions he couldn’t back in the newsroom where the walls sometimes had 

ears. 

“Alright, van Horn. Spill.” 

Chewing on my lower lip, there was that final moment of indecision, the tipping point where 

my feelings and the public’s right-to-know had the final mash-up. It wasn’t a matter of ‘choose 

wisely’; that was a done deal. My problem came with the consequences of what I might set in 

motion and how much of that was going to dig a hole from which I might never crawl out of. 

The hole in my heart. And that didn’t even come close to what I put at risk between me and 

my sisters and nieces and cousins, because when you hurt one of them, you hurt all of them. 

I wasn’t just taking Taylor to the cleaners, I was leading a goddamn parade. 



My sister and Taylor and the Fink’s relations in Boston needed a smoking gun to set Taylor 

free of her husband’s clutches. I’d found that. The problem was, nobody was going to like what I 

discovered. 

Turning to Jackson, I said, “Peg will get what you need to close all the loopholes in the case. 

She’ll follow the money and it will lead exactly where it needs to.” 

But?” There was always a but.  

“In the big scheme of things, what we have is pocket change, same old, same old. It’s all in 

the who gives a flying fu—” Ducking my head, I muttered, “Sorry,” at the bartender when she 

replenished our stock and cleared the plates. 

My boss asked a logical question. “If you get what you need from Peg, is there anything else 

that will make this pop, something that will headline on Section C?” 

“I can do better than that, Dave. Way effing better.” 

Nodding, he settled against the back of the chair and encouraged me to continue. When I’d 

finished, he was tapping his teeth and staring off at the ceiling, a flush of near ecstasy spreading 

joy in his editor’s jeans. 

“You’re sure about this.” It wasn’t a question. I had all the evidence I needed to point the 

finger at someone that the Italian authorities might be very interested in speaking with: Michael 

O’Brien, late of Milan, Italy and now residing somewhere in the Big Apple environs and going 

under a variety of alias, one of which Jackson and I—and likely any number of vice cops—knew 

as Michael Malone. 

Malone had been long suspected of having ties with one or more of the mob families 

engaging in offshore internet betting irregularities. There were also rumors that the man had been 

one of the prime movers in developing an illegal sports betting software program that netted the 

distributors over twenty million bucks in licensing fees. 

Jackson said, “Let me guess where those license fees came from.” 

“That’s too easy.” I drained my glass and shook my head no at a refill. “Estimates put the 

mob’s take at well over a billion in illegal gambling proceeds,” and smirked at Jackson’s whistle 

of appreciation, “but here’s where it gets interesting. Last year, the software designers got hauled 

in on a single count each of felony to promote gambling.” 

“That doesn’t make sense.” 

“No, it doesn’t. Until you look where those licenses went … Costa Rica, Canada and the 

Carribbean. All bookmaking ops where betting is legal. Apparently this Malone’s been island 

hopping for quite some time, facilitating the mob’s move into the digital universe and the twenty 

first century.” 

“Sheee-it.” He got that faraway look, trying to recall particulars. Finally, after drawing a 

blank, he asked, “Who broke that story?” 

“Boss, I’m afraid we did. I mean, not us, but the boys downstairs. Did you know the Five 

Families have a website devoted to… cripes, everything. Leadership charts, famous quotes, it’s 

… bizarre.” 

Jackson paid for the meal and stalked out of the bar, with me once more bringing up the rear 

and feeling flush with self-righteousness. At the corner he glared at me, but this was his good 

kind of glare. He put on his game face and asked, “You doing anything tonight?” 

I’d come right from the airport to the newsroom. I needed a shower and a change of clothes. 

Definitely a nap and more antacids. None of which my boss was going to give a rat’s ass about 

so I said, “Uh, no sir.” 



“Good. We’re going through that pile with a fine tooth comb. You’re gonna need help and 

resources.” 

“Does that mean I’m back on the payroll?” 

His lip did that uptick that told me he’d kept something from me. 

“Sir?” It never hurt to sir him now and then. 

“You were never off, van Horn.” At my dumb-as-a-box-of-rocks expression he informed me, 

“You work better under pressure, son.” 

Right. The checking account and 401k appreciated his consideration. My liver and budding 

peptic ulcer might have different ideas on that. 

 

 

There wasn’t much going on pushing midnight on a Thursday, the newsroom relatively quiet 

with the usual white noise permeating the cubbies and a blue sheen cast by monitors and 

overhead flat screens giving the space the illusion of a cocoon. 

I’d dragged a folding table into Jackson’s office and we’d organized the folders into sure 

things, need more research and so far out there it was worth a look. It was the last one that 

gnawed at my gizzards. 

“Rob, you look like I feel. Go home. Get some sleep. We can hit this again tomorrow.” 

“Yes, sir, thank you sir.”  

I was so beat I wasn’t sure I wanted to hit my empty apartment, the one that’d been closed up 

for two weeks without anyone checking on stuff, not that I had tropical fish or pets or plants to 

look after. The sad fact was, I had very little that needed a personal touch. What should have 

been my nest, my home, my refuge, was nothing more than a hostel waiting for its next tenant. 

How sad was that? 

Before I walked out the door I asked, “When do you want me back,” desperately hoping for 

afternoon but knowing that wasn’t happening, not with Jackson chomping at the bit. 

“I’ll meet with Mac and Parvi first thing, then we’ll sort how best to allocate their time. And 

we need to co-ordinate with the team that ran the investigation into that software thing. No sense 

in reinventing the wheel. They can give us a jumping off point.” 

My inclination was to say whatevah and head to the ladies room and crash on the couch in 

there. It wouldn’t be the first time, though napping hadn’t always been first on my agenda. 

 “And Rob, use this time to decide about where your loyalties lie. If we do this, it’s in for a 

pound. Do I make myself clear?” 

Perfectly. 

I’d just made the potential jump from sports reporter to investigative journalist, and those 

two career paths were oceans apart. I was going to swim with the sharks, chumming the waters 

with a woman’s past. And her future. 

Taylor Richardson had just jumped to the top of the leader board as my primary source on all 

things Michael O’Brien, aka Malone. I could give her exactly the thing she most wanted: a one-

way ticket to being single, free and clear of all attachments to the scumbag who had ruined her 

life. Take Malone down and the Italian courts put finito to the divorce decree.  

The fly in the ointment was that she was also my nightly wet dream and near obsessive 

infatuation. What would become a win for her was going to be a big zero sum game for me. 

There was no anonymous source option here. She’d have to come clean and be an integral part of 

the investigation. 



At the airport I’d called Cordie and asked for Taylor’s number. And then I asked if my sister 

thought I should, like, maybe call her. I think I even stuttered. 

“Oh hon, she will be THRILLED to hear from you!” 

Thrilled? 

“She likes you, dearest. A lot.” 

That had given me a glow all the way to the Port Authority Terminal. Once I hoofed it to 

Eighth Avenue, I connected the dots and came up bupkis with me getting the girl at the end of 

this. 

Of course, there were worse things than going home alone, in the middle of the night, to an 

empty apartment. 

I just couldn’t put my finger on what those other things might be. 



 

Chapter Sixteen 

 

 

Tay 
 

My cousin, Sam, answered the phone. 

“Uh, hi, is Marie home?”  

He yelled for her to pick up and exchanged a few pleasantries and reminded me we had a 

date for the weekend to practice coaching and working out some plays. My MBA wasn’t all 

about the bottom line. I needed to understand player behavior, both on and off the court, 

including gender differences and pay disparities amongst other things. I had a leg up in grasping 

the environment that the players, owners and the various leagues operated—more at the 

international level but that was why Sam had been able to strong arm me into a slot in the 

program. 

For once the term ‘value added’ was more than corporate speak: I walked the walk and talked 

the talk. Contracts, collective bargaining, I’d lived and breathed all that. Just not necessarily in a 

good way. 

Marie came on the line, slightly out of breath. “Hey, sugar, what’s up?”   

 “I have a date?” It wasn’t meant as a question but that’s how it shot out of my mouth. 

She giggled. “And you aren’t sure about…?” leaving the thought to dangle out there. 

No, I wasn’t sure. Not about tonight, not about Robert van Horn, definitely not about his 

suggestion he make me dinner at his place because he needed to talk with me. 

Two weeks away without a word and now he’d decided he needed to chat.  

What I wanted for him to say was he needed to throw me on the bed, the couch, a bench seat, 

across his lap… 

Have his way with me. Whatever that way might be. 

If it was anything like how he’d invaded my mouth like a conquering hero, I was on board: 

completely, totally, abso-fucking-lutely.  

Talking? Not so much. 

But, beggars couldn’t be choosers, so I’d said, dripping southern charm, “Why thank you 

kindly, I would be delighted,” all stiff and prissy and dripping with so much lust even keeping 

my legs crossed, tight, wasn’t helping the situation. 

“He’s picking me up at six.” 

“That’s nice, dear. Who is it, someone I know?” 

“Cordie’s brother.” I’d managed to get past calling him her ‘little brother’ because from the 

two brief encounters, little and Robert van Horn was not an accurate comparison. Or description. 

Or something.  

That something made me blush. 

Marie said, “Ah.” 

We did the I said, she said tango, skirting around the issue, my issue being how not to jump 

his bones the minute he showed up at my door. 

Finally I wailed, “I have nothing to wear!” And I didn’t do dates, not even for coffee because 

… oh, I was an idiot, I was taller than him and built like a point guard, I was his sister’s best 

friend, I’d shot hoops with him when he was still in pimples. And I was married. 



Marie said something to Sam who agreed with an ‘uh huh’ and then she informed me that 

Sam would do a drive by, be ready. 

A drive by was him picking me up without parking or idling his Honda for more than thirty 

seconds outside my building. I’d either be out within that window or wait until he circled the 

block and we tried again. If I didn’t see him, I had 911 on speed dial. 

“I’ll have a lunch,” she reconsidered and amended that to, “…a light lunch ready and then 

we’ll hit the second hand stores and see what pops.” There would be a makeup tutorial in there 

and some reminders about posture and suitable foundation garments. Nothing in that scenario 

spoke to Robert van Horn’s specific desire to talk. 

If all I’d wanted was a lecture, I’d have gathered a notebook and a sharp pencil and taken 

notes. With Marie’s help, I planned to go in locked and loaded. 

And if that didn’t work, well, maybe I’d get another good meal to hold me until payday. 

The Fink’s nest egg was off the menu. 

If the evening didn’t go as I hoped, there were still my studies and coaching and 

daydreaming about offing Michael. Ten thousand wasn’t much but it might be enough to hire a 

hit man. 

I cogitated those possibilities until Sam cruised to an idle and I bolted across the sidewalk to 

the car. 

 

 

“The dress, definitely the dress.” Marie swung a peach-colored flirty confection back and 

forth in her left hand while simultaneously pawing through the jammed rack of vintage apparel. 

Multitasking, it’s what women are good at. 

“I think I’d be more comfortable in a suit, maybe, yes?” The suit in question was a nicely 

tailored designer label that had an attractive price, somewhere between Walmart and Neiman 

Marcus. It was linen, perhaps too light for the weather, but black with a subtle pinstripe that went 

with everything and I needed a suit for the improbable time when I had a real job interview lined 

up. And it was a tall size. 

Marie groused, “The problem with women’s sizing is that if you need a longer inseam or 

sleeve length, the asshats think you’re also fat.” She held up an example that would have fit three 

of me with room for a companion animal. 

“It’s too short,” meaning the dress but when she held it against me it fell just above the knee. 

“Try it on.” 

The two salesgirls had joined us. The shop was empty but for us and the ghost of closets past. 

That made me the entertainment for the afternoon. I had three Stacy London’s on a mission, 

racks full of clothes I couldn’t afford used, let alone new, and a burning desire to knock the socks 

off a tousle-haired jock. 

“Come on out, sugar, let’s see what you look like.” 

There was one of those triple mirrors, the kind with the edge sets angled inward so you could 

see front and side and the rear if you spun yourself just right. I padded in bare feet to the 

invisible mark and stared. 

“Oh hon, you look gooood.” That from the pixy in tight leather shorts and a tube top. 

The taller one wiggled a finger for me to twirl. The fabric wasn’t silk but a near cousin, light 

as air and sinfully clingy. I’d thought it a single color, all peach, but it was more shaded in subtle 

tonal variations from lightest at the bodice to darkest at the hem. It was full without being 



weighty and it had, God help me, a plunging neckline that on anyone but me and Twiggy would 

have the male population in a swoon. 

My girls were simply not the swoon-inciting kind. 

Marie asked, “Do you have any push up bras?” 

They didn’t, no undergarments at all except for a few rather racy, unworn, still in original 

packaging, bits of sleepware frill. If I ever got to that point in my fantasy league, I’d be back to 

take a serious look. For now, finding something to help me hold up my end of the bargain with 

the dress would have to take precedence. 

Marie paid with her credit card and we did a few rounds of it’s on me and I can’t let you 

while the pixy ran the charge card and folded the dress lovingly into thirds and stuffed it in a 

plastic bag. 

Marie wrinkled her nose but it wasn’t Bloomies and I wasn’t complaining. 

We found a lingerie shop and a stop traffic device that not only gave me awesome cleavage 

but also guaranteed a trip to the glass cage and the radar wand at airport security. It also served to 

buttress my sometimes sloppy posture because the metal dug into the soft underside of my boobs 

if I slouched. Bonus. 

Marie inquired, “Shoes?” We had passed a few shoe stores with the latest in platform heels, 

things I wouldn’t wear on a bet, even if I ended up with a seven foot tall power forward.  

“Um, I have black flats.” 

“No, no, no, hon.” And in we went. When we came out, I had tannish platform sandals that 

took up the peachy hue and augmented the milk chocolate of my skin tone. 

Objecting, I muttered without much conviction, “This’ll put my boobs at his eye level.” 

“Your point, dear?” 

Crap.  

 

**** 

 

Robert van Horn lived in a neighborhood suspended between hippie chic and what the city 

fathers called gentrification and rubbed their hands gleefully over the process because it meant 

increased tax revenues and safer beats for the cops on foot. 

His building was a plain jane light red brick with air conditioners sprouting from every other 

window and semi-enclosed narrow decks. It had a doorman who nodded and held the door for 

me, looking with undisguised curiosity from me, tall enough with the heels to almost need to 

duck, and Rob … not that tall. 

And yes, his eyes had strayed, and stayed, on my boobs. We weren’t in his apartment yet and 

I had mission accomplished. I wondered if maybe I should just cut my losses and head on home 

while I had the chance. 

I’d seen the cheerleaders swarming him at the game: short, perky, flexible, well-endowed and 

with pompoms. They were a tough act to follow. 

He muttered, “It’s not much,” and swept me into the small space. Like most city apartments, 

the square footage was minimal but he had a park side view and nothing was peeling off the 

walls or crawling out of sight when we entered. 

All southerners were brought up in the kitchen. That room was the confessional, the meeting 

place, the strategy room, the comfort room, the one awash with the odor of cooking and love and 

companionship. It was the first place I headed. 



It was the usual white utility everything, long and narrow and faced with a bar and a couple 

of stools. He had a four-burner gas stove and a full-sized refrigerator which, compared to my 

humble hovel, said rich bitch in no uncertain terms. 

I said, “Nice,” and meant it. 

The counter was littered with a meal in progress. He had pre-chopped an assortment of 

vegetables, what amounted to a classic holy trinity, a mirapoix mix of celery, onion and green 

pepper. I noted the canned tomatoes, plus sauce and paste, garlic and a mix of spices pre-

measured into an odd assortment of small plastic and ceramic containers. 

As my stomach growled in anticipation, I asked, “Shrimp creole?” and nearly swooned when 

he smiled. 

His face lit from a fire within, giving him a boyish quality that was irresistible. Especially 

with the mop of brown hair that hadn’t been cut since I’d last seen him. 

“Red or white?” 

If he’d offered diesel fuel, I might have said yes, but instead I asked, “Do you have any 

beer?”  

He looked like he was ready to eat me up as he offered a light and a dark ale. I pointed to the 

dark and he nodded with satisfaction. 

So far the talk was going very well indeed. 

A southern girl always offers, so I asked, “Can I help?” 

“Nuh-huh, babe, you just sit there and keep me company.” He opened the cans and pulled out 

a frying pan the size of Rhode Island, fired up the burner and laid a base of olive oil, flour and 

butter to begin the sautéing process. “Tell me about your program at school, you like it?” 

We slide onto safe ground, me describing my classes and what I hoped to learn and apply for 

that mystery dream position somewhere down the road. He talked about blowing his knee and a 

scholarship and ending up at Columbia, much to everyone’s surprise. 

“I didn’t exactly do my family proud when I was in high school. Or the early years in 

college, as a matter of fact. Took a long time to find what I was good at.” 

“And what’s that,” a question that was double-edged because there were any number of 

things he surely was good at, and being a journalist was one according to his sister. I had other, 

naughtier thoughts that had me ducking my head and thanking the gods that he had his back to 

me, stirring the mirapoix. 

“Writing. Reporting. Research, I’m really good at that.” 

My belly lurched but there was no reason to assume he described anything other than his job. 

He added the rest of the ingredients, brought it to a boil, then backed off the heat, covered the 

pot and set the timer for an hour. 

An hour?  

“I guess we talk now?” 

You see, I haven’t forgotten. 

There are other things we could do for an hour… 

The living room was spartan with a combination sofa bed and couch and a ratty recliner that 

looked like he’d spent many a night dozing in it with the television set to one of the EPSN 

channels. 

I set my mug on the coffee table at the far end of the couch and assumed Rob would occupy 

and bookend the empty space between. He didn’t. 



“Taylor, listen…” He set his glass down and invaded my space, thigh to thigh, the peachy 

silky fabric clinging to his cords and riding up my leg and setting every hair follicle to full 

standing attention. 

Offense wasn’t my forte, defense was. And as much as I craved his touch, I also feared it, 

feared losing control, falling head over heels and misleading him into thinking things he 

shouldn’t. Things I couldn’t think about. Not now. Maybe not ever. 

And then he ran his thumb over my lips and I stopped thinking at all. 



 

Chapter Seventeen 

 

 

Rob 
 

My Amazon, my Valkyrie, my goddess trembled like aspen leaves in a breeze, quivering 

because of a touch, a touch I never meant to happen. 

It was distance I needed, objectivity. Just the facts, ma’am, here’s how it is, here’s what I 

need. Here’s what I can do for you, but you have to do this for me. Tit for tat. That’s how it 

worked in my world. In hers, too. I knew that for a fact. I’d been nosing around those perimeters 

for most of my adult life. 

Distance. I closed that distance and punished myself with a whisper of indulgence. 

And then she huffed a breath on my thumb, a digit that had no business wandering anywhere 

near her pout. Somewhere in the void, the timer ticked off the minutes, the soft flicking of time’s 

passage an echo of regret, bouncing off my bare walls and stealing with relentless fury into my 

barren soul. 

Back off van Horn before it’s too late. 

It’s already too late. 

It’s in her eyes. 

She’s already said yes and I don’t have the strength to say no. I should, I know that I should, 

for her, for us. 

But I won’t. 

I can’t. 

Oh God help me, I can’t… 

Slipping to my knees, I straddled her ankles and slowly unlaced the straps, keeping my head 

down, focused on the task. First one shoe, then the other, until her bare feet floated atop the tight 

weave, toes curling reflexively and I stoppered the laugh because I didn’t want sound to intrude. 

Just the ticking… tick, tick, tick. 

Her skin was soft and smooth over thick muscle and if I pushed down, the sinews and veins 

and hard contours would resist and I wanted her compliant, willing. No, not just willing. I needed 

her to want me. 

Me. Just me. 

Crouched like that, bent at the waist, my cock rammed hard against my jeans, taking on a life 

of its own, willing me to proceed. 

Hissing, she braced against the pressure as I ran my thumbs up the inside of her calves, a 

tight line driving her knees and her resistance apart until they eased, just enough for me to 

separate and force them apart. Enough that I could tease with my tongue, the taste of her so 

intense I nearly swooned, her arousal pure … perfect. 

Fabric teased across my skin as she drew the satiny drape higher, easing my path and setting 

my blood on fire. 

Standing, I waited for common sense to right my world. When it didn’t I held out a hand and 

pulled her up to face me. 



Duty and honesty prodded that this was wrong, wrong on so many levels that if I took the 

next steps there was no going back. I was doomed to lose her no matter what I did, so Little 

Robert said what the hell, take her, because you’ll always wonder what it might have been like. 

Take her. 

 Backing away, making noises of apology…  

I’m sorry, so sorry, I don’t know what came over me… 

Yes you do, asshole. 

“Rob. Robert?” her voice rattled low in her throat, timbered with lust. 

I knew lust. It was an itch always worth scratching, or it had been up to now. What I felt, this 

ache that was pleasure and pain dancing on a grave of lost hope, this went so far past lust, I no 

longer had a frame of reference.  

I longed for that violation of trust. I wanted to imagine her bones melting, whatever that 

meant, surrendering, not to me but to us. 

I wanted to finally feel the difference between fucking and making love, and there was only 

one thing standing in my way… 

Damned if you do. 

Damned if you don’t. 

She was confused. And hurt. I turned away and retreated into the kitchen. Tick, tick, tick. 

Stirring the thickening sauce, I waffled with the wooden spoon, buying the time that tick, ticked, 

ticked my resolve away. 

She murmured my name again and I heard the stool pfft across the carpet and my gut 

clenched because she needed to leave before I hurt her, hurt myself. 

Teeth clenched, I growled, “Taylor, we need to talk.” 

“Okay.” 

Jesus, she said okay. Persistent, innocent.  

I can give you what you want, Taylor Richardson. 

But can I give you what you need? 

I’d tucked the red wine close to the refrigerator, away from the heat, leaving it uncorked and 

breathing. The damn wine was luckier than me, I couldn’t catch a gulp of air if my life depended 

on it. Rooting around the cupboard, I found two mismatched wine glasses and filled them 

halfway, handing her one while I chugged mine and poured another … what was it called? Not a 

finger, that was for scotch.  

She interrupting my musings, asking, “What’s wrong?” She’d have been better served to ask 

‘what’s right’ because that would have been a much shorter discussion. 

She sipped, I drank, I topped us off and spoke until the timer dinged and my subconscious 

walked me to the refrigerator and the bowl of iced shrimp awaiting immersion in the fragrant 

sauce. One sensory level worked, admiring the spicy aroma of creole seasoning, my bastardized 

version adequate for the uninitiated and the best I could do on short notice. 

I was shite in the wooing department, a johnny-one-note and self-centered as my family often 

reminded me, taking my pleasure whenever it suited and tucking away those tiny vulnerabilities 

that branded me a loner … and lonesome to my core. 

With Taylor, I wanted to use something other than my dick to show her how I felt. Aside 

from my job, it was the only passion I acknowledged. 

That the tall mocha skinned woman staring at me with concern and, dare I say it? … maybe 

even, love … opened up a realm of possibilities I’d never considered. 

I tried to bury the truth under the guise of seduction.  



When it looked like I might be winning, I slapped her with the final betrayal. 

“The paper is prepared to offer you a generous cash incentive if you will agree to assist us in 

this investigation.” 

I plated two bowls of shrimp creole and placed one in front of her. I stayed on the opposite 

side of the bar, preferring to remain standing with the counter physically separating our bodies, 

though the heat off her anger was enough to set my apartment on fire. 

She spooned the stew and blew on it, tasting it and nodding. A piece of me waited for her to 

dig in and let the flavors dissipate the harm I’d done, but that was a hopeless fantasy. She set the 

spoon down and retrieved her shoes, making quick work of knotting the laces. 

When she stood, she towered over me, physically, morally, in every way possible. 

She asked, “Are you only about the job, Mister van Horn?” 

My sister’s voice added a damning echo to that, her accusations coming home to roost in the 

persona of her best friend. 

Vaulting over the counter and pulling her into my arms would only result in her decking me 

or me getting hit with a restraining order, neither of which was much disincentive when I 

watched her world collapse around her, all because of me and my goddamn story. 

I had chosen honesty over subterfuge. That should have left me feeling noble, instead I felt 

like shit. And I owed her an answer. 

I just wish I had one that made sense. 

I’m in love with you. I can’t live without you. 

Get used to disappointment, Robbie. 

Instead I said, “I can make your problem go away. I can see that Michael O’Brien gets put 

behind bars for a long time.” 

“And make your newspaper a hell of a lot of money, right?” 

“Yes.” 

“Then what about you,” the you drawn out with such venom the spittle pooled at the corners 

of her mouth and foamed until she flicked her tongue, quick as a snake and just as lethal. “What 

do you get?” 

 The list was long: notoriety, respect, a chance at becoming the watchdog over the public 

trust, the knowledge that I did my best at overcoming a challenge… That maybe I was a badass 

and someone to watch out for because I could slice and dice lives with well-chosen words. 

But she knew all that already. 

“What do I get?” I moved around the counter and came up behind her. That she let me get 

that close while being vulnerable gave me a frisson of hope, so I went with what was in my 

heart. 

“What I wanted was you, Taylor.” 

“Me?” She made to spin and confront me but I clasped my hands around her waist, holding 

her still. If she wanted to throttle me, I’d let her. What I couldn’t do was let her go. 

“You don’t know me…” 

“That’s where you’re wrong. Let me help you.” 

Let me love you. 

“If I agree to do this, do I have to work … deal … with you?” 

“Um, no, my editor, Dave Jackson, can assign an associate editor to work with you for most 

of the time. You’d have to see me occasionally, but…” 

My heart thudded double time, so hard I feared I was verging on cardiac arrest. 

Say yes, say yes, say yes… 



“Let me go.” 

I released her and stepped away. There was nothing more I could do. I’d dug my own grave 

good and deep. The rest was up to her. 

She said, “I’ll think about,” and walked out the door and I didn’t even try to offer to take her 

home. 

My belly growled but I dumped the shrimp creole into a plastic contained and shoved the 

dishes and the pan into the dishwasher. Checking the calendar to see what was up for Saturday, I 

found the usual clutter absent, a day free of obligations almost a sin. To celebrate I might indulge 

in a pickup game at the Y, something I hadn’t done for a long time. I needed the exercise, mostly 

to clear my fogged brain cells. After scribbling a reminder in the blank square box, I called 

Paddy and arranged to meet him at our usual place. 

I was going to squeeze all the information I could out of him. 

Then I was going to get falling down drunk. 



 

Chapter Eighteen 

 

 

Tay 
 

Marie held my hand, her fingers twined around mine, tight. We were at her kitchen table, 

Sam having been once more dispatched to bring me round, this time with an overnight bag. 

“I simply can’t believe that man let you go home all alone, especially into that 

neighborhood,” and she turned to yell out into the living room, “Sam, can you believe that?” 

Marie was furious, actually more so than me. I was just numb … no, more than numb. Dead. 

Dead to sensation, dead to hope.  

Apropos of nothing, I offered, “He made shrimp creole.” 

“Ah.” Another squeeze, letting me work it out. 

Sam asked, “How was it?” and Marie gave him the ‘isn’t that just like a man look’ but he 

ignored her and moved into the adjoining hall to escape the estrogen tsunami.  

“Do you want to move into the den, dear? Be more comfortable?” 

“No, thanks, this is fine.” Uncomfortable was good, it kept me rooted in the now, it gave me 

a physical pinpoint that reminded me that the emptiness inside didn’t define me in a 

psychobabble kind of way. I was more than a shell with a soft gooey center. I needed to grow a 

set of brass ovaries and meet the opportunity head on. 

Yay! Taylor Richardson! You go, girl.  

“I called the lawyer, Rebecca Finklestein, this morning and explained the offer.” 

“And what’d she say?” 

“She’d already looked into Italian law and it was like she said, prove him guilty, put him 

behind bars and all my troubles go away.” Sort of. She also reminded me that I could keep my 

mouth shut, head or some other body part to the grindstone, wait out the time and then put it 

behind me. That appealed to the defensive mindset, the passive one. 

The other little consequence that no one talked about, and quite honestly had never occurred 

to me in a New York minute, was me once more being implicated in Michael’s schemes in a 

guilt by association kind of way. And that made sense because once the mud started flying, it 

would coat everything, including me, in the fallout zone. Europe all over again.  

Marie said, “There’s more, isn’t there,” and waved for Sam to join us. Apparently he’d been 

lurking nearby just in case. 

“I never told you the whole story, about what Michael was doing to break my contract and 

get me placed in the A-one league.” 

Sam said, “With a healthy signing bonus, right?” 

“Exactly.” Extracting my hand from Marie’s grasp, I folded them on the table and willed 

them to stop trembling. “In some ways I was naïve. That’s not an excuse, just a fact. And I 

believed in Michael.” Hells bells, I had married the man. “I trusted him, and that’s on me, no 

one else. I missed all the signs.” 

“Like what, hon?”  

I came at that question sideways. “There are a lot of ways to break a contract, to make 

yourself so unattractive to the team and the league, that they’ll practically trip over themselves to 

wash their hands of you.” 



“Morals clauses?” That from Sam and I knew he knew where I was headed. 

“As a last resort, yes. But there were other options: not playing up to potential, throwing 

games, illegal gambling, crap like that.” 

Marie sat back to give her husband clear line-of-sight to me and my shame. 

“It seemed cut and dried. Don’t play my best for a few games, not badly enough to do real 

damage and destroy our championship hopes, but enough for them to bench me.” At Marie’s 

quizzical look, I explained, “You can make stupid fouls that lead to technicals and extra points 

for the opponent, or maybe you get a little too physical and cause an injury.” 

“So you gave in.” Sam sounded disappointed in me, as well he should. 

“I considered it. The negotiations broke down, management entrenched and Michael was 

threatening to leave if he couldn’t get his way.” 

“Oh, Tay.” 

“What I didn’t know, at the time, was that he took kickbacks from both sides. Supposedly my 

team bribed him to convince me to stay, the other to convince me to defect.” 

Sam said, “Let me guess, he painted you as the perpetrator in all this.” 

“But, surely they couldn’t believe that of you!” Marie cried, being supportive again. 

 I sighed and chewed on a fingernail, mentally whipping myself for not seeing it, any of it. 

When whoever said love is blind, they must have pegged the big red target on my back. 

“Somebody leaked it to the papers…” 

“No prizes for guessing who.” Sam was holding Marie’s hand now, his face thunderous. 

“Well, anyway, they started pointing fingers, at me, even other members of the team, 

accusing us of … crap, I don’t remember what all, now, but it got to the point where I was 

physically ill before a game. The fans booed and expected me to fail.” 

“So you did.” 

“Yeah, Sam, I did.” Brushing away the tears, I sat up straight and faced the couple who had 

launched the rescue Taylor longboat, along with Cordie and the Fink, and fessed up to my 

mistakes. 

Sam wasn’t about to pressure me to come out with it, but I had to clear the air so I continued, 

“We were in the quarter finals. By that time, I was ready to walk, forfeit everything, all my 

friendships, my fans, the whole nine yards. Michael was in Rome, taking a break from the 

stress.” I managed to say that with a straight face but Marie hissed and looked ready to kill. 

“So you ran.” Sam had that ‘your parents raised you better than that’ scowl and it was true.  

“Oh yeah, I ran. Right back to Michael. By the time I found him, the whole story had been 

leaked, each side taking the moral high ground,” and I did the hated finger quote thing, “and I 

ended up with the short stick.” 

“Then what happened?” 

This was the hard part, the Taylor Richardson is too stupid to live part of the story. “Michael 

had already assumed control over my assets,” and I glanced at Sam to confirm that he understood 

exactly how much money was involved, “and he wasn’t happy with losing twenty thousand a 

month so he tried to peddle me to Spain and France.” 

“But your reputation preceded you.” Sam was keeping a lid on his feelings but it cost him, 

his color going to an unhealthy shade of brownish puce. 

“The truth is, I had enough set aside to be comfortable for a very long time, working or not 

working didn’t matter. All we had to do was live simply and let it blow over until the next big 

thing caught the public’s eye.” 



“But that wasn’t Michael’s way, was it, dearest?” Marie sounded a lot like Cordie who was 

the only person, other than Michael, who knew the entire sad tale. 

“No it wasn’t. It took a little over a year, but he managed to blow through my savings and 

that’s when it got ugly.” 

When the money ran out, the abuse started. That’s when I should have bailed and I didn’t 

because by that time he had me believing it had been my fault all along and that I deserved 

everything I got, including his fists. 

Then there was Prague and me homeless and trying to find a way out.   

End of story, finito. 

Waiting it out was my best move. Avoiding the public eye and going about my business. 

Miss Anonymous. Except, I wasn’t exactly anonymous anymore. Rob’s buddy Sullivan, and now 

Rob himself, had a bead on a story where I was more or less a sideshow, but still an important 

cog. They’d move ahead, with or without my help. 

Without … that meant more legwork, more research, finding other smoking guns as Rob put 

it. But with my help? Maybe justice and a taste of vindication. I had less to lose financially but 

one thing that experience had taught me was I deserved a measure of self-respect. Otherwise, 

why was I trying to re-invent myself? The prospect of losing it again to public opinion wasn’t 

just uncomfortable, it was damn near a game-changer. 

But I loved the sport, so much so that I couldn’t imagine living outside of it. My graduate 

studies offered me an opportunity to get back to doing what I did best and to move forward with 

my life. 

I wasn’t Michael O’Brien, I didn’t need a man to define me. 

Then why does it matter so much what Robert van Horn thinks of you? That was the sixty-

four thousand dollar question. 

Sam quietly asked, “What can we do to help?” 

“Yes, dear, what?” 

That’s when the dam burst. 

 

**** 

 

David Jackson was a bull moose of a man, hardly what I’d envisioned as the classic skinny, 

twitchy newspaper editor with heartburn and a constant hard-on for a lead. He looked, walked 

and talked like a linebacker; and he left me in no doubt that I was in good hands when it came to 

protecting a source. He introduced me to Parvi something or other and we exchanged contact 

information and files. 

Nodding appreciatively, Mr. Just-call-me-Jackson, everybody does, motioned for everyone 

but him, the assistant editor, and myself to leave the small conference room. 

“This looks fairly comprehensive.” He pawed through the folder, alternately looking at the 

corresponding pile next to my meager stash and then to Parvi who was furiously taking notes on 

a handheld device. 

“I collected all the newspaper articles and editorials that I could and translated them myself. 

Unfortunately, most of what’s there is from Milano since that was my home base at the time.” 

Tapping at a small collection paper-clipped together, I explained, “This is from the Rome 

sources, two of them are gossip rags but the other one is a respected daily.” 

He grunted and scanned some of the highlighted sections.  



Parvi interrupted with a, “Sir, should we get Peg to look over the financials?” to which the 

editor flipped a slightly thicker stack of notes toward his assistant editor. 

I had no idea who Peg was but if she could follow Michael’s misuse of my funds, it just 

might lead to other connections. Especially those in the Caribbean. The editor had filled me in on 

exactly how far my asshole husband had fallen in his endless quest for the almighty buck. 

In some ways it was a relief to know that I’d slipped into that crack that some people might 

call chump change. He’d stepped up to the big time, manipulating deals netting him a nice cut of 

twenty million. 

After Parvi disappeared through the door, Jackson said, “Now. Do you want to explain why 

you don’t want to work with van Horn?” 

“No.” 

He waited. 

No, because we have a relationship. Wait, there’s no ‘have’, there’s … had? That wasn’t 

quite right either. So what do we have? Two kisses that curled my toes and set my innards on 

fire, a thumbprint on my lip that refused to leave, existing like some amputated phantom limb 

does, leaving feeling where none should exist. The unspeakable thrill of him spreading my legs, 

milking my senses of every spark of denial, sending me into orbit and then firing my taste buds 

with such indulgent fury I might have exploded, right there in his kitchen, sitting at his counter. 

Wishing it was his bed. 

Me pounding the formica and howling yes yes yes yes! as the mirapoix and the subtle 

seasonings detonated into orgiastic excess on my tongue. 

The fact that he could cook and use that tongue like a lethal weapon had me clutching my 

thighs and making the veins pop in my neck. There was a good chance a passing stranger might 

feel the need to call 911-exorcism given my state of arousal. 

Jackson’s mouth quirked in a way that reminded me of him. 

I stood and said, “I have a thing…” and we shook hands and I darted through the maze of 

cubbies and men in various stages of apoplexy, all in random motion in a din that rivaled a 

madhouse. I had no idea how a man like Rob could stand it. 

Don’t go there, girl. Think about something else.  

I’d just turned down enough money to pay rent on a decent apartment in a safe section of the 

city for the balance of my academic career. It seemed a fair exchange: I help them stick it to 

Michael ‘Malone’ O’Brien and I got as much protection as they could afford to give me without 

sacrificing the truth, whatever it was. I had had enough of dirty deals and money under the table 

to last me a lifetime. That wasn’t me; it wasn’t how I wanted to live my life. 

Of course, it was a risk, for me and for them, but it was all I could do. 

Mercifully the elevator was empty as I rode it down, huddled in the corner and giving myself 

a pep talk, doing my best to cheerlead myself into this next challenge but not managing terribly 

well. Self-analysis wasn’t my forte, not when the motivation led only to facing down a lion’s 

den. I needed something a little more tangible, physical, something that would break a sweat 

without breaking my resolve. It was fortunate I was meeting Sam for another stab at getting back 

on the court, away from graphs and charts and equations, back to my roots. It had been a while. 

My body and my brain missed it. It was just the thing to clear my head. 

Throwing my gym bag over my shoulder, I joined the happy tourist wave and followed it to 

the Y where Sam waited for me. 

I could almost feel the knubby surface of the ball against my palm… 

I licked my lips and realized … that wasn’t all I could feel. 



 

Chapter Nineteen 

 

 

Rob 
 

Rough palm on rough leather, the texture already slicked down from sweaty palms and froth, 

the basketball spun, the orbit negative on the bounce and sending it spiraling back. We of the 

non-fit oozed fluids from every pore, every orifice, trumped only by our determination to man up 

and own it, work it, baby. 

Own it because we owned nothing else, no date, no significant other. Saturday night in the 

Big Apple, the city crawling with the willing, trolling for a look and a refill, maybe even a score. 

We didn’t need no stinkin’ dates, we had a different kind of score in mind. 

Two teens the size of brick shithouses lumbered to my left, the one a clueless guard, the other 

a power forward if power was measured by the metric ton, a freight train parting the sea of man-

on-man.  His job was to clear the run-way, give me time to work my way up court and position 

for the elusive three. I used to be good in the corner but age and the bifocals I refused to wear put 

paid to that with air-balls and derision. So I looked to drive down the paint for the easy two. 

Except they weren’t coming easy tonight. 

The lookyloos had gathered in droves, pausing to catch a breath between treadmilling and 

free weights, the court situated on the quarter mile circular walkway leading from one venue to 

another. Most nights they ignored us. But this wasn’t most nights. 

I balanced on the balls of my feet, rocking side-to-side, looking for Karim, a hustler my age 

usually out trailing the Channel 6 cameramen, hauling ass with their lighting equipment. He was 

skinny as a rail and strong as an ox, you had to be to tote those loads. 

But he was shorter than the six foot tower of muscle and ’tude blocking me with every step, 

left, right, feint. 

Damn, she was good. And persistent. 

 “Come on, Horndog!” I followed the sound and lobbed it high and short, hoping Karim was 

on the other side of … her. 

She was different, her dark hair unkinked from the cornrows and yanked tight into a tail, the 

ends tinged with golden blonde highlights. The ‘do did nothing to soften the fierce set to her 

mouth and the distaste in the cant of her chin once she’d realized I was on the court, taking over 

for a guy with not enough lungpower to handle the rapid turn overs. 

I didn’t plan it that way, it just happened. She was shooting a foul, a double, swish—nothing 

but net on the first—but the sweaty ball got away from her and it pinged off the metal and 

floated. I grabbed it from behind her and partied my way into the corner, getting an elbow and an 

evil grin for my efforts.  

The ball lazed its way out of bounds, still ours. 

Karim was a one-handed wonder, sure-footed and quick enough to scoot around the muscle, 

but he was predictable. Tay took advantage, owning the post position, spreading her impressive 

wingspan and flicking at the ball every time one of us approached. 

TayLOR, TayLOR!  



The crowd was already taking sides. They filled up the spaces behind both baselines, the 

front row kneeling or sitting, allowing some stacking for visibility. The rest jostled for position, 

avoiding the neutral zone as best they could. 

We switched out, evening up on size and ability. A tall black student subbed for an older man 

by the name of Sam who took up referee duties. Somebody handed the old guy a whistle. We 

were going full court as the less aggressive jocks yielded and took places with the fans. 

Game on. 

The outhouses played panzers with each other, lost in their own little good natured spat. I 

guessed they were roomies at the University. Taylor had been a point guard but tonight she 

slipped into power forward, being the fastest and the most flexible, running a man-to-man 

defense.  

I was close to her height and size, a good physical matchup but the jury was still out on the 

shooting. When I ran onto the court her side was ten up, then she bobbled the foul shot and I got 

a quick two. It didn’t take long to draw even as we shuffled bodies and bills changed hands along 

the sidelines. 

Being a lefty in this crowd was an advantage. Most of the jocks could dribble with either 

hand, but shooting was another matter. That’s where I had the advantage, or so I thought. Karim 

put pedal to the metal and scooted down the court like a zepher, planted and choked. Taylor 

somehow had gotten there first, flicking, picking, tickling the leather and forcing my man to back 

off. He had a three in him, but not if he was thinking about it.  

Somehow Taylor knew that. She kept niggling at him and the more she did it the more 

flustered he got. 

Coming around behind Karim, I hissed, “Tank,” meaning the jolly green giant on our team, 

“then me. Clear it.” 

There were no shot clocks but the guy called Sam made sure we didn’t take all day, growling 

out a one Mississippi, two Mississippi if we dawdled. Hisses from the peanut gallery ran vocal 

backup. 

I took the pass, a bad bounce that went my way, scooping it up and powering my way down 

the right side, smack into traffic as the lane closed. Dancing away, I heard Karim yelling 

something but it was lost to high empty spaces and the skritch of composite soles on polished 

hardwood. 

Karin floated at the top of the post, spun in an ankle-destroying move and played bumper 

cars with their guards as I cut across the grain and lobbed a reverse lay-up, coming down hard 

against Taylor’s right side. 

The gallery called for offensive charging but Sam had a sea of bodies in his line of sight so I 

dodged that one. 

I heard the ‘oof’ and her muttering in Italian. No props for guessing what she said. Her eyes 

expressed it all, most of it as four letter words in creative combinations. 

Karim chose to stay and dog their small forward, a decent ball handler but prone to 

confusion. I’d played on the same side with the man, never as an opponent. The change in 

perspective was interesting.  

They had two shooters: Taylor who’d yet to develop a hot hand but was rock solid on 

defense with her thou shalt not pass chokehold on the center lane and the new guy by the name 

of Karver. Whether that was his first or last name nobody said. He had a three off the outside, 

then ran cold, the ball doing a tease and roll, popping out and away every time. 



Our outhouse, Tank, was good at rebounding and passing off to somebody who knew how to 

dribble. We didn’t need him to shoot; he was our screen and obstacle course, making sure the 

zippity-do-dahs had to run extra miles around his bulk. Sometimes that worked for, sometimes 

against. Once planted, Tank was the immovable object. 

Except, Taylor seemed capable of finding her way around him, using a dodge and a feint to 

make a fade away jumper, mostly for twos, but she was getting her range and working it 

systematically farther back. Almost outside the three circle. If she started hitting from there, it 

would pull me out from under the net, something I was loath to do. 

Losing concentration as I watched her move, I imaged how it might feel skin on skin as she 

arched away… 

“Shit man, wake up!” 

“Crap, sorry,” for what I wasn’t sure but I said it again, sorry sorry sorry, and motioned for 

one of the original players to spell me while I caught my breath. I was in reasonably good shape 

but at thirty-five, that wasn’t saying much. I could and did pound the pavement for hours on end, 

but this kind of unrelenting cardio was doing more than making me feel the burn. The hangover 

from the night before wasn’t helping. Whatever blood I had jackhammered in my ears, spazzing 

my forehead and locking vision into a narrow range of close but no cigar for shooting. 

I had another kind of burn, too, and that wasn’t helping any—the kind that would keep me up 

at nights with coulda, woulda, shouldas, the kind needing cold showers and leaving me with 

cramps in my left hand.  

Everyone took a quick breather, substituting players and gasping out advice and strategies. 

On the other side of the court, the mob circled the wagons around Taylor. Whatever she was up 

to wasn’t going to be good news for my side. Karim implored us to stop playing with our hands 

in our pants and looked at me when he said it. 

The thought filtered through that I wouldn’t mind playing with her hands in my pants as we 

piled onto the court with the echo of ‘get physical’ in our ears. 

It was their ball and the Karver guy stood at mid-court and lobbed it over Tank’s head and 

into Tay’s hands. I backed up, fast, occupying the center lane and waving everybody to come in 

close in a three-two zone defense. We were killing ourselves man-to-man, running out of steam 

and tripping over each other. That we were still within four was due to them running cold, not on 

our sterling defense.  

The old guy, Sam, was doing his best to call the fouls but unless they were blatant, with 

blood on the floor and fingers up the opponent’s nose, we pretty much got away with murder out 

there. We were all playing like we had Sunday free to recover. 

Get physical. Riiiight. 

Stepping forward in the lane, I let my two guys form the base of the triangle. Taylor was 

better inside and had yet to find the sweet spot for the threes. I was counting on her to try 

spinning out and around, in which case she’d run head first into one or the other guards and 

maybe get nailed for a charge. If we couldn’t take them on buckets, maybe we’d pull closer on 

our higher percentage foul shooting. 

In any case, neither side could buy a bucket for nearly a five minute run. I was only guessing 

on the time. It was probably closer to eternity and a day.  

Frustration and needing, obsessing on getting laid made Robert van Horn a very bad boy. 

TayLOR! TayLOR! 

HORNdog, doggie, dog! 



She was lobbing the passes hard and tight, right to left to right, so fast I barely had time to 

see where the ball ended up, and all the while she backed slowly down the lane. The ball went 

high but she snagged it out of the air even before I could lift my hands to make a grab at it. 

Dribbling left-handed she taunted me, knowing I was stronger with my left, forcing me to lean to 

that strength, and get myself unbalanced enough to not recover when she’d plant and pivot, 

either going for the layup or the hook. 

Bent over, she was dribbling close to the ground, her head pivoting left and right. She knew I 

was there and invaded my space, inching me and her body closer to the basket. I smelled the 

turnaround jump shot and moved into her, front-to-back, so close it felt indecent, almost like 

makeup sex and my concentration sucked monkey balls as her slick shorts scooted across my 

fleece, raising semaphores and illicit thoughts.  

Get physical. 

I should have extended my arms … look, ref, no contact here … but instead I gripped her 

waist and ground my cock into her ass and nodded as Karim hissed, “Fuck me,” to the catcalls 

and appreciative hoots. 

I am dying and going to hell… 

Tank, my other post player, called over, “Not that kind of physical, man,” and snorted. 

The dribbling got slower, lower to the ground as she yielded no quarter; and I felt or 

imagined the tremors, like I had the other night when I’d ruined everything and drove her away 

under the guise of full disclosure. 

Everyone saw it coming but me, the swing to her right, ducking the left shoulder, the elbow 

angled down and low, low enough to graze with authority but not incapacitate. Whether the 

moans and groans came from my own throat or from the crowd was a mystery for another day. It 

could have been worse. I was still standing when she turned, planted and scored. 

Tank muttered, “Jesus,” but I didn’t think he was calling for divine intervention on my 

behalf. 

There was some limping and walking out if it, but I was pretty much toast for the rest of the 

game. We lost resoundingly. 

The Sam guy took Taylor’s elbow and guided her out the far door to the applause of her 

appreciative fan club, and took the left in the direction of the ladies lockers. Bolting through the 

near door, I trotted the shortcut and watched her duck inside. The corridor was empty this late, 

not many women willing to advertise their dateless status by being seen on the Saturday night 

loser roster. 

Without knowing who Sam was, or why he seemed to be taking charge, I decided to risk 

making a total fool of myself and barged into the locker room. It was empty save for Taylor in 

her sports bra and spandex sports briefs, sweat glistening like opalescent crystals and running in 

small rivulets between her breasts. 

The fact that I even noticed the beads of moisture and how it made her skin come alive spoke 

to how far I’d sunk in my desire to possess her. If that made me a crude savage, then so be it. 

“Taylor?” I waited for the klaxon of a shriek but she stood there, tall and proud, athletic and 

hot and sticky, daring me to come closer. 

So I did. A stride, two, until nothing but sultry lust, and a slam dunk, separated us. 

Palming her face, I whispered a kiss along her chin, sucking in the salty moisture and 

following the line of her neck to the indentation, tonguing it until she moaned something deep in 

her throat. 

It felt like yes. 



 

Chapter Twenty 

 

 

Tay 
 

There was a decent-sized coffee shop on the far corner and if I craned my neck, I could see it 

from the second floor spare bedroom window … just. 

Marie said they served a nice meal on a Sunday morning: Polish kielbasa, eggs over easy 

with whole wheat toast slathered in butter. The first wave would hit around ten, right after the 

early mass, St. Alban’s being two blocks north, bordering the small park and a cemetery. 

That would be the breakfast. Brunch was when the Lutherans dumped out closer to eleven. 

The menu would shift a little toward sandwiches but the main entrée was still heavy on carbs and 

protein. 

I liked their French toast. They used big slabs of day old bread from the Italian bakery up the 

street, dunked in whipped eggs with a hint of vanilla and nutmeg, then fried up on the grill using 

butter, lots of butter. It was sinful and rich and the thick maple syrup made the whole concoction 

slide down like your throat slicker ‘n goose grease. 

The thought of grease, or any lubrication, had me rubbing my scalp and yanking on the new 

braids that my cousin’s wife had done the night before. It’d been soothing in a way, having her 

thread her fingers through the kinky strands, and given my state of vexation with Sam it had been 

a better outlet than words I might not be able to take back. 

Either he didn’t knock or I was so focused on watching for Robert van Horn to swing around 

the corner that I couldn’t hear the mountain coming to stand behind me. 

“Marie’s making cornbread.” 

“Uh-huh, I can smell it.” And it smelled delicious. 

“Maybe he won’t show.” He sounded smug and hopeful. 

“If he doesn’t then I’m going to…” 

“Hon, don’t you go and start with me.” He inched me over so he could lean against the 

window frame, chin resting on my head. 

“Well, you didn’t have to go all machismo on him last night, Sam. I mean, for crying out 

loud, he was just…” 

“Dry humping your leg?” 

“Sam!” 

“Well, wasn’t he?” 

Yes, yes he was. And doing other things that had me in a mental puddle, with all my resolve 

to stay away, all that righteous annoyance and holier than thou flamed out, and he tasted like the 

kind of sin that set my innards on puree. 

“Is that him?” 

My attention span cranked from lollygagging to full alert. “Yeah,” or maybe not, it was hard 

to see with Sam’s chin pile-driving my head into my shoulders. It looked like him… 

“I’ll go tell Marie,” and then he was gone, the lord and protector of my virtue and the sense 

that god gave geese. 

Geese again. Grease and geese.  



My stomach growled. I was hungry, oh my sweet Auntie Mae, I was hungry enough to 

grovel at the feet of Himeros and beg a boon, whatever a boon was. I didn’t care, just so long as 

there was an orgasm attached to the end of that clever tongue of his. 

A tongue that never got far enough in one go to satisfy either of us. Fate, divine intervention, 

Loki … life. The cosmos was intent on delaying gratification indefinitely, and that included my 

cousin, Sam. Especially Sam. 

While I’d been enjoying the best two point set-up in recorded history, Sam had been having a 

coronary on the sidelines. He’d whisked me off that court so fast I didn’t have time to see where 

Rob had got to.  

Then he was there in the locker room, closing the distance, and he smelled hot and male and 

hungry. And he hadn’t stopped, even when Sam threatened to dump him in the shower, among 

other things. It had taken some fast talking on my part to separate the bulls. Eventually they’d 

shaken hands and each agreed, talking over me like I wasn’t even there, to meet up for breakfast, 

to get properly introduced. 

The emphasis on proper, after-church-respectable… 

It was sweet in a twisted ‘Taylor’s empowerment needs work way’, having two men squaring 

off over my choices, one I respected and loved because he was family, the other I lusted after for 

reasons I hadn’t fessed up to anyone, not Marie and certainly not Cordie.  

The truth was … I liked him, a lot. He was scruffy and crude and not afraid to go after what 

he wanted. That he wanted me was a mystery for another day. 

My best friend’s younger brother held the key to blowing my world to smithereens, 

something that should have me bolting for parts unknown, yet it seemed less important by the 

minute. Running had got me nothing but heartache and bad press. It was time to confront my 

demons, one demon in particular: Michael O’Brien.  

Rob had all the pieces of me spread out in a virtual folder, all the warts, the bad decisions and 

the even more damning histrionics after I’d finally awoken to the hole my hormones had dug for 

me. I’d gone about making it right by doing it wrong. The Horndog had every right to sling me 

into the too dumb to live file cabinet, close the drawer and throw away the key. 

Instead he handed me an out, a way to set my life back on track—not the academic career, 

the witness protection program Sam and Marie and Cordie and the Fink had manufactured out of 

thin air, but a real fresh start. Without fear, without always looking over my shoulder or 

wondering about motivations, expecting the con and the lie.  

Cringing from the abuse, both mental and physical. 

That wasn’t in the file, that wasn’t part of the Taylor Richardson profile and I planned on 

keeping it that way forever. Some secrets a woman has to keep close to her heart, not even 

sharing with her best friend because the pity and outrage would be too much an imposition for 

both to carry. 

I’d burdened those I loved too much already.  

Squinting against the early morning glare, I realized it was him. He stared through the glass, 

watching whoever sat in the booth by the window, hands in his pockets, hair ruffled from the 

stiff breeze canyoning between the brownstones and bumper-to-bumper mid-sized vehicles 

lining the street. The dry leaves swirled and danced around his feet but he ignored them, 

concentrating instead on a tableau I could only imagine, though the thoughts going through his 

head might not be too hard to conjure. 

Marie called up and asked if he was there yet and I think I grunted no but wanted to say he 

was changing his mind and wondering if he did, would I disgrace myself and chase after him? 



I think I would have but he finally turned away from whatever held his interest and walked 

quickly toward Sam’s house, his gait lanky and loose and arrogant. As he got closer, I felt that 

too familiar gut wrench of anticipation, the gooey ooze of saliva running to drool as my eyes 

feasted on the man. 

He’d gone metrosexual with a thick mohair scarf wrapped around his neck, the leather jacket 

open over a white sweater, close knit like a turtleneck. He gave the impression of being tall, his 

long legs elegant in skinny jeans pulled over boots with pointed toes. Italian, maybe. Or western 

style, it was hard to tell.  

The steps in front of Sam and Marie’s brownstone were pink-tinted preformed concrete, 

rounded at the edges. The balustrade sported a broad rail over solid wrought iron Doric styled 

columns, the newel post street-side impressively thick and topped with metal balls. I thought 

they might be called balusters but I wasn’t sure about the terminology.  

The doorbell rang and I craned my neck to stare down at the mop of brown hair, tinged with 

silvery glints in the weak sun, and I wondered if he was going grey but that wasn’t possible 

given his youthful look, so youthful I felt suddenly old and wizened and … cougarish.  

And conflicted. 

Marie yelled to Sam who yelled something back, but my ears buzzed so loud all I sensed was 

the no no no no guttural groan in the back of my throat. The fire escape at the rear of the building 

beckoned. 

Taylor the wimp longed to take the easy way out, but my nether regions went into oh hell no 

revolt and guided my legs down the stairs, my one and only dress flirtatious and come hither 

around jelly thighs. 

They were shaking hands, my bull moose cousin towering over Rob’s arrogance gone 

cautious. Marie fluttered in, took his coat and did the pleased to meet a friend of Taylor’s. She 

emphasized the friend and his cheek twitched, perhaps with amusement, more likely pain as Sam 

was still gripping his hand hard enough to crush bones. 

I was halfway down the steps, taking them tentatively in bare feet, my hand sliding down the 

banister as flesh splintered and split with excruciating craving. 

That’s when he looked up. Staring with the intensity of a sea gone mad, his face a mask, 

studying my every move, as if committing me to memory. Turning away from Sam, he focused 

his full attention on me, not moving a muscle, a predator in waiting. 

Sam mumbled something about helping Marie, and then it was just him and me and too much 

space and too many reasons why not. 

Gripping my wrist he pulled me down the last step to stand on the bare wood floor in my 

bare feet with my soul and my hunger bared for him to see, to judge, to be found wanting.  

Shuttering his eyes, the tic in his temple pulsed denial, the grip on my wrist like cold steel 

melting in a furnace of blood at boiling point, the pulse in his fingers wallowing in the swill of 

sludge thup thup thupping under mocha parchment. A grip so tight I disengaged and hovered like 

a transient zephyr, observing without feeling because to feel would peel the skin one layer at a 

time, a flagellation so exquisitely fierce it repelled and drew me at the same time. 

I wanted to die, to swoon in his arms. Instead I curled my toes, nails digging into wood gone 

friable and soft, his chin angled down, watching me lose my grip on sanity, tug tug tugging on 

bones separating and reforming. 

Air moved aside, dispelled, crushed and bludgeoned, until alpaca fibers twined with silk and 

the static crackled, jumping ship and racing with abandon to a forbidden destination. 



Cupping my face, he teased with that nimble tongue, the flavor of mint and dark roast and 

possession heady in the back of my throat as he plundered and demanded, driving me back 

against the wall, through it, penetrating and dispensing my self-control into a world of oh god 

yes. 

Giggles and a fuck I want you traced awareness behind my eyelids, tiny sparks of 

remembrance of time and place and propriety, and what good girls did and didn’t do, and I didn’t 

want to be good. I’d been stupid good, then just plain stupid and that had landed me in a lock 

down that had stripped my soul. 

I was going to be as bad as I wished, and given the promise of all the sacred feminines rising 

up in a waterfall of lust … that was very bad indeed. 

Rob managed to back away without actually doing it, his erection pressing hard on my 

hipbone, thick and rigid in the tight jeans, my skirt filmy and no barrier if he wished … oh please 

God yes! … to take me then and there. 

But he’d heard the giggles and Marie’s choked off, “It’s on the table…” and gave me quirky 

and naughty, the grin insinuating that we weren’t done, not by a long shot. 

 

**** 

 

It was late afternoon on a chilly autumn Sunday, the wind still brisk but not so bullying, and 

we strolled hand-in-hand, me with my poor excuse for an oversized purse slung over my left 

shoulder, him toting the overnight bag on his right. 

I shared, “Marie likes you,” and left off the Sam doesn’t trust you as far as he can throw you 

because that wasn’t exactly a surprise. 

He tugged at my arm, gently spinning me to face him. “What about you, Taylor?” 

“Me?” 

“Yeah.” 

Like, of course I like you sprang to mind, that one was easy, but I sensed it wasn’t what he 

wanted to know. 

“I’m not sure I understand…” 

“Yes, you do.” 

Shaking my head, desperately trying to avoid the passive-aggressive no I don’t, yes you do, I 

mumbled that it wasn’t easy for me, he had no idea what he was asking, and then my jaws 

snapped shut when he gripped my chin and lasered eyes the color of sea foam into my skull. 

“Let me put it this way. I have two things in mind. Do you want to know what they are?” 

I whimpered, “Uh, sure,” and meant exactly the opposite. 

“Door number one is me warming up that shrimp creole for a late dinner,” and he 

emphasized the late, late meaning … oh boy. 

There was no way I wanted to hear about door number two, first because if it was what I 

wanted, I was going to embarrass myself right then and there, in mid-town Manhattan, with 

families out for a stroll and the pervs and pickpockets eyeing us up and down.  And second? 

Well, there was no second because my brain said to hell with higher functioning in favor of slut 

number one. 

Taylor Richardson did it with the stud on Forty-seventh over the steam vent. 

I don’t know what came over me, Officer. 

No, those aren’t my lace panties. 

I’m not wearing any. Not now. 



Jaysus. 

Trying to distract him from delving into option two, I asked, “Is there dessert,” and nearly bit 

my tongue off at the thought of what he might conjure for après dinner. 

Nipping at my lower lip he purred into my mouth, “I plan on doing better than that.” 

There was no way not to ask, I had to know. “W-what’s better than dessert?” 

“The appetizer.” 



 

Chapter Twenty-One 

 

 

Rob 
 

There’s horny and then there’s desperate. The kind of desperate that makes a man do shit 

he’ll regret later. The kind that could be counter-productive, as in fostering performance anxiety, 

or going in sophomore hot and leaving freshman cold. The kind that turned a man’s balls blue 

and his face red. 

I was stepping into the violate ethics septic pile and there was no tip-toeing around that fact. 

It should have made me stop and think, but I’d sunk so deep into Viking van Horn the Conqueror 

that there was no going back. 

It hurt so bad I just wanted it done. No games, no soft purrs or touches, just me pile-driving 

her into submission as she wrapped those long legs around my waist, holding me tight enough to 

suffocate lust with dominance. 

That kind of desperate. 

I set the plates and silverware on the counter, aligning them precisely, the compulsion so 

ingrained I no longer much noticed it. She smiled and came into the kitchen, pulling the plastic 

container with our aborted meal from the other night out of the fridge. The sautéing pan was still 

in the dish drain so she righted that and set it on the stove, dumping the shrimp creole into the 

pan and stirring to distribute the liquid evenly.  

I said, “We’ll make fresh rice.” I’d eaten the plain leftovers as punishment and out of 

laziness. If I’d touched the main dish that would have meant she wasn’t ever coming back and I 

couldn’t deal with that possibility. Such was the level of my obsession, the angst of wanting her 

a physical ache that never went away. 

But, first things first. 

I’d promised an appetizer and I never reneged on a promise. 

Husking, “Leave that,” I motioned for her to sit on the stool and followed behind her, moving 

in close and pinning her against my chest with my arms wrapped around her. The thin silky dress 

fabric molded into my skin until lacey temptation and plump mounds formed a procession of 

fleshy waves as I stroked and petted her, teasing with sharp flicks until she groaned and hard 

went one-on-one with the pads of my thumbs.   

She clutched her thighs tight enough to crack a walnut, the image doing little to cool my jets. 

It was doing the reverse instead. She wasn’t fighting me. She fought herself, her desire. When 

she finally gave in, I wanted to be the one in that line of fire, when she exploded or imploded or 

flamed out in one glorious eruption. 

Imagine every euphemism and then up the ante by an order of magnitude. 

“Rob.” 

“Ssh, just relax.” Like me. Be cool. The iceman. 

But the iceman cometh and I was so damn close that I had to stop and reconsider. Not the 

ethics thing but the hold on long enough to give her satisfaction and me not embarrassing myself. 

I didn’t deserve her otherwise. 

You have all night van Horn, take it easy, take your time, make it worth the wait. 

Christ, who was I kidding? 



The braids made an indent against the thin cashmere of my sweater, the tight weave on the 

two strands pretzeling into the contours of my chest. Following the line to the tips, I admired the 

peekaboo curl of sassy brassy blonde against the brownish red highlights. An elastic band held 

the weave in place so I smoothed it off, first one then the other. They pinged on the peek of tile, 

edging just beyond the counter but not far enough to stabilize the stools, the rug-linoleum 

interface making for a tactical approach when choosing how best to park your derriere. 

With her long legs, she’d backed the stool completely onto the carpet, leaving me, my 

cashmere turtleneck and her dress having a boisterous Van de Graff generator discussion. The 

static discharge hurt. I needed it to hurt. 

I needed that distraction from my desperation. 

Leaning forward, she rested her elbows on the counter, her chin on balled fists and her head 

tilted just enough forward that I could work the braids loose, one side, then the other, alternating 

and keeping the effect in balance. The kink was kind of like a mirrored pair of sine waves, 

oscillating down her back, until I smoothed and combed the strands into a single fall of dark 

chocolate. 

Knees finally relaxing, she sighed into the gentle pull as I finger brushed her hair from scalp 

to tip, left hand, right hand, gathering and spreading until it lay flat and glorious against the 

peach of the dress. 

I expected a that’s nice or you have wonderful hands you should be a hairdresser. What I 

didn’t expect was, “I refused the money.” 

My “what” followed, whispered, but she heard it and nodded. It was reflex because I knew 

what she meant, just not why she’d tell me that. Not now. 

So I asked, “Why?” 

“Because if I took it, then we couldn’t do this,” and she half turned on the stool and lifted her 

face, her eyes pools of promise without regret. 

I’ve never drowned, or crawled through the desert ravaged by thirst, or starved or suffered in 

any significant way so to say her mouth, her tongue, the taste of her was like manna from heaven 

or a dying man’s last sip of water doesn’t even come close to describing the drenching, the total 

immersion of my soul in her essence. 

Basically my balls were so tight they hurt like hell and I needed to fuck her senseless before I 

died on the spot. 

Standing, she looked me over with a critical eye and asked, “Do you want me to carry you?” 

“Oh Christ, yes. I don’t think I can walk.” I was almost past the point of breathing on my 

own. Two more minutes and I’d need life support. I carried so much joy in my jeans they were 

suffering from suffocation. 

Tay dropped to her knees and made quick work of the button and the zipper, pulling the 

denim and briefs to my ankles, the release marginally helpful, the salute to her wiles earnest and 

demanding. 

She had blunt nails and large hands for a woman and she worked my thighs until I collapsed 

to the floor frantically warring with boots and fabric, my ass brush burned on the flat pile as she 

slid her palms under the sweater and eased it over my head. 

Bumping my knees apart, she let the fall of hair brush my belly, curtaining her face and 

teasing me with giddy anticipation.  

I thought I imagined it, the first flick of her tongue, then another and another, so lightning 

fast I couldn’t be sure my nerves weren’t randomly firing out of some asynchronous sequence set 



up by a desire so solid, so real, so enormous that it invaded the hollows and parked my libido in 

permanent overdrive. 

I wanted to be inside her, feeling the walls of resistance collapse and covet every movement, 

every thrust. 

Instead, I was inside her and I went woozy with shock and sensation that rocketed up and 

down my thighs. She drew me deep into her moist warmth, suckling and prying at veins and 

muscle and tissue until my universe collapsed into a single point of light, leaving me quivering 

and moaning like some has been porn star. Biting my tongue and lips, hard enough to draw blood 

and sequestor my taste buds in iron shackles, acrid and bitter and hot, I braced my heels on the 

rough carpet to free up my hips to pivot forward and back. But she refused the rhythm, dragging 

her teeth across sensitive flesh until tears pooled and guttered in weak rivulets, my neck snapping 

like a rubber band near to break point, and please please please rolling off my tongue, my 

restraint lying in the carnage of love parading as lust. 

With a flick of her chin, the cascade of kinky curls parted and I inched up on elbows ouching 

against the rough carpet but intent on watching, a voyeur to my own seduction. Eyes shifting up, 

she caught my stare and the “O” of ecstasy, my mouth sucking air for all it was worth, feeding 

tortured lungs, willing the blood low and slow to feed the sensations.  

I prayed for more and forever and right now and stop, don’t stop … my groin clenching with 

shivers as nerves detonated in pinpricks, flirting on the evil side of a violent passion poised for 

release.  

My cock was purpling and begging and oozing under the onslaught. Then she stopped and 

withdrew, parking on her heels, forcing my knees to collapse outward, exposing my total 

submission. 

With a finger, a single forefinger alighting on a beaded pearl, she drew it down and around, 

again and again, lubing and feathering until the silent swearing and imploring and pleading 

passed into pain and obsession as my eyes followed my descent into hell. 

Do it! 

Goddamn it, do it. 

Rocking on her heels, she gripped me like a joystick, solid, commanding, pumping each 

finger in sequence one two three four, thumb bracing on the vein, then tapping a drumbeat, a 

light brush on the snare, a rap of the stick on the rim and I dug my nails into the carpet as fibers 

ricocheted into my palm, miniature missiles imbedding into flesh and stinging shallow pings of 

do it do it. 

There was no please and no mercy and when she unleashed the final volley into the valley of 

my most hidden, secret cravings, a single digit pressuring with exquisite finesse … down to the 

base and a flick across the gland, firing every pleasure synapse in my body until I covered my 

eyes and thrust hips so out of control my spine curled and grated in agony and I sprayed my seed 

and my ecstasy onto skin gone brittle with sweat and surrender. 

I may have passed out. I wanted to pass out. I didn’t want to bask in that orgasmic glow, the 

false sense of wellbeing because … because, I could never, ever again experience anything so 

intense, so right, so dirty and pure and that was unacceptable.  

She had catapulted me past the insanity of obsession into the deepest, darkest hell of 

addiction and there was no twelve step program on earth that was going to free me of craving 

her. 



Cool air washed over me as Taylor padded to the bathroom and returned with a warm 

washcloth, tenderly setting me to rights as I strained to come to terms with what I’d just let 

happen. I’d blown objectivity and good sense all to hell and I didn’t give a shit. 

She helped me up and handed me my ratty flannel robe as I wobbled into the kitchen and lit 

the burner under the entrée, then turned to get the basmati rice cooking. 

She’d handed me an appetizer to end all appetizers and I’d be damned if I was letting her one 

up me. The night had barely begun and I had no intention of letting her get away from me, not 

now, not ever. 

Plating the food, I set hers on the counter and watched as she sighed with contentment, the 

first bite a tentative sample to test for spiciness followed by ‘ums’ and a quick sip of wine. When 

she smiled, my world and my future spun on their axes. 

Out of curiosity I asked, “Is there a name for that very excellent appetizer?” 

She thought for a moment, and said, “In italiano sarebbe chiamato un antipasto pene. 

Otherwise known as un pompino.” 

I carried my dish around the counter to join her, chuckling because no translation was 

necessary. 

She pointed to the shrimp creole and said, “This is good, really good,” and took another 

mouthful, rolling the sauce and mirapoix and shrimp around on her tongue.  

I said, “Save room for dessert.” 

“What’s for dessert?” 

Biting my lip, I gave her the van Horn leer, flashed my assets and mouthed, “Bon appetit.” 



 

Chapter Twenty-Two 

 

 

Tay 
 

The aroma smelled … luscious was the only word for it. Thick, rich dark roast cut through 

with a hint of chocolate. 

Rob explained the heavenly scent, “A splash of Godiva chocolate liquor,” and handed me a 

heavy mug that looked like hand-thrown pottery so I asked if it was. 

“Yeah, one of my nieces is taking art at Carnegie-Mellon. She’s a really talented kid.” 

“Cordie’s twin, her daughter?” 

“Uh-huh, Cate has three girls, twins in college, one a senior in high school. I am surrounded 

by women in my family.” 

“You say that like it’s not a bad thing.” 

He laughed. It was deep and resonated in my chest. “We’re close, the lot of us. I’m the only 

boy so I got stuck in that no-mans-land of perks for being the only one and the object of 

everyone’s attention when it came to matters of my sex life.” 

Reaching for the remote, he flicked the DVR on and channel surfed until he found one billed 

as contemporary eclectic, setting the volume to low so we could talk. He motioned me from my 

end of the couch, the far end, with an open arm and waggling fingers. 

With a grin he said, “I won’t bite.” 

“You should.” 

He looked perplexed. “Why?” 

I replied, “Because I did,” and then ducked my head to hide the blush blooming from my 

chest all the way to my eyeballs, the heat traveling like an advancing army past every hair 

follicle and skin imperfection with a ‘yowzer, did you ever’ afterglow.  

He rewarded me with that quirk to his lips and a gleam in his eye that suggested our couch 

interlude might not last long. Scooting over, I curled into his arms, his left hand cupping my ear, 

pressing my head into his broad shoulder. The robe lay open to the belt, revealing a dusting of 

dark brown chest hair that arrowed into a trail I’d blazed like a thousand dollar hooker. 

I wasn’t Catholic, but the idea of confession and a purging of those wanton actions seemed 

like an attractive idea. Necessary even, because if I didn’t the odds were good I’d try to improve 

on that performance. Not that Robert van Horn would mind. Or myself. 

I’d liked it, a lot. Maybe more than I should. 

His right hand reminded me that I was still wearing the frilly bit of a dress as he maneuvered 

the fabric higher, sluicing the runway to where my panties stood sentinel, sponging up my lust 

and feeble attempts at modesty.  

Tracing the lacy outline with long elegant fingers, he deliberately brushed and teased every 

sensitive spot, testing me, using his body to record each and every twitch and moan. 

Flipping my shoulders against the back of the couch, he bracketed my body, breaching the 

fabric and ripping it open, his invasion now a penetration. One, then two fingers, scissoring, 

exploring with the dance of discovery to see what made me moan and twitch under the weight of 

his body. His thumb held court as he thrummed an exotic rhythm, humming into my neck as he 

nuzzled and tongued an inexorable path to my breast. Squeeze, pinch, release, repeat, my skin 



and muscles down to the very sinew so turned on, so dialed to high alert, that the little cascades 

started, the shivers hitting the groin with excruciating tightness. The build-up to detonation, 

coming fast, faster as he bucked against my hips, the choreography ancient and virile and slutty. 

He stood and held out a hand, his robe open, draped loosely off his shoulders. I think I licked 

my lips and contemplated his cock, so temptingly within reach, but he murmured, “Nuh-unh, it’s 

my turn,” and marched me to the bedroom.  

The room was small or the bed was huge, easily king-sized, with brass rails at the head and a 

disorderly pile of blankets and a quilt at the foot. He turned the overhead off, leaving a nightlight 

to spread weak lumens along the far wall, then he stripped me, fast and efficiently and I 

wondered if I’d taken enough of the edge off.  

The little voice in my head whispered caution. It was one thing to be the pretend dominatrix, 

to caress and do what I pleased, when I pleased, to have as my reward a slave to passion and 

sensation. 

It was quite another to lay there with a cock pounding away mercilessly and hands in a 

chokehold on your neck, with whispers of “Oh, you like it this way you black bitch, don’t you, 

you slut, you cunt…” and he’d sucked on the split lip and teased torn flesh with his tongue. I’m 

so sorry baby, here let me make it better, humping me hard until he howled his pleasure. 

“Taylor, baby? What’s wrong? Talk to me sweetheart.” 

How I ended up cradled in his arms, his legs wrapped around me, cocooning me in safety, I 

would never know. I’d gone to that bad place I’d thought I’d finally left behind. But agreeing to 

work with the editor, and of course Rob—I’d be a fool to think there was a workaround for that 

situation—must have triggered that old Taylor-is-a-victim mindset. 

It rocked the bejeebers out of me. Enough to send me into a fetal lockdown, stiff and scared 

silly. 

Rob said, “I’m not him, Taylor. I won’t hurt you. Ever.” 

Did that mean he knew or was he just being perceptive? I’d kept it my dirty little secret 

because no matter how many times somebody said differently, I still blamed myself for what 

happened to our marriage, to our lives. 

The man cradling me was patient but not infinitely so. He pressed me, needing to understand.  

“Did he hurt you?” 

I answered, “Yes,” and explained, not all of it, but enough. I owed him that. He’d been 

honest and upfront with me, laying his feelings on the line but letting me make the choices that 

were best for me, not him. 

Watching his face was like plotting the course of a storm: anger morphed to rage to 

indignation and finally to understanding and compassion. Visibly willing himself to calm down, 

he said, his voice so quiet I almost missed the words, “We don’t have to do anything. If you 

aren’t ready, then we wait.” He took hold of my chin and chucked it, punctuating his sincerity 

with that simple movement of care and concern. 

If I needed another reason to fall in love with him, that alone would qualify. 

The problem was … I didn’t need any more reasons. I was lost and so far down the rabbit 

hole that nothing short of him walking out of my life was ever going to change that. 

And I wanted him, so badly it hurt like a sonofabitch. I’d been waiting for him my entire life, 

I was sick and tired of waiting. 

So I wailed, “I don’t want to wait!” and pounded the pillow in frustration. 

He pierced me with that glinty blue-eyed glacial stare, the one that set my naughty nerve 

endings in spasms of turmoil, the one that hinted he had something in mind. Whatever was going 



on inside was a bad boy’s wet dream, because that slow smile spread across his features, melting 

my bones. 

“You need to be in control.” My nether regions liked the way he said that… whisky-thick, 

two-pack-a-day raspy and raw.  

Rational me was on the fence, going If you say so… 

Girly-girl virginal me stuttered, “C-c-control?” Why my dear Mister van Horn, whatevah 

could you mean? 

He pointed to the nightstand and waited. It took a few ticks of the internal kitchen timer to 

register maybe that’s where he stashed the condoms so I did the eyebrow thing and steered my 

way across his wakening cock and nice turn of hip. If he wanted me to dress him up in Trojan’s 

finest, I was pretty sure I could handle that job. 

What was going to be harder to handle were the soft ropes coiled neatly around the foil 

packets. Coils that resembled old fashioned drapery ties, like what we had at home when I was a 

kid, but without tassels. 

I liked tassels. 

I also liked brass headboards with a sturdy tubular design, sturdy enough to maybe secure a 

willing submissive while the dom had her way with him. 

I asked again, this time with more conviction and an edge of interest I wasn’t bothering to 

hide. “Control.” 

Picking the evil lengths of restraint up with thumb and forefinger, I dragged the loops across 

his belly and watched the spasms of joy engorge his cock until it looked ready to burst. It was 

tempting to feast once more, enjoying the safe, the familiar, but Rob offered me a new taste 

sensation, one I wasn’t willing to turn down. 

He scootched to the center of the bed and lifted his arms to the top rung, spreading them far 

enough apart that it looked uncomfortable even to my unpracticed eye. I kept the knots loose but 

he growled, “Tighter,” and nodded when his shoulders popped under the tension. 

Testing the restraints he licked his lips and dared me to do my worse. 

“Can I blindfold you?” 

“I like to watch.”  

Indeed he did. That made two of us. We needed the Bambi Bimbo who had obviously been 

on the other end of this contraption at some time in the past because SubRob wasn’t looking all 

that comfortable about his ‘situation’. 

I asked, “Have you done this before?” and that got a ‘sort of’ shrug that told me he’d been 

the one doing the tickles and giggles, not mimicking a slugabed trussed like a Thanksgiving 

turkey. 

That thought reminded me of Michael. He'd been a wham-bammer, a quick in-and-outer 

looking for quantity, not quality. I could count the number of orgasms he’d generated on one 

hand, and those had been from incidental contact and not a deliberate commitment to bring me, 

his life partner, any measure of pleasure. 

I’d been left to my imagination and long hot showers for fulfillment. 

My trusty sub interrupted that train of thought with, “Um, have you?” meaning had I done 

this before. 

“Me, uh, no.” 

Not that I hadn’t thought about it, the rope a little bit longer, stiffer. With a loop at the end… 



Rob looked a lot like I felt: foolish, dumbfounded, naïve and turned on in spite of himself. He 

was kinda cute, the worried frowny face peeking out from under floppy bangs, anxious to see 

what deviltry I had in mind and half afraid he was going to enjoy it. 

I suspected the other half was afraid he might soil the bed if I brought out the big guns … 

whatever they might be. 

And therein was the problem. I had a shot clock in my head, I could dribble the shit out of a 

basketball with either hand and I was da bomb in the paint. 

What I wasn’t was Taylor the Dominatrix Richardson from Blacksburg, Virginia. I’d never 

watched porn or read erotica. I didn’t wax graphic when talking with Cordie or my cousins.  

I was looking at doing the down and dirty clueless as a box of rocks. 

“Uh, maybe we should have a safe word?” He skirted around worried and landed on 

concerned instead. 

“Rocks.” 

I may have imagined he gulped and turned a darker shade of whoa shit nelly, but it was what 

I was thinking at the time. During the appetizer portion of the program he’d been all ‘Oooo, stop, 

stop now, oh please stop,’ so that wasn’t going to work. 

There was always the mount the pogo stick and go for the quick burn, but I felt obligated to 

come up with something a little more creative. 

After all, this was dessert. 

That jogged my memory so I said, “Wait here,” and trotted out to the kitchen and the 

refrigerator. I was hoping to find a container of chocolate ganache that I could nuke to softness 

and then slather it everywhere I wanted to lick. 

I muttered, “That would have to be a damn big container of…” but it was a moot point as 

there wasn’t any. I moved some bits and bobs around and hit the jackpot. “Ah, whipped cream.” 

My man had a sweet tooth. I pulled the bottom drawer out and checked the freezer for my 

buddies Ben & Jerry but found only a few bags of peas and assorted mixed veggies. And two 

trays of ice cubes. Bingo. 

Armed with my treasures, I skipped back to the bedroom only to find both Little and Big 

Robert dozing.  

Great, my career as a Dominatrix was called on account of boredom. 

There wasn’t much left in the can so I gave it a quick shake and slathered Little Robert in a 

festive white foamy coat. 

The other Robert bolted awake and nearly tore the headboard off its support, squealing, 

“What the fu—?” 

Holding up the bowl of ice cubes, I grinned and watched recognition take hold. Then we both 

stared at Little Robert doing a jig as the foam fizzed and slumped onto his groin. 

It was a lot like watching your soufflé fall. 



 

Chapter Twenty-Three 

 

 

Rob 
 

She was like everything I didn’t know I ever wanted, in one long, mean, lean length of leg 

and hands that took me places good boys only dreamed about. She had a body made for jump 

shots and a mouth made for sin, and we’d sinned the whole damn night long. 

It’s not as if I was hopping the bullet train toward popping the question, but a call to my 

sister to nose around for her ring size was topping my to-do list for the day. That and getting my 

sorry, aching ass to work to write the op ed teaser piece on recruiting that would get the ball 

rolling toward the end game. 

I nuzzled her neck and murmured, “Hey, sleepyhead, time to wake up.” 

Burying her face in the pillow, she groaned, “Is there coffee?” 

“Not yet. First things first.” 

I rolled her toward me and edged her thighs apart, my landing gear on close approach, ready 

for penetration. Despite everything we’d done, I waited for her to say yes because there was no 

way I’d spook her and ruin the trust we’d built, moving from hot monkey sex that damn near 

broke the bed to long, slow strokes that resembled making love. 

She husked, “You have a slow hand,” and I took that as a hell yeah, easing in soft and gentle, 

my palms planted on either side of her beautiful face but not touching. 

She sighed, “Ah,” and rocked her hips, her fists balled in the sheets, anchoring her as I slid 

shallow to deep and waited as she clenched muscles I never knew existed, wave after wave 

constricting my phallus until I hissed ‘goddamn’. She had me gasping as nerves and blood 

vessels and brain cells focused on that single point of contact. 

It was so subtle, so … so arousing, it left me light headed and quivering. Taylor’s eyes 

squeezed shut as she chewed her lower lip, holding back, the effort costing her as one hand, then 

the other crept toward thighs and balls aching for her magic touch. 

“No, no touching, baby, just let me do this.”  

“I need…” 

“I know.” 

Oh lord, how I knew. Buried to the hilt, I angled up, hitting her clit, over and over and over, 

until sweat beaded over every inch of mocha skin and she mewled like a kitten, so close to 

breakover I could taste her arousal at the back of my throat.  

If the spasms came long and slow, I’d follow but if they exploded like klaxons then all bets 

were off. 

Lightning struck and I unleashed a passion so furious it was like it was the first and the last 

time, driving her hard until she gasped and held onto the brass rails, bracing against me … me, 

the caveman taking possession of his woman. 

I bit my lip and the blood ran hot and thick and then the sharp pain of not yet not yet not yet 

warred over the right to splatter pleasure and hot seed and ownership, and when I came my hips, 

my groin, my balls screamed in the ecstasy of release.  

Thrust, pump, squeeze, God that’s good … milking me, sucking me dry, and wanting to do it 

again and again. 



It was a dam burst, an explosion and I sobbed, “I love you,” and refused to take it back. 

My cock jerked to the mindless orgasm still rippling through my groin and up and down my 

legs, curling my toes. I lowered myself onto her body and rested my head on her shoulder as she 

wrapped her legs around my waist and said the words that sent shock waves of joy along my 

spine. 

“I love you too.” 

 

**** 

 

“Here,” I extended my hand, palm up, the spare key to my apartment floating over the 

lifeline curving across the surface. She looked perplexed and a little nervous about the gesture. I 

hastened to calm her misgivings. “Use it when you need a place to crash.” 

“I don’t like to intrude…” 

Shrugging my shoulders, I said, “You won’t be, baby. I’m not here most of the time.” That 

was the sad truth and one of the reasons I hadn’t nested into this haven of personal space. 

“Oh.” 

“I’m not nine to five, sweetheart, but you already know that.” Brushing her lips, I savored the 

lingering residue of sweet creamery butter and the tang of orange juice. It tasted like home.  

She nodded shyly and allowed that she wasn’t either, but the question hung out there: were 

we going to be just two ships that pass in the night or were we going to work out a way to hit 

port often enough to make a go at some kind of relationship? 

There was also the ugly specter of I’m still married sitting out there, but I was working on 

that angle.  

The down side to us fucking all night like bunnies was that we hadn’t talked, not about the 

story, about us, who we were, what we wanted out of life. For that we needed time the universe 

wasn’t prepared to offer up in any great quantity. 

With the clock ticking, I had to move things along. Jackson was a martinet about tardiness 

and I had to get my head back in the game because the dangly bits weren’t co-operating with that 

plan. I made a mental note to stop at the Gap and pick up a couple pair of looser cut jeans 

because the brush burns from being squeezed like sausage into a too tight casing was growing 

old, fast. 

I said as much and made her laugh, easing the tension. 

I asked, “What’s your schedule today?” and pulled out the smart phone to make notes. 

“I have classes starting at ten, then meetings with profs, a makeup session tonight for my 

finance class.” 

“Give me a window to meet for dinner.” 

“Six, six-thirty?” 

It was going to be tight but if I was lucky I could manage it, so I suggested, “Let’s meet at 

O’Toole’s, alright? If I’m late, order me a Guinness and pastrami on rye.” 

“With dill pickles?” 

“Make it a double order. And I want to watch you suck them dry while I think dirty 

thoughts.” 

She laughed. “Okay, it’s a deal.” 

“I’ll call you if something comes up.” And then we grabbed our gear and power walked to 

the subway hand-in-hand. 

 



**** 

 

Jackson sat at the head of the conference table, the rest of us sprawled around the oval, 

shuffling papers, tapping onto netbook screens and flicking the plate of stale pastries back and 

forth. 

“Parv, you want to start?”  

My cohort in the investigation wiped his lips with the last napkin, the one we’d all been 

sharing through cream cheese and flakey bits of dried out dough.  

“Okay, here’s the deal. I hired the Thomas group to nose around and find out who was in 

town and who was still down in Miami making nice with the Haitians.” He slid copies of 

photographs around the table, some with palm trees and suspicious blood spatters, but most in 

and around Spanish Harlem and over by Central Park. 

Mac grunted and pointed to some faces I didn’t know while the contingent from downstairs 

hauled chairs into the packed room and apologized for being late.  

Jackson nodded to each in turn and indicated for Parvi to continue. 

“There’s no way in hell we go full frontal on these badasses. They’d come after our families 

first, then everyone else we ever knew from grade school on up.” 

Grant from downstairs grinned at Mac’s growl of “Fuck” and said, “That’s why we go in 

sideways. We keep the Feds mostly in the loop in case shit goes south.” 

I piped up, “Basically we only need to finger one man,” and I waggled for the one photo I’d 

yet to see, the one of Michael O’Brien, aka Malone. Parvi flipped it over for me to stare with that 

bowel-emptying feeling of dread at the picture of the man who’d hurt Taylor. 

Sweat beaded on my forehead and I clenched the edges of the eight-by-ten glossy, teeth 

clenched.  

“Rob? You know him?” 

“Rob.” 

“Uh, no. Not exactly.” Not in a way the men at the table would understand.  

I knew him more intimately than they could ever comprehend, having breathed in the essence 

of this asshole through the stench of fear and helpless anger coming off Taylor in waves. He’d 

hurt my lady—a push or shove, nothing really bad according to her—and I didn’t believe that for 

a minute.  

“Then tell us what you do know, son.” Jackson sometimes called me ‘son’ when I was poised 

to go off the deep end. Like now. 

I explained about Taylor and what he’d done to her, fucking her over for a percentage of her 

income, then helping himself to the entire pot when he had the legal means to do so, blowing 

through the money and abandoning her, broke, homeless, without a job. 

Jackson explained, “Ms. Richardson has come forward to offer us information on what 

transpired in Europe. She’ll provide dates, times, venues for when he pulled the cons, including 

whatever she gathered on his illegal gambling activities. She’s amassed a fairly impressive paper 

trail, including newspaper articles from Italian sources we wouldn’t normally have access to, let 

alone know about.”  

Parvi said, “And they aren’t nearly as plugged in as we are, so Google is not our friend in this 

case.” 

I added, “Part of the problem is that a lot of it is gossip, but you know the saying … where 

there’s smoke, there’s fire.” 

Tony from downstairs asked, “Why hasn’t she taken this to the Italian authorities?” 



“That’s a good question, but the answer’s not so clear cut.” I explained the convoluted 

divorce laws as best I could. “He contested and she tried to offer as testimony his double-dipping 

from the two leagues, neither of which had much interest in being tagged in court.” 

Parvi picked up the story. “Basketball’s big business and insanely popular over there, 

including, hell … maybe especially the women’s leagues. The fans might love a juicy scandal 

under normal circumstances, but they wouldn’t take kindly to allegations of wrong-doing to 

interrupt their championship finals.” 

“So she picked the wrong time and place?” 

Parvi and I nodded together. 

Tony continued to pry, looking me over a little too critically for comfort. “You seem to know 

a lot about this woman.” I really didn’t like the way he said ‘this woman’ and braced for what 

was coming. “Sounds to me like maybe you have a more,” and he crooked his forefingers almost 

under my nose, “…personal interest?” 

“Van Horn.” Jackson’s voice carried a warning tone I seldom heard, whether directed to me 

or Tony I couldn’t be sure. “Sit. Down.” 

I didn’t remember standing up but my chair was cocked against the wall. I remembered even 

less gripping Tony’s forefingers in a bone-crunching grip and bending them back. To his credit 

he only grimaced and didn’t push back. If he had … well, we were thirty floors up and I had no 

trouble with throwing a man twenty pounds heavier than me through the plate glass window. 

“You got anything you want to tell us, Rob?” Jackson’s usually gruff voice had gone too soft, 

too menacing to ignore the implications. He wanted full disclosure about our relationship. If I 

spilled the beans, I’d be sidelined so fast my head would spin. My boss could even suspend or 

fire me. Not so much for my own good, but to make sure the bloody bottom line wasn’t cheated 

out of the story of the year. 

I couldn’t risk being shelved like that. When it hit the fan, I had no doubt O’Brien would 

come after Taylor and I needed to run that interference. 

Gritting my teeth, I spat out, “She’s my source and I fucking will protect my source.” I 

looked around the room, daring them to say different. You could cut the tension in that room 

with a knife but I wasn’t exposing our relationship until I could guarantee her safety. Even if that 

meant tying her to my bed until this mess was over with. 

Tony swallowed whatever snarky thing he wanted to say and instead asked, “So, do we know 

where this dude is?” 

Parvi smiled, revealing starkly white teeth against his dark olive complexion. “Our man’s 

right here, hanging with his boys and living large on the upper west side.” 

“Do we have an address?” 

“Oh yeah. And as we speak our Peg’s crawling up his financial ass. She’ll yodel as soon as 

she has a solid.” 

Jackson assigned each of us a task, everyone excepting me, and dismissed the crew into the 

din of the newsroom. 

“Walk with me, van Horn.” 

I followed him into his office and shut the door, then turned to find him pouring whiskey into 

two tumblers. He handed me one and asked, “Exactly how deep are you in, boy?” 

“All the way, Dave.” 

“Jesus, Rob, couldn’t you keep it in your pants until this is over?”  

“No, sir, I couldn’t.” 



“Please don’t tell me it’s love.” When I didn’t answer, he sighed and chugged the caramel 

colored liquor. “The next thing you’ll tell me is you’re shopping for rings.” He looked me in the 

eye and muttered, “Don’t answer that.” 

“Sir, please don’t cut me out of this. It’s my story, I was the one who tracked all the 

coincidences. I don’t have enough to tie it into a pretty bow right now, but I’m damn close.” 

“What happens if you can’t close the noose over O’Brien?” 

“I go back to my original story. It’s still good and ought to make the front page.” Setting the 

tumbler on the desk, I leaned over it, my knuckles pressed into the scarred wood. “I want this, 

Dave, however I can get it.” 

“She’s trouble, van Horn.” 

“Yes, sir, that she is.” 

“I get you wanting to protect her, but if you get in O’Brien’s way I can’t stop him. Do you 

understand what I’m saying?” 

I did, but that wasn’t going to stop me. If Taylor’s asshole husband wanted to come after her, 

he was going to have to go through me. 

“That man has friends, van Horn, friends you don’t want to get on your bad side.” 

“I don’t have a bad side, boss.” 

“Don’t get cocky, boy.” He pointed to the door, woodshed time over. “Go on, get out and do 

something useful.” 

“Sir.” 

“And, van Horn? Get me a goddamn Pulitzer.” 



 

Chapter Twenty-Four 

 

 

Tay 
 

Cordie fidgeted, twirling the Styrofoam cup between her palms as if warming her hands, but 

I knew better. She had something on her mind, and in a rare fit of restraint, she was having 

second thoughts about voicing her opinion. 

That was worrisome on so many levels, I couldn’t begin to fathom what kind of lecture 

awaited. And unlike her normal brash approach, when she finally broached the topic, she came at 

it obliquely. 

“You could come and stay with us, dearest. You have finals, when?” 

“Next week. Monday.”  

Monday morning and evening to be exact, then grading. I’d already turned in my own work 

early. That’s what came of having time on your hands when the lord of the manor was off tilting 

at windmills. 

“Well, then. David has a friend who will be driving to Chicago for the break. Hmm, leaving 

Wednesday I do believe. I’m sure he’ll be happy to give you a lift.” She looked smug, far too 

smug for this to be a spur of the moment offer. “It’s on his way, after all.” 

I’m sure it was. 

“Did Rob put you up to this?” 

“Rob?”  

I stared, hard. She blinked. 

Gotcha. 

Taking a sip to put off the inevitable, she finally sighed and allowed that, “He only wants to 

see to your safety, Tay.” 

“What he wants is me out of the city, trussed in bubble wrap while he and his merry men 

circle the wagons.” That mixed a few metaphors and violated historical accuracy but there was 

no getting around the fact that whatever pile of shit Rob and his team had dug up, it was 

steaming hot and hitting the fan. 

It had also pulled him out of town, over his very loud objections, but he’d gone because he 

was the one who had found the original source material and whoever was offering up first person 

anecdotes on wrongdoing required one-on-one with Robert van Horn. 

Cordie continued, “Well, he has a point. If you think you’re being followed, then maybe it’s 

time to clear out and let the paper and the authorities deal with this in their own way.” 

“He doesn’t know, Cord, and don’t you dare tell him.”  

I’d let that one slip during our coffee break, and it was clear I’d live to regret my loose lips. I 

didn’t know for sure about ‘the tail’ and the longer I went without Rob to ground me, paranoia 

took over and created boogiemen wherever I looked. That was above and beyond the junkies and 

pimps and petty thieves who made my neighborhood the colorful cesspool of diversity that it 

was. 

Another reason not to add to his burdens was that Rob was strung so tight he chewed 

antacids like gummy bears and ran on a fuse so volatile I was short a couple of cheap ceramic 



place settings. What with the shouting and round missiles hitting the wall, my roaches might 

never recover. But the makeup sex had been, well… 

Both of us had walked funny for a couple of days afterwards. 

I took my best friend’s hand and said, “I appreciate the offer but I’m not imposing on 

David’s friend and the last thing you need is another house guest to babysit.” 

She objected, “You can’t stay alone, not now. Robbie said…” but bit off the rest, probably 

afraid I’d go ballistic and break it off with her little brother, knowing how I felt about 

overbearing, domineering asshole significant others. 

Oops, dial it down, girl. He’s not Michael O’Brien and never will be. 

Giving her my best squinty-eyed glare, I demanded, “What did Rob say?” 

“Actually, it’s what he didn’t say, if you know what I mean.” 

No, no I didn’t. But I could guess.  

“Sam told him I moved back to my place, didn’t he?” Her guilty look told me I was right. 

Damn my interfering cousin. He’d morphed from holding a virtual gun to my lover’s head to 

being his biggest supporter. 

Men. Doggone their guard dog hides. 

“Look, hon, I understand you don’t want to cause trouble or be an imposition but this isn’t 

ordinary times for anybody. You need to exercise common sense. Keep yourself safe so when 

the time comes and that asshole husband of yours gets what’s coming to him, then you can move 

forward with your life.” 

Ah, there was the lecture … and the reason for the surprise visit to the Big Apple. Cordie had 

a Nieman Marcus just down the road from her house. She did not need to drive more than seven 

hours, fight the traffic in the tunnel and blow megabucks to park her Lexus, all to share a latte 

with me on the corner of meddle and  advice. 

The Fink most likely did have a good friend who was heading to Chicago, with the odds 

against me riding shotgun too high to calculate, so Cordie made the ultimate sacrifice, doing a 

road trip, driving solo, all to rescue a friend. 

The thought of all that goodwill and concern pouring in my direction had me in a purple rage 

of how dare they and who do they think I am, a little girl without the sense that God gave geese 

… geese again, I needed other waterfowl. The geese were getting old.  

There was one in particular that I planned to cook until he… 

Codie squeezed my hand and quietly interrupted my internal diatribe. “He didn’t ask me, 

Taylor. He didn’t have to. I volunteered because I trust my brother. If he’s worried about you, 

then so am I. And that goes for David and Sam and Marie.” 

All that worrying was why I was seeing shadows and men without faces around every corner, 

including drive-bys on a street that saw little traffic and strangers stuck out like undercover 

narcs.  

She asked, “When is Robbie due back?” 

“I’m not sure.” The fact was, I didn’t know where he’d gone. He’d warned me off using my 

cell phone so we emailed but it was catch-as-catch-can. I’d even gone so far as to use an internet 

café to maintain anonymity, doing my bit for the war effort. 

The situation seemed to be turning more cloak and dagger by the day and it made me wonder 

exactly what can of worms I’d opened by handing over my files to the paper. Speaking of which 

… I had a meeting with the editor and one of his assistants in an hour. I reminded Cordie of my 

obligations and got her to agree to give me a few hours to think over her generous offer. 



Mentally I was giving myself the pep talk: listen to reason, they are only thinking of your 

welfare, what would it hurt to visit with an old friend for a few days… 

“Let me call you, okay? I’ll decide after I hear what Rob’s boss has to say.” Cordie wasn’t 

thrilled but I hadn’t put my foot down, leaving the option open. I asked, “Do you have something 

to do while I…” waving my hand in the direction of the Post building. 

Cordie laughed and said, “This is Fifth Avenue, right? I think I can entertain myself for a few 

hours.” 

Standing up, I swept the small table clean and deposited our cups and napkins in the trash 

bin. We walked arm-in-arm, sidestepping the tourists, then split on the corner of Forty-eighth 

while Cordie continued on her way toward Saks.  

I had a feeling that whatever my answer was, Cordie was here for the duration, or at least 

until Wednesday. For some reason that day was ground zero, but for what I wasn’t sure. Rob had 

tasked his sister with being the cavalry. When it came to family and friends, Cordie took her 

obligations very seriously indeed. 

Despite my paranoia, it was fairly easy to convince myself that there was no real danger, that 

Rob had only recommended that step as a … what? Prophylactic? Was that the right term? 

Shaking my head, I pressed through the mob exiting the building and took the elevator to the 

thirtieth floor and my appointment with Jackson. 

 

**** 

 

“Please have a seat, Miss.” Parvi was always the gentleman, unlike his boss who’d throw out 

‘park it’ or just point to a chair.  

Jackson had a snappish air about him, that kind of razor sharp edge that mimicked what I’d 

seen when Rob had a story in his teeth, worrying it to death. 

The editor started out with a question, “Are you aware of the term ‘spousal testimonial 

privilege’?” 

Short answer, sort of. “Um, is that where a wife can’t testify against her husband?” Uh-oh, I 

did not like where this was headed. 

Parvi clarified that it was known as spousal immunity. “It prevents a spouse from being 

called to testify against a defendant in a criminal case.” 

I sort of knew that, but hadn’t bothered to think further than helping these men point the 

finger of malfeasance at my ex-husband-to-be. Certainly not to the point where the courts got 

involved. I’d been thinking only of getting enough ammunition to take to the Italian courts so 

that the divorce would be finalized without me expending another two years in an agony of 

stasis.  

I’d been willing to make the sacrifice, to not make waves and wait it out, back when all I had 

was studying and keeping a low profile. But things had changed. I had changed. Rob was in my 

life now and I needed to be free of my past to see if it what we had was going to flame out or 

become something more. 

My heart hammered for the ‘something more’, my gut urged caution based on experience and 

the myth of happily ever after never working out. 

I said, “I’m not sure what this all means,” which was an honest statement. These men, 

including Rob, had kept me out of the loop in the name of protecting me from exposure to the 

media. And I was slowly realizing that the media might be the least of my problems. 

Jackson nodded for Parvi to continue.  



“According to this,” and he flashed what looked like a copy of a legal code, “because you 

had initiated a criminal proceeding against your husband…” 

I interrupted. “That never went anywhere. I dropped it when the leagues declined to co-

operate.” But by then it was too late and the five year clock started on my suspension from life. 

“But it does pertain when the spouses sue each other in a civil case.” 

“Shit, the divorce.” 

Jackson said, “Exactly.” 

“I still don’t understand what this has to do with me providing you with information for your 

investigation.” 

Parvi looked at his boss and at me, then said, “There are cases where spousal testimonial 

privilege can be invoked, child custody being one. Of if both spouses are joint participants in a 

crime.” He looked at me sympathetically because, in all honesty, most of what he said was going 

in one ear and out the other. He tapped on the paper and said, “Under our federal common law 

that privilege is held by the witness spouse, not what they call the party spouse.” 

Great, what the heck was that difference all about? 

In an effort to organize it in my own head, I asked, “Does this mean that if Michael gets 

arrested and is tried in a criminal proceeding,” and took a breath because the what if wasn’t 

jelling in my pea brain, “…um, does it mean that I can’t be called to testify?” 

I didn’t see a down side to that. Surely Michael’s illegal activities in the states would be 

enough to brand him as a very bad boy indeed. My little sojourn with him on the continent made 

for a compelling fluff piece but didn’t come close to hammering the nail in that particular coffin. 

Jackson said, “The mob’s got some of the best legal brains in the business, both civil and 

criminal. We can’t possibly know what kind of defense they’ll throw up.” He pointed to Parvi 

and spit out, “Show her.” 

The assistant shoved several photographs to my side of the table. Most were grainy, probably 

taken with a telephoto lens at long range but I was no expert.  

“Do you recognize anyone in those photos?” 

What I did recognize immediately was the Piazza del Duomo in Milan. There was a knot of 

men off-center. One looked familiar, far too familiar. 

“Michael?” It wasn’t really a question, I was sure it was him. 

“What about the other ones? Do you know any of them?” 

I stared hard at the picture but other than Michael, those men were strangers to me. I shook 

my head and wondered what the heck was going on. 

Parvi pointed to a short, older man. “This is the man called Big M, he’s an enforcer for the 

Gambinos and until he ran into a bullet a couple of years ago, he headed up the family’s illegal 

gambling operations.” 

I gulped and asked, “When was this taken?” 

The editor reached over and flipped the photograph so I could read the writing on the back. 

“Jesus.” Three years ago. We were still in Milan, I was still playing for the B-1 league and 

Michael had become my manager, though not yet my husband. I had to ask, “Does this mean 

what I think it means?” 

Jackson got up and went to the window, staring out at skies gone dull and lifeless. When he 

turned around, he had nothing but sympathy in his eyes. 

“The man you know as Michael O’Brien, and who goes by the moniker ‘Malone’ today, is 

actually Michael Winter. His family roots go all the way back to the late seventies and eighties 

when the Westies operated out of Hell’s Kitchen. That segment of the Irish mob was never big 



but they were brutal. After a series of gang wars, the Westies ended up aligned with the Gambino 

family.” 

Eyes glued to the picture on the table, I mumbled, “Michael? Michael Winter. A member of 

the mob even before he met me?” My belly roiled and reeled with that blow. 

“We think you were set up Ms. Richardson. The mob’s been interested in going global for 

quite some time. It’s possible, even likely, that Winter was sent over to test the waters.” 

I wailed, “But he gambled away all my money!”  

“Indeed he did.” Jackson pursed his lips and tapped blunt nails on the table. “Like I said, he 

was testing the waters. And using your funds to do so. It wasn’t until he returned to the states and 

hooked up with those software developers as their distributor that he finally found the magic 

bullet to take their operations global.” 

Parvi snorted, “To the tune of twenty mil.” 

Both Parvi and Jackson rocked back in their chairs, Jackson crossing his arms and looking 

like the cat that ate the canary. 

What was I missing? First they confound me with the spousal testimony thing and now they 

tell me my husband wasn’t really Michael O’Brien but some thug from the Iri— 

“Wait a minute.” I looked up, barely breathing for the clutch of hope invading my chest, 

“does this mean I married him under false pretenses?” As in you can get this marriage annulled 

kind of false pretenses? 

Parvi smiled broadly, lighting his dark features. “We’re having our legal team take a run at 

this.” 

Fumbling in my purse, I found the business card for Rebecca Finklestein and handed it over. 

“Call her, she’s been looking into my divorce situation. I think she can help.” 

Jackson tapped his man on the shoulder and said, “I’d like a word with Ms. Richardson, if 

you don’t mind,” dismissing his assistant and fixing me with a look that made me squirm in my 

seat. 

He spoke slowly, choosing his words with care. “I’ve not been fully apprised about your 

situation, which is unfortunate because I do know how to keep a confidence.”  

He sounded vaguely disappointed and intuition suggested that Rob was the object of that 

sentiment. I had no idea what he thought was being kept from him, so I launched into yet another 

synopsis of the hell I’d been through only to have him wave me off. 

“I know all that, Ms. Ric—” 

“Call me Taylor, please.” 

“Taylor. Yes, well, here’s the thing. Whatever your official ties with this Winter, Malone, 

whatever the hell his name is, I don’t want you pursuing your own agenda. Not until we have this 

locked tight in a bullet-proof box. Do I make myself clear?” 

Perfectly clear. He implied that he knew about me and Rob, and he disapproved. It wouldn’t 

surprise me if he thought our relationship was going to adversely impact him getting his scoop, 

or whatever they called it nowadays. 

I was sick of meddling, I was even sicker of waiting for my life to start. 

I stood and gathered my things, taking care to appear composed and in control when I was so 

far from either that chaos was my middle name.  

As I approached the door to the office, he said softly, “Don’t do anything to get him hurt.” 



 

Chapter Twenty-Five 

 

 

Rob 
 

Rico-call-me-Ricky Hernandez was what my sisters would call a player. I actually never 

understood what that meant, but sitting across from him, the steam coming off the sidewalk in 

waves, surrounded with sass and scantily clad bodies in a neverending parade of do me 

convinced me he had the goods and I didn’t. 

This wasn’t my first time sampling the pleasures of South Beach, but back then it’d been 

mostly at night, hitting the dance floor with a different chica every night, not sweltering in the 

late October heat wave, streetside with a Cuban version of a publicist who might or might not 

have seen or heard of a Michael O’Brien aka Malone. 

Ricky was smarmy in his namesake Ricardo’s way: teeth whitened to painful brilliance, 

dusky complexioned, short enough to require lifts in his Italian loafers and chest hair within a 

day or so of his wax job appointment. 

Not that I looked much better. I hadn’t shaved or showered in recent memory, having been 

holed up in the university archives or prowling the back rooms where money passed hands the 

old fashioned way. I let Peg run the numbers using the digital ‘Verse. I liked face-to-face 

transactions, looking the man in the eye and seeing what he was made of. Peg could tell when the 

computer lied, I couldn’t. So I stayed in my comfort zone and pounded the pavement in the off 

chance that O’Brien’s last known base of operations had been in the Miami area. 

With my out-of-pocket expenses spiraling out of control, I’d forgone amenities like hotel 

rooms, instead crashing on beach benches or under palm trees, catnapping when I could. The rest 

of the time I haunted internet cafes, nickel and diming my way through one URL after another.  

Staying off the grid was surprisingly easy down here in la-la-land; and even when I changed 

it up and hit a few Heat players for sound bites, it was as me the sports journalist. Not 

Snoopdoggydog, the wunderkind investigative journalist.  

My erstwhile host finger waved a cutie in a tank top three sizes too small over to the table 

and had her top off my Long Island iced tea. I was too tired to be horny but not so much that the 

aerial view of her assets didn’t draw an appreciative sigh. There’s plump. Then there’s perky. 

She was both. 

I like to watch. 

So do I… 

Stifling the yawn, I pondering the state of my loins, the ones aching for a woman who was 

looking like ‘the one’. It was either that or my bladder was full. Sometimes when I zen out in 

sleep deprivation mode, it’s hard to tell the difference. 

Ricky plowed through my dossier of photographs that Parvi had texted down the day before. 

Where my cohort had found the images he didn’t say, but apparently they’d been vetted and 

authenticated by the fact checkers. 

“So, Robbie, when are we talking?” He paused at one, flicking the pic back and forth with his 

finger, frowning, then moved on. 

“Anytime in the last six, seven years.”  



The timeline wasn’t as important as tagging when or if O’Brien had been seen in the back 

rooms I’d been frequenting. I could have asked my contacts in that nether world directly but 

Jackson wanted us going in through as many backdoors as possible. After what I’d found out 

about the Gambinos and the Westies during one of my historical searches, that seemed like a 

very good idea. None of us was undercover material, nor were any of us ex-special forces. Hell, 

my paper wasn’t much more than a gossip rag on good days, but we had a chance to put 

ourselves and our corporate sponsors on the map if we played this right.  

The trick was … be smart, get the facts ma’am and then let the Feds do the actual wet work 

while we cheered from the sidelines and gave credit where it wasn’t due. 

He handed the smart phone back with, “This one,” and pushed away from the table. “You 

don’t keep nice company, you know that, don’t you?” 

Ricky was bolting and there wasn’t a lot I could do about it. I said, “I need a name.” 

“Malone. Just Malone. Might of seen him here last year, maybe like in the summer, ya 

know?” 

“August?” That was when the story broke about the software developers.  

“Might be.” 

“Any of your boys I can talk to?” Meaning, was he willing to flip through his client list and 

pull one out of the hat, preferably one who liked a little action on the side. 

“What’s in it for me?” 

And there it was, another opportunity for Robert van Horn to whore his way into pillow talk 

over allegations and hints and vague leads that might or might not go anywhere.  

 “I hear Jamal might have the goods.” I was trying the promotional carrot first, saving the 

stick, an actual promise of cash, as a last resort. If that made me a corporate slut, well … so be it. 

Ricky considered the offer on the table. Jamal Woods was an undrafted free agent, red 

shirted for two years at State, a late bloomer overlooked because the previous two years had been 

an embarrassment of riches in the university’s talent department, leaving guys like Woods in the 

dust.  

“The boy does have talent.” Ricky was standing, shifting from one foot to the other, his 

shades still parked on his bald pate, but he hadn’t left yet. 

“Shame nobody knows about it.” 

“Yeah, real shame.” 

The Long Island iced teas had given me a buzz and an urgent need to empty my bladder. Best 

to move things along. 

“We’re thinking of doing a few spots in my column, you know … highlighting up and 

comers.” Jamal was neither but as my lady was fond of saying, that don’t make no nevermind. 

“Can’t hurt, ya know.” Mentally pinging my forehead for slipping into the tedium of ‘ya knows’, 

I let slip a rumor I made up on the spot, “Heard the Ravens might be looking for a tight end, 

nothing confirmed,” God help me, “ya know?” 

Ricky stopped fidgeting and leaned on the table, palms flat, ears tuned to the prospect of 

three percent of the action. NFL rules. Not a big percentage of a player’s contract but that wasn’t 

where the real money came in. Agents like Hernandez squeaked by on the chump change, all the 

while praying for one of his B-listers to hit it big and score endorsements. That’s where ten or 

twenty percent of big bucks paid for chest waxes and evenings at LIV.  

“Why don’t you set up something for later today? Me and Jamal.” Mister Agent-to-the-

Wannabees grimaced, so I quickly added, “And you too, of course.” 

Cripes I was going to hate myself in the morning. 



Ricky waggled his fingers for a pen and jotted something down on the back of his business 

card, then shoved it over and said, “He’s doing eighteen to twenty-one months. Might know a 

little something about your friend.” 

I nodded my thanks and said, “Call me with a time, okay?” 

We parted, me to the county lockup and Ricky speed dialing his way to the land of 

opportunity. Somehow it seemed like a fair exchange. 

 

**** 

 

 When you aren’t a member of the privileged business class, you don’t get to sit in fancy 

lounges with unlimited WiFi, outlets on every end table and a complementary drink. Coach 

classers like me sat on the tiled floor next to a pillar, sharing an outlet with a twenty-something 

geek and a pimply teenager with overgrown thumbs and a permanent tic over his left eyebrow.  

I’d run out of juice on all my devices, not a wonderful state of affairs when my entire career sat 

in a digital cloud somewhere over the state of you’re screwed. 

Jackson had ordered me home on the first flight out of Miami International, so here I was 

red-eyeing it home, closing the loops but not quite there. If we were lucky, the others would have 

better luck than I did. My takeaway positives weren’t exactly impressive. A convicted felon 

who’d been a minor runner for a group based in Little Cuba. Said group was rumored to be 

operated by the man known only as Malone. My felon identified the same man as Ricky 

Hernandez, making for two hits on the same pic. Life was full of co-incidences.  

All that did was confirm that Malone was in the country when all the shit hit the fan over the 

software scandal. My newest informant also suggested that Malone had frequently island hopped 

during his Miami sojourn. Not exactly news at eleven worthy but possibly something a 

prosecutor could use. As they say, Rome wasn’t built in a day. My problem was that I was used 

to the quick fix, the clever headline mocking or rewarding my team’s effort, not this slow slog 

through excruciating details and innuendo, mining for pearls in an ocean of toxic sludge.  

On the up side, I had actually scored a fairly entertaining interview with the young Jamal 

who should have rocked on charisma alone, but fate hadn’t seen fit to give the kid a chance. We 

watched a little footage from his first bowl game to his senior year clips that showed a competent 

but not a flashy player. While I wasn’t keen on showboaters personally, they did make up part 

and parcel of my newsworthy world, so I—like everybody else—tended to overlook the steady 

eddys. I had a chance to change that. 

That it gave bottom feeders like Ricky a bump in income wasn’t my problem. We’d gone tit-

for-tat without me forking over any of the paper’s pocket change, and I came away pretending 

that I was just being a good citizen. 

That was the kind of feeling that had me rethinking my career choices and looking at cooking 

schools. 

I called Cordie, hoping for an update on whether or not she’d been able to convince Taylor to 

head back to my hometown and out of harm’s way, but she didn’t pick up so I left a message. 

With the dung heap me and my team were excavating, I had a bad feeling about keeping my lady 

love out of O’Brien’s line of sight. Tay hadn’t been specific the night she’d spilled about him 

abusing her but it didn’t take a genius to connect the dots. If the asshole had done it once, he 

would do it again. Not a risk I was willing to take. 

Before I left for Miami my boss had assured me he’d taken steps to see to her safety and 

anonymity. I trusted him, but not enough to leave it in his hands. One of my cousins had married 



a state cop. I was counting on family to pull together on this one. The only way to do that was to 

have her in Pittsburgh and not the Big Apple. Out of sight, out of mind. 

But not my mind. She hovered there, at the edges. A new sensation for me. Cordie had called 

it love. I wasn’t disagreeing. 

It was after midnight when we touched down at Newark Liberty International. Jackson said 

he’d send a driver to pick me up. Color me dumbfounded when the man himself met me at the 

exit ramp. 

“Dave?” 

“You look like shit, boy.” I was getting a lot of that lately. 

“Long week.” 

“Uh-huh.” 

He’d left his junker idling at the curb so I eased into the passenger side, buckled up and never 

gave a thought to why he was here and not some nameless hack from the paper’s driver pool. 

We drove in silence through the Lincoln Tunnel, still insanely busy in the wee hours of the 

morning, and stop-lighted our way through midtown. I figured we’d go to his office for a 

debrief—after all, I’d been up nearly forty-eight hours straight. What was another three or four 

hours in the big scheme of things? 

He didn’t pull into the parking garage. Instead he headed down Thirty-fourth toward the 

University’s Medical Center. 

It was a measure of how tired I was that our destination didn’t register at first. But he had my 

full attention when he pulled into the parking garage and found a spot well away from other 

vehicles. 

Jackson turned off the ignition and said, “I want you to listen carefully and not do something 

stupid.” 

He got as far as ‘she’s going to be fine, our man found her…’ and then I was running like the 

devil himself was on my heels. 



 

Chapter Twenty-Six 

 

 

Tay 
 

Either the cop or the private investigator was outside the door, snoozing. I knew that from the 

light snores filtering through the half-open door. After sleeping fitfully throughout most of the 

evening, I was wide eyed and bushy-tailed and wanting nothing more than to go home and 

cocoon under a blanket.  

But that was after I put my tiny living space to rights. Why the mess should reach through the 

aether and bother me here, in a hospital bed attached to an IV drip, was probably a female thing. 

Usually messes weren’t high on my radar, but that mess needed cleaned as Cordie would say. 

It had taken some fancy footwork for Marie to convince Sam and Cordie to go home, 

assuring them that I was well-protected, in no immediate danger and that the police would handle 

it from there. 

Wherever there was. 

My thesis advisor had dispatched my work to other beleaguered teaching assistants, leaving 

me free to hitch a ride with Cordie back to Pittsburgh. 

I was, as they say, all set. 

Except for one thing and that thing involved holding my breath as I strained to hear his 

footsteps pounding down the hall. His boss said he’d be in sometime in the early morning hours. 

The clock read two-thirty-seven. Two-thirty-eight. 

And then there was a heavy slap of vibram soles pounding down the long corridor and a brief 

argument ending with ‘get the fuck out of my way’. 

He skidded to a stop at the foot of the bed and just stood there, shaking like a leaf. 

“You look like shit.” 

Grinning he said, “I’m getting that lately.” 

Silence hung between us as he took in the room, me, the machines and the empty ice bucket, 

his eyes darting from one to another like a madman on speed. 

Finally he croaked, “How are you?” 

“Fine.”  

I was half afraid he’d shatter, his fists gripping the railing so hard I thought the metal would 

melt or snap in half. I was going to go with lighthearted but decided that bragging ‘you should 

see the other guy’ was wishful thinking. I’d scored a few points in the altercation but, bottom 

line, two hundred and twenty pounds of six three and a grudge hadn’t made for a level playing 

field. 

Rob said, “If I touch you, I won’t be able to stop.” 

Swallowing hard, I murmured, “That’ll be okay…” and then he was kneeling at my side, his 

hands engulfing mine and we both pretended those weren’t tears hitting my overheated skin. 

I said, “I should have listened to you.” I really should have listened because as bad as it was, 

it could have been worse. I was still alive and able to talk about. Yay me. 

And yay for the PI the paper had hired to keep watch over me. My mystery ‘tail’. He’d found 

me and called 911. And here I was. 



Rob stood and ran a thumb over my split lip and the stitch holding it together, then he 

dragged a chair alongside the bed and settled in. 

“Tell me.”  

 

**** 

 

Don’t do anything to hurt him … hurt him … hurt him… 

Jackson had let loose with both barrels: aiming straight for my emotional core and the lizard 

brain center that shouted Danger, Will Robinson, Danger!  

Michael O’Brien was on everyone’s list as a ‘very bad man’ and I’d been a clueless bimbo 

all that time, never seeing him for what he was: a gangster, a thug, a raper of my belief-in-the-

goodness-of-man virginity.  

Growing a set was easy. Waking up to a new reality? Not so much. 

The niggling perception of being watched was still there but with my head swimming over 

worries for Rob’s physical safety that left little room for other kinds of awareness. The fact was, 

I had gotten complacent about my surroundings. Since nothing bad had happened to me so far, 

well then, nothing would.  

So the strange car parked in front of my building, black with tinted windows, registered but 

didn’t alarm. My door was still locked but not dead-bolted. An annoyance. 

Michael O’Brien sitting on my ratty daybed, smoking a cigarette and dropping the ashes 

onto the floor? Now that got my undivided attention. 

But the alarm bells still did not go off. My bad. 

“Michael. What are you doing here?” 

“I could ask the same thing, my dear.” 

“I’m not—” but choked that off, the mindless rattle of spite already coating my mouth with 

bile. Instead I asked, “What do you want? And if you say ‘you my dear’ I’m not going to be 

responsible for my actions.” 

Oh, the bravado. I almost believed it, almost. 

Sitting there, one leg crossed over the other, an arm strung along the back of the couch, he 

looked exactly like the snarky sonofabitch I’d learned to hate. And when he stood, it reminded 

me of just how large a man he was and how often he’d used that size and strength to put me in 

my place. 

He circled around me, herding me toward the bedroom, and God forgive me, I still didn’t get 

it. It took a hand to my throat and his filthy stinking hot breath on my mouth before the first 

frisson of fear warily danced along my spine. 

“I’m told you have new friends.” 

Friends. Not friend. Plural. Maybe he didn’t know about Rob, maybe. Foolish. Of course he 

knew. He’d found my hovel, he’d know where I’d gone, how I spent my days and my nights. Who 

I’d been talking to. 

And why. 

The first blow wasn’t a surprise. He’d always gone for the cheekbone for maximum impact. It 

never failed to get my attention. The second blow went to the ribs, not a fist punch but a heel of 

the hand meant to bruise. He knew how to hurt without inflicting lasting damage. 

I gasped again, “What do you want?” 

He explained, in excruciating detail, punctuating each point with a reminder that he was 

large and in charge.  



“Ms. Richardson? Are you in there?” A strange voice. Male. “Taylor Richardson, are you 

all right?” 

I’d forgotten to shut the door completely. Michael reached into his jacket and spun as my 

vision went into slow-mo, reaching for the small bedside lamp and swinging it in a wild arc, 

hoping to hit something, anything. Screaming bloody murder, he’s got a gun gun gun… 

After that I lost track of what happened. There were cops and EMTs and the stranger with an 

ID and small talk amongst professionals and me carted off, trussed and secure, a woman’s kind 

touch offering assurances. 

Then Cordie and Marie and Sam, and even Mr. Jackson, swarming the room and chattering 

all at once. 

And the only thing that mattered was Jackson saying Rob was on his way… 

 

**** 

 

Rob swore softly, a neverending stream of I never should have left you alone, I’ll kill that 

bastard… 

Jackson eased into the room and stood behind Rob, his hand on my lover’s shoulder. Rob 

stood, his face pale and drawn, looking far worse than I felt. 

Jackson said, “I can bring you both up-to-speed, if you’re up to it Miss Rich—, um, Taylor.” 

Rob sat down on the edge of the bed, still gripping my hand. Fortunately it wasn’t the one 

with the IV, but I was a righty and it felt like it might be awhile before I had use of that hand 

again. My man had a strong grip. 

The editor launched into an explanation as to why my hero the private investigator happened 

to be in my building at that time of night. 

“The man’s name is Fordham. The Thomas group sent him to keep an eye on you,” and he 

nodded in my direction, “because we couldn’t be sure what kind of shit storm, um sorry… Once 

we figured out the extent of your husband’s involvement and just how far up the food chain he 

actually was, it set off some alarm bells.” 

Great, at least somebody didn’t have hearing issues. 

“It didn’t take long to figure out we were out of our depth, especially after what Rob found 

out down in Miami. Then you fingered O’Brien with his mob buddies in Milan and everything 

fell into place.” 

Rob shifted uncomfortably, his face murderous. He clearly wasn’t interested in a rehash of 

stuff he already knew, but he kept his tongue and waited for his boss to spit it all out.  

“We have enough for the Feds to cream their collective jeans,” and he winked at me when I 

grinned and muttered ‘ouch’ at the pull on the stitch, “…so we opted to take the moral high 

ground and turn over everything we had.” 

Rob finally spoke, his voice gravelly and tight, probably from worry and sleeplessness. “Tell 

me it’s enough.” 

“Nearly. The Feds will have to do a little more legwork but I think we won’t have to wait 

long for indictments to fly out the DA’s chambers. In any case, our involvement will be as 

reporters going forward.” The man radiated ‘scoop’. 

Rob was unimpressed and asked, “What about O’Brien?” 

Jackson grinned broadly. “He’s in custody, thanks to your little lady here,” and I cringed but 

let that pass, “…with her quick thinking, alerting Fordham that her husband had a gun.” 



I wanted Mister Editor to stop saying ‘her husband’ and I really wanted my hand back 

because Rob was growling, “He had a fucking gun?” and squeezing the bones to the consistency 

of mush. 

Instead I mouthed, “Ow,” and got a rain of kisses everywhere bare skin showed. That got me 

hurting in a whole different way and I clasped my thighs tight like I do when my body wants to 

go to its happy place. Rob’s face softened marginally, the lust and worry darkening his eyes into 

pools of deep blue aggression. Yowzer. 

I asked Rob’s editor, “How long will they hold him?” 

Shrugging, Jackson said, “Not long enough. But they have him for assault and battery, 

carrying concealed, resisting arrest and a number of other charges.” 

Rob said, “Then I need to get Taylor out of here and to a safe place.” He looked ready to pick 

me up and fireman carry me down the hall, IV and all.  

Ah, me Tarzan, you Jane…  

I stated categorically, “I’m not going anywhere.” I had obligations. I was no wuss. And there 

was no way I was imposing on my best friend and her husband. I stuck with the imposition 

paradigm because we were all at risk, their association with me guaranteeing that. It was 

something I would long regret and would have to learn to live with. 

Jackson looked at Rob and muttered, “If you’ll excuse me…” and beat a hasty retreat. 

With the coast clear, Rob snarled, “Don’t fight me on this Taylor, you won’t win.” His mouth 

was set in an uncompromising line.  

I understood his worry and concern but if I gave in to it, it would stifle me, bury me so deep 

that I’d come away from this mess forever a scared rabbit, afraid of my own shadow. That 

wasn’t me, it wasn’t how I was raised. And it wasn’t how I wanted to live my life, so I said, “I 

refuse to spend the rest of my life running. From him or from myself.”  

Rob considered me for a long moment, backed away from the bed and went to the door, 

shutting it carefully. When he returned to the end of the bed, he lifted his chin in a sneer and 

said, “You know what this means, don’t you.” 

With a small voice, I whispered, “Yes.” 

He leaned over the bed, his tongue brushing my chin, following the curve to the earlobe, 

nibbling his way as his light beard scratched my cheek and haunted me with the afterimage of 

our last round of makeup sex. 

“Do you remember what I do to bad girls? Hmmm?” He whispered a reminder in my ear… 

Yes, oh hell yes! 

“How bad have you been Taylor Richardson?” 

Not nearly bad enough.  

But it was a start. 

 

**** 

 

Cordie opened the last box of books and arranged them on the shelves. 

Marie yelled down, “If that’s everything, dear, I’ll send the men on their way.” 

My friend nodded agreement so I hollered up the stairs, “Thanks. I think this is it.”  

I looked at my pathetic collection of personal possessions and shook my head. Rob had hired 

a moving company to strip my hovel of everything salvageable, then he’d gone to a furniture 

discounter with his sister and Marie in tow to outfit Sam and Marie’s basement apartment with a 



kitchen set, a new couch and chair, and a king-sized bed with brass head and foot boards. The 

rest of my stuff we sent on to a landfill. 

Cordie said, “This was a good decision, dearest,” and she hugged me gingerly so as not to 

irritate my ribs which remained ouchy, the flesh finally easing over to pale yellows tinged with 

blue. It looked as festive on dark skin as on light and caused Rob to hiss with fury every time he 

saw it. 

I was actually having second thoughts. Rob had insisted I move in with him but something 

held me back. I felt like our relationship was all about my mistakes and my bad choices, not 

about him loving the real me, whoever that woman was.  

So I’d finally agreed to Sam and Marie’s generous offer to have me stay with them. Marie 

was over the moon to have the company. I could still attend my classes and have the private 

space I needed to study. 

And it was in the basement, with a separate entrance, so when Rob came over… 

It all made sense. 

Except I found myself wanting to wake up with him every morning, not just on the odd days 

during the week when he wasn’t tied up with attending games or chasing around the country in 

pursuit of the next story. 

Call me greedy, call me unrealistic… 

Call me in love. 

Except love didn’t conquer all. I was the poster girl for that. No matter how I felt about 

Michael now, the fact was … I’d been head-over-heels and it took some harsh lessons for me to 

finally see the light. That didn’t mean I’d shut love out of my heart, but I wanted to be damn sure 

that the next time I could live with the consequences. 

Those consequences came with some daunting quid pro quos. I still stared down the gullet of 

two years of legal bondage and no one seemed able to come up with any workarounds to shorten 

that waiting period. 

I said, “It’s not fair.”  

“Of course it’s not, Tay.” 

“How do you do that, Cord? How do you know what I’m thinking?” 

“It’s called being best friends, hon.” She dragged me over to the couch, sat me down and 

softly voiced what I could only hope would happen, “He’ll wait for you.” 

“How do you know…?” 

She laughed. “He’s my little brother. It took a long time for him to find the right one.” She 

waggled her eyebrows at me. “And you’re it, sweety. You. Are. The. One.” 

“Not to sound like a broken record, but it’s not fair to him…” I sounded whiny and petulant, 

but sometimes the truth was what it was. 

Marie joined us, carrying a tray with coffees and freshly baked cookies. She and Cordie 

exchanged a look, then both turned to me. They stared long enough to make me uncomfortable. 

I blinked and wrung my hands, desperate to hear the words. 

Finally Cordie said, “I think you need to let Robert decide that.” 



 

Chapter Twenty-Seven 

 

 

Rob 
 

Tugging at the pants leg to force the narrow stovepipe length over kidskin Italian boots, the 

toes so pointy I felt like a jester in a Shakespearean play, I grumbled aloud to no one in 

particular. The damn things were a metrosexual’s wet dream, uncomfortable as hell and nothing 

like my Kenneth Cole motorcycle boot knockoffs. The black designer jeans weren’t helping. Not 

that I was planning on it, but if I got an erection I’d just join the screechy sopranos in the chorus 

and be done with it. 

In my frippery I was a peacock in a pigsty, my apartment as stale and barren and uninviting 

as ever. The only time it took on any light or personality was when she was here. 

And that had been damned infrequent of late. 

When did we become the job? Where was our human connection? When did we get to 

fucking live, not ping-pong from one appointment, one obligation to another? A night here, 

sometimes at her place, meet for dinner if we could find the time.  

The cell jingled and when I picked up it was Cordie in a panicked rush. 

Did I have it? Yes. 

Was I wearing the cashmere oh you are to die for they’ll looove you in it you naughty boy 

jacket? At five hundred big ones, you’re damn right I was wearing it. And just to maintain that 

spark of sentimentality, I threw on the sky blue merino wool turtleneck my sister had given me 

two Christmases ago. I liked it, a lot, which was why I never wore it.  

I’m funny that way. No ha-ha funny … but quirky. Eccentric. My sisters had less 

complimentary things to say, but this was my night out and I was going fast food have it my way.  

It’s not every day you win a journalism award for excellence in sports reporting. Actually it 

was a group award but it had been my name on the byline so I would accept it graciously on 

behalf of my team. 

I swear to God, Cordie was more excited about this than I was. She apologized profusely on 

behalf of Cate who was pregnant with her surprise fourth and couldn’t make the trip. Cordie and 

I had a bet that this time it would be a boy, relieving me of the onus of being the only one in our 

extended family. 

“Yeah, I’m here. Look, I’m really sorry, no guests are allowed. Uh-huh, okay, it’ll be nine-

ish, alright? See you. Love.” 

Click, snap. 

The ceremony was taking place in one of the smaller banquet rooms at the Sheraton, 

followed by a cash bar and hors d'oeuvre so I’d skipped lunch like I usually did, saving my 

appetite for later. 

Poking at the flop of hair falling into my eyes, I was half afraid to even touch the ‘do. Two 

hundred bucks to make it look pretty much like I always wore it. Charles, the owner of the shop, 

had tittered and swooned so I guess it was worth it. 

Don’t shave dearest, it makes you look sexy. 



To my knowledge there weren’t going to be any cheerleaders at the ceremony so me looking 

sexy didn’t seem like it was worth the effort. But when Cordie asked so nicely, I usually gave in. 

Besides, I had an ulterior motive for looking hot… 

 

**** 

 

Jackson gave me a man hug and a pat on the back, Jarvi and I shook hands, and the 

downstairs group high-fived and strutted their stuff. They were on a roll with two wins in a row, 

both centered around the illegal gambling story. We’d taken the nerd angle and put names and 

faces and menace to the operation, pulling in both the crime junkies and sports freaks as our 

readership exploded and online circulation went through the roof.  

For once the Feds had given credit where credit was due, up to a point, but it was enough to 

have the corporate suits smiling and considering one percent raises, those wild and crazy guys. 

Jackson slid into the seat next to me and we both fingered our watered down scotches while 

waiting for the opening remarks. 

“You all set then, son?” The boss had taken to calling me ‘son’ on a regular basis. I gave that 

another week, tops, before he’d be back to his usual ‘what the fuck were you thinking, van 

Horn!’ Then he asked the question that had been giving him heartburn for a couple of weeks. 

“Are you ready to share the details about the offer, boy?” 

That would be the offer that no one was supposed to know about. 

I gave him a non-committal shrug; I wasn’t prepared to dish on specifics with him just yet. I 

still had two other things to clear off my plate before making one of those life-altering decisions. 

Besides, I expected a counteroffer to come in and there was no point in jumping the gun until I 

had all those career ducks in a row.  

The room was hot, stuffy, crowded and awash in a boozy haze of bonhomie. When I started 

weaving to the men’s room, it seemed like a good time to take my leave. I had family and friends 

waiting to treat me to a celebratory dinner. And the walk would do me good. 

Just maybe not with the Italian boots… 

 

**** 

 

By the time I found my way to Che Snoot, my callouses had callouses, and instead of a 

swagger, I sported a pronounced limp as I approached the maître d drawing slashes through a 

grid pattern with a yellow marker. 

He looked up and sneered, “Do you have a reservation for your party?” Pause, slash, slash. 

“Sir.” 

“I’m, uh, meeting my party here.” I glanced at my watch. I was twenty minutes early. 

“And the name.” The yellow marker hovered over the next victim. 

Again with the name.  

Supposedly Cordie had made the reservation so I said with confidence, “Finklestein,” and 

gave him my take that sucker grin. 

He scowled. Shit. The highlighter wavered under the strain and my face melted into its usual 

mask of why me, God. 

“There’s no reservation by that name.” No ‘sir’, not even a hint of one. 

“Richardson?” 

“No.” 



Running out of options, I grappled with the only other possibility: Sam, the cousin, and 

Marie, the wife of the cousin. Last name, what was their last name? Obviously it wasn’t 

Richardson. I mumbled, “Sam and Marie something something,” but he was already turning 

toward the group pressing behind me. 

“Van Horn?” That came out as a squeak. 

“Ah, yes. Very good. Please follow me.” 

The cleanup crew was busy clearing the tables and readying the dining room for the after 

theatre wave, so instead of a line of freshly pressed and oiled up wait staff, it was soiled aprons, 

large bins filled with dinnerware and the buzz of discontent over the night’s tips. 

The thought of tips had me considering what I’d put everybody through the last few months, 

and thinking I should be the one treating, but no … the Fink was dipping into his 401k once 

again. I sincerely hoped the entertainment portion of the meal would offset that hit to his wallet. 

“Arturo will be your server tonight,” and he handed me off like a three dollar bill. 

I smiled and gave my old admirer my hello again look, and he did the critical up and down 

once over. When the synapses fired, his face lit up like a Roman candle, no pun intended, and I 

felt the heavy weight of the disappointment I was going to level his way soon enough. 

The bottle of red appeared, breathing happily on the far side of the round table and I had a 

scotch on the rocks, this one full bodied and probably worth the ten bucks for the two fingers 

worth. The walk had leached the buzz away, but not the nerves, so I chugged it and blinked as 

another reappeared almost instantaneously. 

As a courtesy, and also to keep me from casting too critical an eye at the less than pristine 

state of the dining room, Arturo presented the menu in an artful binder with a tasseled 

bookmarker thing. They’d expanded the menu and veal was still the headliner. 

But I was not that same man who had caved to the whims of others. I was having the lobster 

ravioli and if anyone came near me with an anchovy … well, it wouldn’t be pretty. 

Cordie and the Fink were the first to arrive. I stood and shook hands as the Fink said, 

“Congratulations, well done,” and my sister dabbed at her mascara with a tissue. 

“Oh hon, you look absolutely gorgeous.” Arturo stood behind my sister, prepared to ease her 

generous hips into the seat, all the while staring at me with a gleam in his eye. 

When I turned, my lady was threading her way through the congestion, and my heart stopped 

beating and I knew exactly how it felt to be thrust into the vacuum of space, the air evacuating 

my lungs in a rush. I had no idea how I was going to manage to get through the evening, not with 

the blood pounding in my ears and my hands shaking in a weird delirium tremens of the 

hopelessly smitten. 

 I waited until her cousin and wife had joined us and the men did the hand shake thing, then I 

helped the ladies into their seats. Arturo hung back in deference to this gesture. 

As usual, Cordie took charge of the creative portion of the menu but this time, because there 

were six of us, she’d called ahead and discussed some options with the chef. At her nod, Arturo 

poured the wine while one of his cronies distributed white plates and carafes of Sicilian olive oil 

infused with herbs. Another one laid out baskets of freshly baked Italian bread. 

My stomach grumbled but I wasn’t sure I’d be able to eat. My nerves had been on high alert 

all day and the excitement of the awards ceremony had done little to quell the dragons waging 

war in my esophagus. 

I finished the scotch and started on the red wine. 

Taylor whispered, “Do you trust me?” 

Uh-oh.  



I asked, “Does that mean I don’t get the beef tenderloin?” I hadn’t been keen on the hearts of 

palm and arugula but the meat had been bloody fork tender, just the way I liked it. 

“Cordie wanted the Tartare di Tonno,” and I grimaced, but she ignored me and went on, 

“with cucumber and wasabi tobikko and a soy-mango vinaigrette.” 

Looking to compromise, I said, “Wasabi, I like that.” 

For someone with aspirations of a career change, I had to rethink my stodgy preferences and 

open myself up to new experiences. I like what I like wasn’t going to cut it. 

She also reminded me that I had promised to try at least one new dish. Grumbling at my 

capitulation, I brightened considerably when Arturo set the insalata d’aragosta between me and 

the Fink. The lobster was chilled and resting on a bed of mixed greens. It looked like arugula, 

radicchio and romaine with a light, drool-worthy shallot vinaigrette.  

I nodded happily when the Fink edged the dish in my direction. Apparently seafood wasn’t 

on his preference list. 

Although this was my celebration dinner, by unspoken consent we managed to talk about 

everything but that, mostly because of what had happened to Taylor and all the other heart-

stopping events before and after the trials. I saw no point in opening old wounds. Fortunately 

everyone else agreed. 

Taylor ‘ummed’ her way through the lobster ravioli while I ignored the variations on veal 

plated in several creative ways. I had to admit it looked good. I just couldn’t justify eating it 

given that I’d seen firsthand how the animals were treated when covering a story for the 

Cooking/Cuisine section of the Gazette, back when I was a cub reporter.  

I had my standards. 

We were on bottle number four, this time a white dessert type wine and Arturo was 

whispering with Cordie while the rest of us stretched and digested. I had taken liberties with 

Taylor’s little black dress, inching it high enough under the cover of linen to make her blush 

prettily and clutch those thighs tight around my exploring fingers, her skin hot enough that 

another inch or so and it was going to set itself to flambé. 

We were all stuffed to the gills and looking for cappuccinos with a dash of Irish Crème. 

Arturo oozed his way between Tay and I and suggested, “Per la signorina, potrei suggerire 

Cioccolatissimo Fondente Con Gelato Alla Vaniglia?” 

She groaned and I said, “Two forks, please,” knowing full well chocolate cake with a soft 

gooey center of melted fudge topped with vanilla ice cream was going to push a few of her 

decadence buttons. I planned on doing the rest of them later once I had her alone. 

I glanced at the Fink and he nodded so I turned to Arturo and said, “Just bring us the 

cappuccinos for now. I’ll let you know when we’re ready for the dessert.” 

“Sì signore.”  

While they cleared the table, the Fink reached into his inside jacket pocket and withdrew a 

long, thick envelope. He handed it to me and I passed it to Taylor. Sam and Marie glanced at 

each other and us, then stared at the envelope bridging Taylor’s dessert fork and a spoon. 

She inched closer to me, my hand now petting her thigh, the anticipation like static charge, 

skin-to-skin. She croaked, “What’s this?” and put on her game face, the one that said she 

couldn’t possibly accept any more charity, no matter how well meaning. 

Cordie said what we were all thinking, “Open it, dear.” 

Arturo appeared at Taylor’s right, a knife held gingerly between thumb and forefinger. He 

placed it on the table and withdrew to hover within earshot. A bubble of silence settled over the 

table. 



My lady ‘ummed’ and tried to flick the mystery bit in my direction but I squeezed her leg and 

shook my head no, not that she’d seen me do it. Her head was down, eyes watching the 

offending object as if it was a snake in her arugula. The cornrows of tightly woven dark and light 

strands strained and went rigid, stretching the thin skin over her temple to transparency. 

With trembling hands she sliced the envelop open and pulled a sheath of papers out, unfolded 

them slowly and smoothed the trifolds flat on the linen tablecloth. The Fink and I knew the 

contents by heart, having gone over it with a fine-tooth comb, with his brother’s wife’s help and 

the aid of a translator. 

Taylor read the letter first, line by line, sometimes stopping to mouth an unfamiliar word or 

phrase. Arturo edged closer, translating softly in her ear. I didn’t mind the intimacy. 

After paging through the rest of the documents, she stared blankly at the back wall, fighting 

back tears. Or maybe that was Arturo. 

The Fink said, “Becky will come down to meet with you next week to go over all the details, 

my dear. There will be things to sign, matters to work out. But otherwise…” He didn’t finish, he 

didn’t need to. 

Her left hand clasped mine, fingers twining in a death grip. She hadn’t fully assimilated the 

meaning of the documents. 

“Does this mean what I think it does?” 

That was a yes although she still faced a ninety day waiting period for all the legal crap to 

take effect, but her period of incarceration ended tonight.  

And that little fact was what had my guts in an uproar. I looked over her head at Arturo 

giving me a small smile of approval and a questioning look. 

Was I or wasn’t I? 

Cordie had her head tilted in that odd way she does when she’s tuned into the same 

wavelengths of indecision that now gripped me full force. She looked at her husband and back to 

me and that’s what made up my mind. 

“Arturo, more coffees. And the dessert if you will.” 

The restaurant had filled to capacity with a line forming out the door, the chatter loud with 

laughter and the trill of Italian tenors filling the air with festive normalcy. 

I felt anything but festive … or normal. 

What I felt was scared to death. 

The phalanx of white coats once more distributed coffees and Arturo floated in with the big 

tah-dah, the chocolate confection with the ice cream already melting over the lipid core of fudge. 

I released Taylor’s hand so she could take the first sinful taste, her fork piercing the light-as-air 

cake to slip-slide over molten fudge and glacial cream. 

Closing her eyes, she groaned deep in her throat and savored the orgasm of flavors exploding 

on her tongue. At least that’s what I imagined as I eased off my chair onto my right knee. 

Arturo inhaled sharply. Taylor snapped her head toward him and then turned more slowly to 

her left, every eye at the table—and most of the restaurant—now pinned on me and the box I 

held in my left hand. 

“Taylor Amelia Richardson, before all these people, will you consent to be my wife?” 

There was no way I could look her in the face, afraid she’d say no, or worse than that … 

maybe. Instead I watched her left hand wobble toward the ring I held out, my heart filling with 

hope. I think she whispered “yes” as I nested our futures onto her slender finger.  

Amidst the raucous congratulations and applause, I called out, “Arturo, could we have that to 

go?” 



I had plans for that fudge. 

 

 

The End 
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