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Chapter 1
"Uh, hey, excuse me…"
Mary Jane Barnaby started at the sound of his voice and slowly turned to face him.  Oh my God, she thought.  He's speaking to me.  Oh. My. God.  I hope I don't look absolutely horrible.
She regarded him from beneath her dramatic fringe of eyelashes and gave him a slight closed lip smile.  "Yes?" she said quietly, hoping beyond hope her voice didn't betray the internal mental breakdown she was having.
Dominique Flame didn't seem to know what to say once he had her attention.  She thought she detected a slight rise of a flush to his cheeks.  Was that possible?  After all these years could she be making him nervous?
"I…  Um…  Do you know who I am?" Dominique Flame asked shyly.
Mary Jane nearly laughed out loud.  For her to not recall Dominique would've required a lobotomy.  Or death.  Maybe death.  He was her quintessential "one who got away."  To Mary Jane, Dominique was the one she'd always loved without ever having truly known.  Never known his touch.  Never woke in his arms.  Never known his love in return.  She'd always thought of Dominique from a "what if" perspective.  Always wondered.  Always wished.  To Mary Jane, Dominique had always been her perfect lover, though he'd never been her lover at all.
She smiled again, sweetly this time.  "Sure, I remember you, Officer Flame."
He stared into her eyes with those sharp black eyes of his.  He didn't smile back.  Though there was quite a bit of grey now in his tidy black hair, and a few lines around the eyes, and maybe a few extra pounds, he was every bit as gorgeous as ever. 
He raked his hand through his hair.  "Jeeze, I feel stupid now…" he muttered, glancing down at Mary Jane's three year old daughter, who sat on the floor carrying on a lively conversation with another little girl. 
She tipped her head to the side.  "What is it?" she asked, the smile fading from her lips.
He stared silently at her again as if internally making a decision.  Finally he spoke.  "Well, about a week ago…  I dreamed about you."
It was Mary Jane's turn to blush.  She smiled again.
"Well?" Dominique said in his serious manner.
"Well what?" Mary Jane said.
"Well…  Don't you think that's weird?"
Mary Jane frowned.  "Gee thanks," she said sarcastically.
Dominique sighed, this time blushing furiously.  "I mean, not weird that somebody would dream about you…  Just…  It's driving me nuts.  I can't stop thinking about it."
Mary Jane shrugged.  "Maybe, I guess, who knows?  We're always here at the same time waiting to pick up kids from school.  You see me every day.  Sooo…"
"Don't you want to know what the dream was about?" Dominique asked quietly.
Mary Jane needed to get away from Dominique Flame.  He had absolutely crushed her once.  He had no idea that he was the one man who could easily wreck her world.
She didn’t need to hear his dream.
Truth be told, about a week prior; she'd dreamt of him too.
***
Mary Jane corralled her twin six year old sons and their little sister out of the school.  They emerged into a brilliant spring afternoon and made their way together, carefully through the busy parking lot.  She consciously told herself not to think about Officer Flame.  Yet, she knew his exact whereabouts, elsewhere in the parking lot as he and his two sons made their way to his black sedan.  Soon she pulled out of the parking lot and drove away.  
And only when she knew he wasn't watching her anymore did her heart rate begin to return to normal.
She tried to focus on the children as they chattered in the back seat, but her mind drifted back, against her will.  To how he'd been back then.  To the greatest heartache of her life, and to the thing that decided her fate.
She'd been fresh out of high school.  She'd left home only days after graduation and gotten her own apartment.  Not because of a bad home life.  Actually, her childhood had been quite nice.  She'd been one of the few students from her graduating class who still had married parents.  She came from old fashioned people.  A handsome, hardworking, blue collar dad, and a prim and pretty stay at home mom.
Really, it was just that her parents raised her well, and she'd grown into a strong and independent young lady.  She'd been eager to taste the world, to plunge headfirst into her waiting future.  She'd worked in fast food since her sophomore year and saved every penny.  So, when the time came, she could afford to get her own place.
However, ambitious and optimistic as she was, she didn't go too far.  She rented a walkup inside a giant, quirky house that had been converted to apartments.  It was on a quiet cul-de-sac just three streets over from her mom and dad.  She lived over an old lady who controlled the thermostat for the whole building.  Mary Jane always laughed when she recalled how sweltering the place had been for the first six months until the lady moved into an old folk's home.
It wasn't much.  But she loved her little place and considered it a fabulous start.  And though she never would've admitted it at the time, she took great comfort in having her parents close by.
At that time, Mary Jane had decided to work for a year or two before enrolling in the community college.  She wanted to further her education, but wanted to do it without taking out loans.  So, she still had saving to do.  Plus, she wasn't quite sure what she wanted to do for a career yet, so she didn't see the point in wasting money on courses that could later prove useless.
That was the sort of good sense that Mary Jane had been instilled with.
To further her saving efforts, she decided to say goodbye to her fast food job, and instead wait tables for tips.  Elwood, Ohio certainly wasn't a raging metropolis by any standard, but she still thought she could make more money where tips were involved, even if she wasn't among big spenders.
When she walked into Layman's Lunch, the small town's busiest Main Street diner, and asked for a job, the owner hired her on the spot.  Mr. Layman was a crotchety old man, and she couldn't tell it by his cranky, craggy face, but he loved her on sight.  With her long, tidy blonde ponytail, sparkling blue eyes, and bright smile, Mary Jane was irresistible to most anybody who knew her.  On his worst days, Old Man Layman shrieked at his staff like a maniac, and caused an endless cycle of new waitresses to flee the building in tears.  But the worst treatment he ever doled out to Mary Jane was a grumbled "Pipsqueak," and then he'd move on to find some other innocent victim.  She was the darling of Layman's Lunch; and soon after, well loved by most of Elwood as she got to know all the diner's regular customers.
It was her first day on the job there that Mary Jane first met Dominique Flame.  Well, met maybe isn't the right word.  But that was the day he walked into her life and changed everything.  Forever.
The diner was located close to the police and sheriff's departments as well as the courts and other city official buildings.  That meant lots of official people in and out day after day for coffee breaks.  That included a steady stream of cops.
She met a ton of cops that day.  They were mostly polite but serious, if not stiff.  They didn't chat much with the waitresses, instead keeping the talk amongst themselves, or just saying nothing at all.  They mostly came in pairs, or groups.  The older lady, Doris; who trained Mary Jane that day had a penchant for gossip, so she gave the low down on each of them.
"That one's MacGregor," she said of a balding older man.  "He's a royal prick."
"That one's a sleaze."
"That one's close to retiring.  'Bout time."
"That one's a moron."
"Oh hell, Adams!  He's as crooked as they come!"
Mary Jane soon tired of the woman's negativity and tuned her out, deciding instead to draw her own conclusions.  Though the woman couldn't find anything nice to say about any of them, when Mary Jane turned on her charming jokes and friendly smile, she found they warmed up to her just fine, and tipped her handsomely.
Which annoyed the grouchy old broads she worked with to no end.
When Dominique Flame walked in that day, she stopped what she was doing and stared.  He was the first cop she'd seen to come in alone.  A sheriff then, he wore a black uniform instead of the police blue.  The perfectly tailored outfit hugged his muscles, the short sleeve revealing a hint of an artfully tattooed bicep.  It gorgeously complemented his shock of jet black hair and sharp black eyes.  His full lips set in a firm line, making his face look hard and uninviting.  Or was it sorrow she saw there?
She'd never seen a man more alluring in her life.
"Now THAT one," said Doris, sneaking up behind her and causing her to jump.  "That one's a heart throb.  All the women want him, but he's always single."
Mary Jane's eyes snapped to meet Doris', thrilling at the word single.  Doris smirked.
"But, honey," she continued in a tone that was more snide than it was kind.  "That one's a little nuts.  Keep away from him.  He's too damn old for you anyhow."
Mary Jane smiled perkily at Doris and decided once again to ignore the old woman.  She grabbed the coffee pot and headed for the spot at the counter where Dominique had taken a seat.
***
Though she didn't see any indication that Doris' assessment of Sergeant Flame being nuts was correct, he was certainly an odd duck.  He always came in alone, seeming uninterested in the camaraderie the other officers shared.  He didn't drink coffee or indulge in sweet treats like the rest either.  Instead he stuck to water and dry wheat toast, which likely accounted for his flawless physique.
It took what seemed like ages to break the ice with the quiet man.  Though he tipped her better than any of the others.  And she noticed that he stood in the doorway observing, before he'd seat himself in her section each day, as though he specifically preferred for her to be his waitress.  Something told her that he liked her, though he never particularly showed it.
Three months into her employment with Lynch's Lunch, Sergeant Flame came in wearing street clothes.  He was dressed in crisp boot cut jeans, and an untucked button down black shirt with the sleeves cuffed to just beneath his elbows.  Her heart practically stopped.  None of the cops came in on their days off, undoubtedly because they weren't in the neighborhood and had better things to do.  So why was he there?
His eyes sought hers out over the crowd of diners.  She couldn't refrain from smiling broadly with a heady look in her eyes.  She nodded slightly toward one of her booths.  He nodded back and made his way across the dining room where he slid into the red vinyl booth and clasped his hands in front of him.
A hot flush rose in her cheeks and she felt faint.  Mary Jane had never had a boyfriend or interest in one.  She was smart enough to know she was young and inexperienced, but all the same, she found herself drawn to the man irrevocably.  In such a short time, it had gotten to where he consumed her every waking thought, and haunted her dreams at night.
She didn't know how it had happened. But, she'd fallen in love with him.
"Hi, Officer Flame," she greeted shyly.  The desire she currently struggled with made it hard for her to speak.
He gave her one of his dark, pointed looks and then something happened for the very first time.  He gave her a gleaming smile and exposed his perfect teeth.  Her heart hammered so hard that her chest hurt.  "How 'bout you just call me Dominique?" he said in his deep, quiet way.
***
Over the next few months, Dominique never missed a single day that she worked.  Times she wasn't working; she'd spot him here, there, and everywhere in his cruiser.  He'd give her a small smile and tip his hat in passing.
She supposed in her small town, he'd always been there, she simply hadn't known him before.  Or been obsessed with him and shamelessly looking for him everywhere she went.
Sometimes, as winter set in, he'd slide up to her curb early in the mornings.  He'd hop out and help her dust the snow off her car.  Then he'd ask if he could follow her to work and ensure she made it safely inside to open the empty restaurant.
She kept expecting him to ask her out.  She grew desperate to spend time with him outside of the diner, or the confines of his job.  But the fact that he took his time was also outrageously compelling.  She'd learned he was ten years older than she and wondered if he was nervous or old fashioned.  Whatever the reason, the building anticipation was both killing her, and the most exciting thing she'd ever known.
At work she noted the nasty looks and veiled insults she got from some of her coworkers.  They were all a full generation older than Dominique, so none of them expected his attention for themselves.  But since they were mainly cantankerous old bitches, it generally annoyed them that Mary Jane got it.
That's why, on a gorgeous day in early spring, Doris took some kind of sick pleasure in informing Mary Jane that "Ole Dominique Flame" probably wouldn't be back because he'd run off and gotten married.



 


Chapter 2
Mary Jane maneuvered her car into the gravel driveway underneath the tall oak tree situated in front of her small suburban home.  She sighed when she noted her husband Zander's truck also parked in the driveway.  It was only three thirty in the afternoon, way too early for him to be off work.  A feeling of apprehension began to unfurl in her belly as she sensed approaching drama.
She and the kids entered the front door.  The boys took off for their room and her daughter Jessie asked for a snack.  Mary Jane led her by the hand to the small kitchen to fetch her some orange slices, and found Zander seated at the kitchen table drinking a beer.
She gave Zander a strained smile and a quick kiss on the top of the head as she passed by him to approach the refrigerator.  She opened it and leaned in to get a juice box and orange.  "What are you doing home so early?" Mary Jane asked, working to keep her voice cheerful.  Home early and drinking wasn't a good sign.  She knew he would likely feel defensive about whatever he was about to tell her, and he could easily devolve into a temper tantrum if he thought she was being critical.
Zander groaned.  "Just couldn't handle dick head's attitude anymore, so I told him I was cutting out early."
Mary Jane stood and gave him a wide eyed look.  "Zander!" she said gently, nodding toward Jessie.  "Language please?"
Zander laughed. He didn't mind her asking him to watch his mouth in front of the kids.  He thought it was cute.  But, he also ignored her requests.  The laugh spread his face into a big, jovial smile.  She regarded him sitting there, his long legs splayed beneath the table.  He still had on his work overalls from the tire change shop where he worked, and they were grungy from oil.  His messy brown hair was covered by a blue ball cap and he was sporting a little more five o'clock shadow than his boss generally cared for.  Though she knew she would end up upset with him, she couldn't help but admire how ruggedly good looking he was.  And he knew it, too.
He'd only been employed by the tire shop for three weeks.  Hardly enough time to be cutting out early over a crummy boss.  Zander tended to hate every boss, in the many jobs he'd plowed through over the years.  He was one of those guys who didn't play well with others.  He possessed a quick temper and a smart mouth when it came to employers.  Though his disposition toward his wife and children was much kinder, it still caused problems at home when he couldn't manage to keep his attitude in check.  As Zander had meandered from job to job, they'd also moved from home to home when they got evicted during his unemployed periods because they couldn't make rent.  Elwood wasn't a very big town.  Mary Jane knew that eventually, every bridge that there was to burn, would go down in flames.
She and Zander had often tussled over the years because she wanted to return to work herself.  She'd made great money before the kids came along and she knew she could take care of them all if she had to.  But Zander wouldn't hear of any woman of his having to work.  So there she stood that day, once again contemplating just going to work against his wishes, to avoid the inevitable fall out from Zander blowing off another job.
Mary Jane situated Jessie and the boys in the living room with snacks and cartoons and then returned to take a seat across from her husband in the kitchen.  "Baby," she said gently.  "Do you think it's a good idea this soon after starting a new job to be just taking off in the middle of the afternoon for no reason?"
Anger flashed on Zander's face and she knew she'd said the wrong thing.  Her heart rate escalated.  It wasn't unusual at all for her to exacerbate the situation by making Zander feel she was egging him on.
"It wasn't for no reason," he said bitterly.  "The guys a fuck hole."
Mary Jane flinched.  She didn't want to hear all the reasons Zander hated this guy.  Frankly, it was always the same.  Maybe sometimes his bosses really were jerks.  But for the most part she knew he just couldn't take direction from someone else.  
"Well," she said even more softly.  "Are you going to go tomorrow?"
"Of course," he said in an insulted tone.  He snatched his beer off the table and stalked out the back door to drink on the back porch.
***
Zander sulked on the back porch until dinner and then came in to enjoy spaghetti with the family.  He laughed and joked with the kids.  He listened intently as both Jason and Jonah described their day at school, and he had an in-depth discussion with Jessie about the prospects for desert and left her in a fit of giggles.  Mary Jane's heart melted.  Despite Zander's many flaws, he had always been so good with their children.  He could anger her and then thaw her cold heart in a matter of minutes simply by interacting with the kids.  She felt instinctively they were on the verge of another difficult time because Zander would soon lose this new job.  But, in that moment all she could think about was how much the babies loved him.
After dinner she and Zander watched a movie together while the kids played in their rooms.  Mary Jane rested against him while he draped his arm casually over her shoulders and sipped his beer with his free hand.  The movie was a police drama and Dominique Flame sprang to her mind again.
Her cheeks flushed slightly as she thought of the handsome sergeant while sharing a quiet time with her husband.  But she simply couldn't get Dominique out of her head, especially as she watched a dark and dashing cop on the television screen.  The sexy cop onscreen seduced women and Mary Jane's thoughts of Dominique took a turn she hadn't allowed for many years.  By the time the movie was over, she was in quite a delicate state.
Zander placed a finger under her chin and tipped it up.  He kissed her greedily and she sighed against his hot lips.  "Let's put the kids to bed," he whispered when he pulled away.  She nodded her agreement.
Mary Jane felt nervous and hot as they hurried through the bedtime routine.  She didn't even bother with baths, just helped the kids brush teeth and put on jammies.  Zander took bedtime story with the boys, and Mary Jane read to Jessie in the little girl's pink bedroom.  Soon all three kids had drifted to dreams and husband and wife reconnected in the hallway outside the bedrooms.
Zander pushed her into the wall, and raised her arms high over her head.  He pinned them in place and pressed his tall hard body against her petite soft one.  He covered her lips with his own and she whimpered as he probed her mouth with his tongue.  
In her mind she saw Dominique's face.  His invasion of this private moment evoked another small yelp from her.  She wondered how he'd kiss her.  She didn’t think he'd be as wild and reckless as Zander always had been.  For a moment she hated herself for allowing these thoughts.  But Dominique was there in her imagination, she couldn't evict him despite her best efforts.
She turned a corner right then.  She decided she didn't want him out.
Zander let go of her wrists and ran his hands down the sides of her arms and her body.  She gasped as he abruptly ended their kiss and scooped her into his arms.  Once he had her body cradled against him, he began kissing her again as he rushed her into their bedroom.
Once inside, he pushed the door closed with his work boot and bolted to their bed where he deposited her onto the end.  "Yes," she moaned quietly, caught up in the frenzy and the intensity of imagining one man while being seduced by another.
She began to scurry farther onto the bed, but he caught her hips and pulled her back toward him.  "Where you going?" he growled softly.  
Mary Jane moaned.  Every part of her was hot and weak.  She was in no position to take the lead.  He would have her anyway he wanted her.  She would give herself willingly.  She kept her eyes closed, imagining Dominique's hands on her.
Zander tore down the leggings and thong she wore, and discarded them into the darkness.  He yanked her hips toward him and deftly crouched on the floor, pushing her thighs apart.
"Oh yes," Mary Jane whispered, feeling close already.
There was nothing slow, sweet, or gentle about him that night.  He had many different sides to his love making personality.  That night was about quick roughness.  He plunged his tongue inside her and began working her firmly with swirling and banging.  She arched, her back lifting off the bed, her pussy pressing harder into his face.  He groaned against her wetness, and the vibration nearly undid her.
In her mind, it was Dominique's hands greedily roaming her while he tongued her clit frantically.  But only just for a moment.
Soon Zander rose again to his feet, looming over her.  He stared down at her milky skin that appeared iridescent in the darkness.  She did not open her eyes, but she smiled.  The cool air rushed to meet the emptiness where his tongue had just been working magic and a fierce sensation of heat and tingling rushed within her.
He took her by the hips and flipped her onto her stomach as though she were weightless.  Zander didn't even undress, simply unsheathed himself from the fly of his overalls.  He tucked her knees beneath her on the edge of the bed so that she was exposed and offering both physical satisfaction and a stimulating view.  Zander rammed his throbbing hard cock into her without prelude.
"Ah, yessss," Mary Jane groaned.  She buried her face into the bed clothes, surrendering completely to the feeling of her husband filling her.  He drove into her roughly, both of them forgetting momentarily about the other's pleasure, and focusing only on the personal feelings.  
She imagined Dominique lacing his fingers in her hair and demanding that she come.
And that was it.  She spiraled down, down, and down, a small scream escaping to hang on the night air.
***
Mary Jane lay nestled against Zander's chest almost asleep.  She'd finally managed to almost banish Dominique from her mind in the wake of several intense orgasms.  He was still there, but at least he wasn't doing dirty things to her anymore…
Just as she began to drift off, Zander shifted her off of him and got out of bed.  Her eyes popped open and she watched him move to the foot of the bed where he eventually had discarded his clothing.  He began to put them back on.
"Going somewhere?" Mary Jane inquired sleepily.
"Yeah," he said matter of factly.  "I'm going to the bar."
Mary Jane hefted herself up on her elbows, the relaxed feeling she'd found, evaporating entirely.  "Z, you have work at eight!"
He shot her a warning glance.  "I'm a big boy, Mary Jane."
He moved to finish dressing and put on his boots and she tried to fight back the anger mounting inside her.  Zander wasn't the cheating sort, he just liked to shoot pool and drink beer.  But, sometimes he liked those things too much, and too much of those things resulted in not showing up to work and then not having a job to show up to.  And, despite the fact that she trusted him not to sleep around, it hurt her that he could so casually leave her directly following an epic love making session.
Another nice evening.  Fucking ruined.
She nestled back down into the bed and pulled the covers up around her, rolling on her side and putting her back to him.
"See you later," he said cheerily as he exited the bedroom, not even seeming to notice her hurt.
Mary Jane went to sleep with tears on her face.  Zander didn't return until well after two in the morning.  But she was long asleep by then, lost in dreams of Dominique Flame.


Chapter 3
Mary Jane was a bundle of nerves by the time she arrived at the school to pick up Jason and Jonah again the next day.
For one thing, Zander hadn't made it to work until after ten a.m.  She would be amazed if he was still employed by the end of the day.  For another, she wasn't looking forward to seeing Dominique Flame.
She wished he hadn't spoken to her the day before.  Wish he'd never broken the radio silence.  He'd already been heavy on her mind.  And now she was afraid that would show on her face.
She and Jessie entered the crowed cafeteria where many parents gathered to wait for their children to be dismissed. She put her name on one of the sign out forms and then found a seat toward the back to sit and wait.  Usually she sat right in the front of the cafeteria, so she'd be one of the first allowed into the adjoining gym to collect the boys.  But, that day she wanted to disappear into the sea of faces hoping that Dominique wouldn't notice her when he came in.
Moments later she saw him saunter in the door.  She quickly averted her eyes, but out of her peripheral vision she saw him walking straight toward her.  For the entire school year she'd watched him every day from afar, as he'd never seemed to even glance at her.  And now he apparently had something else to say for the second day in a row.
Dominique took a seat on the bench next to her, leaving a more than appropriate twelve inches at least between them.
"Hey," he said to her, but looking straight ahead, his eyes scanning the crowd.  She wondered if that was a cop thing, automatically people watching.  He probably didn't realize he did it.  Maybe he was trying extra hard not to look at her.  But then, why talk to her at all?
"Hey," she said shyly.
"How are you today?"
She thought of Zander and the argument that had ensued when she repeatedly tried to roust him to prepare for work.  She'd obsessively wondered all day how things had gone when he arrived late.  "Fine, and you?"
He nodded, his mouth set in a serious ridged straight line.  "Fine."
They sat there not speaking, something unsaid hanging between them.  She obsessively glanced at the clock and fiddled with Jessie's hair.  Seven minutes remained until they'd be allowed into the gym.  Despite the noisy din in the cafeteria, she imagined she could hear and audible tick tock of the big clock moving agonizingly slowly.
Finally it was time.  The principal opened the doors to the gym and the crowd began to move forward.  
"Well," she said, standing up and grabbing Jessie's hand.  "Have a nice evening!"  Her voice was way too chipper and she gave him a quick smile with wide eyes that probably looked a little crazy.  Jesus, take it down a notch, she chided herself.  
She began to walk away from him.  "Mary Jane."  He spoke in a voice so quiet it was strange she even heard it over the noise.  Her back went rigid and she slowly turned back toward him.  He took a couple steps toward her.  "I dreamt of you again last night."
Mary Jane frowned and gave him a pleading look.  She scooped Jessie up and hurried away from him.
***
In the crowded parking lot this time she studied him closely as he led his Kindergarten and First Grade sons to his black sedan.  They were like little replicas of him.  She wondered fleetingly about their mother.  She'd heard that he'd lost his post with the Sheriff's Office because he pulled a gun on a fellow sheriff when he found her having sex with him in a cruiser on a back road.  The police department had taken Flame on and his marriage had ended.  Or so the story went.
  An emotion somewhere between confusion and anger ignited in the areas of her mind that she'd kept closed for so long.  What was his point?  Why now?  She knew him well enough to know that he was observant and knowledgeable as a cop.  He was the sort of cop that knew way more than the average person would expect about the people in the town he served.  He knew she was married, there was no doubt.  He probably knew everything about her.  
And he knew he'd broken her heart.
He was so different than the man she'd imagined when she loved him once.  She wished he'd never said another word to her.  And the things he was saying could easily cross a line.  She didn't want to cross that line.  But deep inside herself, she knew, she likely wouldn't tell him no.  Despite everything.  Despite the pain he caused her.  
Once again, Mary Jane's mind drifted back.
The day that old hag snidely informed her that Dominique had eloped over the weekend; she'd suffered a miserable day at work.  Careful eavesdropping on select conversations throughout the day had confirmed that Doris had been telling the truth.  Apparently Flame had been seeing someone for a while and over the weekend they'd tied the knot.
That evening, Mary Jane's best friend Melanie had joined her in her small apartment.  Melanie knew how she felt about Dominique and lovingly comforted Mary Jane as she wept.  She cried pitifully until her face was blotchy and eyes puffy.  Then Melanie leapt up in her characteristic bubbly way.
"You know what, baby girl, to hell with that prick!" Melanie exclaimed boisterously.  "Let's forget about him!"
Her optimistic musing only caused Mary Jane to erupt into tears once more.  "I can't!"
Melanie reached down to swipe at the fresh cascade of tears on Mary Jane's face.  "MJ, he strung you along and played you out like a fool.  Fuck him."
"Well, he didn't really, Melanie!" Mary Jane argued.  "Not really.  He never asked me out.  We never spent private time together.  He didn't lead me on, and he didn't dishonor his girlfriend.  He really didn't do anything wrong."
"Pft.  Whatever, MJ.  Yes he did.  He knew how you felt.  He kept you on the line while he saw how things played out with his girl.  Hate him.  He deserves it."
Mary Jane stared glumly into her lap.  She wanted to hate Dominique.  That would probably be the fastest track to recovery from this blow.  But she didn't think she could.
"Let's go out tonight!" Melanie exclaimed.  She darted into Mary Jane's bathroom and returned with her makeup bag.  Then she went to her closet and spent a couple minutes fashioning a cute dress and boots outfit.  "Come here, lemme fix your face and hair sweetie," Melanie demanded kindly.
"Oh I don't think so.  I don't feel like going out.  I wouldn't be good company tonight.  Anyhow, where would we even go?"
"To a karaoke bar!" Melanie explained jovially.
"Uh, I'm only nineteen."
"No worries!  I can get us in at this place I go all the time."
Mary Jane sighed and after arguing for several minutes, she relented to Melanie's feel better campaign.  She really had zero interest in going to a bar, particularly since she wasn't even legally old enough to go to one.  She'd never had a drink in her life.  But, that small part of her that was angry with Dominique wanted to do something she knew he'd never approve of.
Break the law.
Another hour found them seated together in a honky tonk barroom and Mary Jane sipped her first ever alcoholic beverage.  It was what Melanie had called a "Tequila Sunrise."  She was surprised that she didn't hate the taste.  It mainly just tasted like orange juice with a slightly salty kick.  She found it went down very easily.  Maybe a little too easily.
Soon she was singing karaoke and dancing with Melanie who had a decidedly wild side.  They eventually decided to forego the Sunrise and just shoot straight Tequila.  She didn't forget Dominique Flame, but the heartache was significantly dulled.  Maybe she could get used to this.
Zander Barnaby strutted into the bar when she and her friend were several shots deep into their buzz.  He'd been a senior when she was a sophomore.  She recalled thinking him cute but having zero interest in him since he was a wild child and she was mostly quiet and reserved.  Plus, he'd never given her a second glance either.  But he sure gave her a glance that night.  In fact, he zeroed in on her as soon as he walked in the door.
Though Zander presented a striking image in his crisp blue jeans and black t-shirt complete with tattoos and rippling muscles, she wasn't particularly interested in his attention that night.  But, guided by Melanie's upbeat and slightly pushy personality, she agreed to dance with him.  They danced one fast song and then another, their bodies moving closer and closer.  He started buying her drinks and then she found she was enjoying herself and forgetting.
It wasn't long before the effect of the never before experienced magical elixir of Tequila caught up with her and she found herself dizzy and feeling ill.  The tears from earlier in the evening reemerged and she was abruptly ready to end the fun.
"Take me home, Mel," she whined, leaning heavily on her friend.
"You wanna take her home, sparky?" she asked, giving Zander a wink.
"Oh no," he said.  "I think you probably should."
Mary Jane's heart warmed slightly that this man who'd previously been dirty dancing with her was now being a gentleman.  Either that or he was just disgusted by her inability to handle her liquor.  Either way, he was clearly taking the high road.
"Aw, come on, Zander," Melanie ribbed good naturedly.  "She could really use your…  Company tonight, I think."
Zander shifted from one foot to another, looking uncomfortable.  He turned his big blue eyes to Mary Jane.  "Would you like me to take you home instead of Melanie?"
Mary Jane groaned.  "I really don't care; I just need to go home."
Zander reluctantly relented and Melanie helped him load her into his truck.
Though the trip to her apartment was a short one, the ride in the truck didn't do her spinning head any favors.  By the time Zander helped her out of the truck, her condition had deteriorated.  She cried, and felt like an idiot for it.
"Hey," he said softly, catching her tears with his thumbs.  "It's OK.  We've all been there.  Do you live downstairs or up?"
She glanced toward the rickety set of wooden steps that led up to her apartment, which presently seemed insurmountable.  She let out another pitiful wail.  "Uuuuuup."
Zander chuckled despite himself, but tried to hide it.  "OK, listen; let me help you up there.  I swear, I'm not an asshole.  I just want to get you inside and help you get settled, alright?"
She nodded.  "Yes, thank you," she agreed.
At the foot of the stairs, Zander turned to her awkwardly.  "Why don't you just let me carry you, OK?  I'll take care of you," he said simply and sweetly.
Mary Jane's heart swelled and her tears slowed.  She'd royally blown her first attempt at being a grown up and also bringing a man home.  But he was being so sweet.  Something about him seemed extremely genuine, though she acknowledged that she perhaps wasn't the best judge of character.  She opened her arms and allowed him to sweep her up against him.  She inhaled the scent of him and enjoyed his heat in the cold night air.
As soon as he carried her inside and gently set her back on her feet, she felt the bile burning the back of her throat.
Without a word, Mary Jane bolted for the bathroom and proceeded to wretch her guts into the toilet.  She sobbed inconsolably as Zander appeared in the bathroom behind her and gently took hold of her hair.  She wished he'd go away, but she was so sick she couldn't say a word.  He just held her hair and rubbed her back patiently, seeming unaffected by the overall grossness of the situation.
When her illness finally subsided she did feel slightly better and more like herself again.  She flushed the commode and stood on shaky legs, keeping her back to him.  She edged past him to splash cool water into her face and brush her teeth.  When she finally straightened and looked into the mirror, she saw her own drawn pale face and him still there in the background.  "Why are you still here?" she asked point blank.
"You haven't asked me to leave yet."
She continued to study his face in the mirror.  "Thank you…  For taking care of me," she said sincerely.
He smiled shyly and dropped his eyes for just a second.  But he just as quickly returned them to meet her gaze in the mirror.  There was something about the way he looked at her.  Maybe she was just drunk, but nobody had ever looked at her like that before.  "Well, as long as you're OK, then I guess I'll get on."
Mary Jane turned slowly to face him.  For a long moment they stood there locked in each other's eyes.  Then she rose on her tip toes and slipped her arms around his neck.  They came together in a feverish kiss.  Zander deftly lifted her onto the vanity sink and she wrapped her legs around his waist.



 


Chapter 4
Zander came into the diner and called her several times in the following days.  She didn't totally dislike him, and she was impressed that he was even interested in the floozy that had taken him home from a bar and slept with him.  She wondered if he'd known that she was a virgin.  She wondered if there was a way for experienced man to tell.  Maybe it had been the tequila but she'd felt like she'd done pretty well.  She'd certainly enjoyed it.  But, she wasn't particularly interested in doing it again.  At least, not with him.
She still glanced anxiously at every customer who walked in the door at work, hoping it would be Dominique Flame, but it never was.  And when it was Zander who walked in, she found herself upset by an intense mixture of desire and disappointment.  She was polite and borderline friendly to him, but she knew eventually she'd have to tell him she wasn't looking for love.  Or anything else.
However, four weeks after their one night of passion, she found herself crying at her mom's kitchen table.
"Mary Jane," her mother complained.  "How in the world did this happen?" 
"Well, gee, Mom, the usual way!" she snarled.
"Don't take that tone with me, young lady!  It's not my fault!"
Her mother joined her at the table and put a comforting arm around Mary Jane.  "Shhh, baby, don't cry.  It's gonna be OK.  What do you want to do?"
Mary Jane took a deep, jagged breath.  "I guess I have to tell the father."
***
Dominique Flame's marriage announcement was released in the newspaper the same day that Zander Barnaby happily proposed marriage.
She sat at a break table at work staring at the picture of Dominique looking gorgeous in his dress uniform holding his perfect blonde bride in her pristine white gown.  He wore a small smile and she grinned broadly.  She really was pretty; making Mary Jane feel mousy in comparison.  She was the same age as Mary Jane but had gone to a high school in a neighboring town, so she didn't know the girl.  She fought tears and sadly discarded the paper into the garbage can hanging off the bussing cart.
After work, Zander picked her up in his beat up pickup truck and presented her with a modest diamond ring.  Tears sparkled in her eyes as she looked back and forth between the ring and his happy eyes.  She imagined he probably assumed they were tears of joy.  She couldn't bear to tell him different.
So, she accepted.
They had a small ceremony in the earliest days of summer that year.  Their families came together to celebrate at the local party barn.  There was music and dancing, and she caught the disdain on her father's face when Zander drank way too much.  But he didn't say anything.
Zander moved into Mary Jane's apartment when they married and there they stayed for the duration of the pregnancy.  She waited tables at the diner clear up until the end.  Somewhere inside her she always hoped Dominique would return and see her, the picture of happiness as a newly married expecting mother.  It was mostly a front, but he'd never know.  But, he never appeared again.
She had an uneventful pregnancy and Zander worked diligently and held it down throughout.  They got a small rental house when the boys were born and Zander told her he didn't want her to return to work.  For the first several months things went swimmingly.  Zander was a lovely father and Mary Jane began to feel they'd have a very happy life together.  And they did.  But before the boys turned one, Zander drove a company truck drunk and wrecked it, putting an end to that job and their first house together.  They were forced to live with her parents while they got back on their feet and it was a tense and stressful time.  Finally he found a job again and luckily avoided legal problems with his previous employer.
And so went the roller coaster of their life together.
***
Zander came home after work and didn't say a word about his day.  Dinner was on the table within minutes of his arrival and he ate it silently, brooding and dark.  After dinner he was gone again, curtly reporting he was going back to the bar.  Mary Jane sighed and made a decision as she stood behind the screen door watching him drive away.
The following morning, she tried one time to get Zander to get up and get ready to go to work on time.  As usual after a night of drinking, he stubbornly refused to get up.  She reset his alarm hoping he'd be in a better disposition after another hour's sleep but deciding she wouldn't be around to fight with him.
She readied the children and headed out to drop off the twins at school.  Then, she took Jessie to the local daycare center.  She introduced herself to the center's coordinator and asked if there were openings.  Naturally, Jessie was welcomed with open arms.
She toured the facilities, met the daycare providers, and played for a while with Jessie in the room where she would spend most of her time.  Though her little girl had never known a babysitter in her entire life, she loved the place and seemed happy as a lamb to be left there.  After a while, Mary Jane said goodbye and returned to the van.  She laid her head on the steering wheel and bawled.  She'd never left any of her kids other than to send the boys to school.  She almost wished she'd never had the chance to be a stay at home mom because then she wouldn't know this pain of giving it up.  In that moment, she resented the hell out of Zander.  In that moment, she hated him.
When she finally somewhat gathered her wits, Mary Jane drove downtown and parked in front of Layman's Lunch.  For a moment she sat there looking around the busy downtown street letting the memories rush in.  So much had happened to her during the time she worked there.  Her life had changed.  She let herself feel the pain of wondering what things would be like if Dominique hadn't done what he did.  Then finally, with one last deep breath, and check in the mirror to wipe away the smudges of mascara beneath her eyes, she ventured into the diner.
Old Man Layman had been dead and gone for several years, but the management remained the same.  She moseyed inside and took a seat at the coffee counter.  Unbelievably, she noted that even old Doris was still there, working the tables. Hell, she must be pushing eighty, Mary Jane thought incredulously.  Doris approached, flipped up the coffee cup in front of Mary Jane, and poured her a cup without even asking if she wanted it.
"Well hi there, stranger!" Doris said in a shockingly friendly tone.  Maybe several years of marriage and child rearing had earned Mary Jane a little more respect than she'd once gotten from the woman.
"Hi, Doris, how have you been?" Mary Jane said sweetly.
"Just fine, just fine!  What brings you in?"
"Well, I'm actually hoping to see if you guys are hiring by chance."
Doris smiled, a broad genuine smile, again surprising Mary Jane.  "I think they can probably get you working, let me go get the manager!"
Doris sashayed away and disappeared into the kitchen.  Soon, the same manager she'd worked for in the past emerged and greeted her warmly.  They exchanged a short conversation and Mary Jane was hired on the spot.  They agreed she'd start the following morning, and Mary Jane thanked him with a sense of overwhelming relief.  Everything was going to be OK this time.  No matter what Zander pulled, she would take care of things herself.  She smiled and the manager returned to work leaving her alone to finish her coffee.
When Mary Jane took her last sip, she turned on her stool to get up and leave.  Which was exactly when Dominique Flame walked in the door.  She stopped, falling dead still on her seat.  Unlike when she saw him in the afternoons at school, he was in uniform then.  And there he stood staring into her eyes, right there in the place where their nonexistent love affair had once transpired in her imagination.
For a moment he was as frozen as she; clearly shaken by seeing her.  Then he regained his composure and crossed to where she sat.  He slid onto the stool right next to her and she turned back to once more face the counter.  They sat with their elbows touching.  
Doris returned with the coffee pot.  She gave them each a look with one arched eyebrow but said none of what she was obviously thinking.  Perceptive old woman.  She hadn't forgotten.
"'Nother cup, Mary Jane?" Doris asked.  Mary Jane nodded and Doris poured.  Then she flipped up Dominique's cup, poured his too, and then walked away without a single smart comment.
For another awkward moment neither of them spoke.  Then she finally broke the ice.  "You drink coffee now?" she said timidly.
Dominique gave a curt nod.  "Do a lot of things I probably shouldn't now, I suppose."  
She stole a sideways glance at him, consciously noting the feeling on her skin where his elbow touched hers.  It was as though that one spot of her was burning.  "That so?" she said with just a tiny streak of boldness.
Dominique spun his stool and was suddenly facing her though she still faced forward, which put his lips directly next to her ear.
"Mary Jane," he said softly but urgently.  "I made a mistake.  I'm sorry."
She turned her head excruciatingly slowly until her lips were only a fraction of an inch away from his.  Her breaths came in short shallow bursts and blood rushed in her ears.  "Yes, Dominique.  You sure did."
She lurched off her seat, grabbed her purse, and bolted out the door leaving it jingling as it swung shut behind her.



 


Chapter 5
She went back to the daycare center to collect Jessie and sort out the schedule and payment.  They spent the day away from home, enjoying their last day of total freedom before she'd be confined to the regimen of a job.  They visited the park and went for a long walk.  They picked up some groceries and Mary Jane splurged and bought little toys for each of the kids while at Walmart.  She killed time until it was time to pick up the boys without going home because she was afraid to find that Zander had lost his job and might be there drinking.
She also dreaded picking up the kids and seeing Dominique.  She enjoyed her afternoon with Jessie but was dramatically sad that everything would change the very next morning when she was gone before the children even woke, to pour coffee and deliver eggs and toast to impatient customers.  She felt on the edge of a complete breakdown as Dominique's comment played over and over in her head.  She blamed him for everything.  Every bit of heart ache she was embroiled in; it was all his fault.
When it finally was time for her daily wait in the cafeteria, she sat there with her blood boiling waiting for him to walk in.  Like clockwork, he arrived a couple minutes behind her, and his eyes sought hers out as soon as he was in the door.  He made his way to her.
"Don't," she said coldly.
"Mary Jane, please," Dominique said quietly, gazing down at her with sad eyes.
"Dominique," she whispered.  "I mean it.  Just go away.  I.  Cannot.  Go.  There.  With you."
After a pause when her words hit him, she thought maybe he'd turn and walk away.  But instead he sat down next to her just as he had the day before.  Only much closer than twelve inches apart this time.
"I'm not asking you to go anywhere with me," he said softly; intensely.  "I just…  I just want to be near you.  That's all.  Please."
Tears welled in her eyes as she stared at him.  Everything that his actions had caused in her life raced through her mind once more and she blinked hard to try and stave off the tears.  "No," she whispered angrily.  "No, stop.  I don't have room in my world for you to be near me, Dominique.  You had your chance.  You had my heart.  You didn't want it, and that was your choice.  It's too late now."
She scooped Jessie up and stormed away, blustering into the gym before parents were even invited in.  She strode purposefully to the risers where her sons were seated, only a couple rows down from the Flame boys.  She brusquely told them to come on.  On the way back across the gym, she shot the teachers a look just daring them to try and stop her.
They didn't say a word.
***
Exactly as she'd feared, Zander's truck was parked in their driveway when she pulled in with the kids.  She sighed and sat behind the wheel of the van for several minutes after shutting it off.  She felt shaky and weak, once again on the verge of tears.  Having been down this road so many times before, she knew that he'd been fired.
"Are we going inside, Mommy?" Jason asked impatiently from the backseat, snapping her out of her dark thoughts.
She grabbed the keys out of the ignition and tossed them in her purse.  "Yep, sorry, buddy.  I was daydreaming."  She helped the kids out of the van and together they ventured into the house.
As soon as she was in the door she heard the scrape of Zander's chair on the kitchen floor and he thundered into the living room.
"The mother fucker fired me!" he shouted.
His beer sloshed out of the bottle as he wildly flailed his arms to accentuate his salty declaration.  His eyes looked bleary and wild, his hair a mess.  And his loud words had been slurred.  Mary Jane bent to kiss each of her children on their heads. "Go play out in the back yard," she told them.
"But I want a snack," Jonah whined.  Being unfortunately used to their father's drunken ramblings, he didn't even seem affected by it this time.
"I know, sweetie," Mary Jane said softly.  "I'll bring snacks out to you in just a minute, OK?  We'll have a snack picnic!"  She tried to sound cheerful, but the three kids slumped grouchily out the back door.  She turned to face her husband.
"Zander, how many times do I have to ask you not to talk like that in front of my kids?"
Zander gave her a hateful look.  "That all you got to say?  They're our kids, Mary Jane.  And I'll talk however I goddamn well want to, you got that?"
She stared at him evilly.  Thinking for the millionth time of the job she had waiting for her in the morning, it suddenly popped into her mind to toss him out.  She'd never so much as considered it before.  But she felt she was rapidly approaching the end of what she'd accept from him.
"Here's the deal, Z.  I knew you were going to get fired.  So I went out and got a job.  I start in the morning."
Zander's jaw dropped and he stared blinking at her.  He raked his fingers through his hair and began to pace, slamming his beer down on an end table so hard, she was surprised it didn't break.  "A job?  Jesus, Mary Jane.  Thought I'd been pretty clear on where I stand on this."
She shook her head.  "Sorry, but enough is enough, Zander.  I'm tired of struggling.  Tired of moving.  Tired of all of it.  One of us has to be responsible.  Guess it's going to me."
He strode to her so quickly that he was in her face in an instant.  "Hey, it's not my fault there's nobody to work for in this fuckin' town but shit heads," he growled.
An alarm bell began sounding in her mind.  She didn't like him so close to her when he acted like this.  However, she was so angry she'd crossed over the line of caring about his delicate feelings.  She rolled her eyes.  "Yeah, yeah, I've heard it a million times before.  I'm done with your excuses, Zander.  And I need a little more help from you now that I'll be working.  You can't go run the bars on weeknights anymore.  I agreed to work Monday through Saturday, and I go in at five in the morning.  That means you'll have to get the kids up and take them to daycare and hopefully you'll find a new job soon.  The daycare will take the boys to school, so they'll only be there for a few minutes, and I'll be off in plenty of time to still pick them up each day."
Zander straightened and stood back from her slightly, staring down at her with a snarling mouth and flaring nostrils.  Then, he completely surprised her by bursting into tears.
His knees seemed to buckle and he sunk onto the couch.  He leaned forward and buried his face in his hands, weeping bitterly.  Her hard heart softened slightly.  But at the same time, she'd seen this routine before as well.  She wasn't sure she was buying it, but at least it was better than anger and yelling.
"I'm such a fuck up," Zander moaned.
That was her cue to comfort and coddle him, usually.  However, she simply didn't have it in her that day.  In the past, she'd never failed to stroke his ego and make him feel better about himself, but not this time.  She'd adored the years she spent at home with her children, and now it was being stripped from her.  She was beyond angry.
"You know what, Zander; give it a rest, alright?"
His head snapped up at her and he stared open mouthed into her face.  All the anger was completely gone from his expression then, and replaced by hurt.  Her face on the other hand, was stony and bitter as she met his gaze.
"I'm just over it," she muttered.  "This is how it's going to be now, and if you don't like it, then just get out."
She spun on her heel and stalked out the back door, forgetting about preparing snacks for the kids.
***
At five in the morning, Mary Jane dragged herself to Zander's truck, dreading going to work.  She knew what to expect from her day at the old diner, which was nice.  But getting up so early and being on her feet all day was going to take some getting used to.  She knew she'd be exhausted that afternoon.
After they'd avoided each other for several hours the evening prior, they both finally settled down enough to sort out a new routine.  She had been surprised that after she'd for once had the strength to put her foot down, he was cooperative.  He switched to coffee and sobered up, and they'd agreed to switch vehicles in the morning so he could transport the kids to daycare.  Then he promised to go out job hunting and return the van to her after she got off work.  
"Maybe after I find something, you'll quit?" he'd asked her hopefully.
She stared out the kitchen window and considered his question.  Naturally, there was nothing she'd like more than to continue staying home with her children.  But just because she'd apparently won an argument for once, didn't mean she believed for a second that he was going to straighten up.  Or that he ever would, if she was being honest with herself.
"We’ll see," she'd finally answered, deciding to simply not address the matter just then.
Chugging her travel mug of coffee, Mary Jane soon turned onto Main Street where the diner was situated.  When she swung into a parking spot, she saw no other vehicles around.
Except for an idling police cruiser.
It was far too early for anyone to be downtown yet, and because they were already so familiar with Mary Jane, the management had provided her with keys.  She'd been hired to be the opener for the restaurant.  So there were also no other employees present.  Just that lone police cruiser.
Too tired to be angry, or any emotion really, Mary Jane stepped out of the truck and trudged to the cruiser.  She bent slightly to peer into the passenger side window and confirmed that it was Dominique sitting there in the shadows.  He rolled the window down and gave her one of his almost indiscernible smiles.
"What are you doing?" she asked.  There was nothing angry in her tone.  Only tired.
"I asked Doris what hours you'd be working," he commented simply.
She shook her head and rolled her eyes. "Wow, stalker much?" she said smartly.
He smirked.  "Oh please.  I'm just making sure you get in the door safely, Mary Jane.  I'm a public servant, if you recall."
She couldn't help but smirk back, though she still wasn't ready to show him a smile.  "Yes, because this town is just so dangerous."
Something dark passed across his eyes and he was back to frowning.  "It's not as safe as you think, Mary Jane," he said softly.  Then he nodded toward the door.  "Go on in, and lock it back up behind you while you get ready to open."
She gave him a salute.  "Yes, officer.  Will do, thank you."



 


Chapter 6
Mary Jane whisked through her busy morning in the diner.  Nothing much had changed.  All the procedures remained the same, so she required no training.  All the same customers flowed in and out, and they were abundantly happy to see her.  Even the old grouchy men revealed how they'd missed her over the years.  She hardly had a free second to think about any of her personal problems and she quite enjoyed herself, and the stack of cash accumulating in her apron pocket.  She thought of little else beyond what she was doing, except that the sound of Dominique saying her name played in the background of her imagination as she worked.
It surprised her that he never came in throughout the morning.  But at noon, an hour before she got off, Zander did enter the diner.  She thought he was just there to give her keys to the van, but instead, he took a seat in one of the booths.
She walked curtly up to him holding out her hand.  "Hey, it’s the middle of lunch rush, so…"
He seemed to be oblivious to how busy she was.  "So, I got a new job already!" he exclaimed smiling broadly at her.
She tried not to let her frustration show as she watched three of her tables fill up out of the corner of her eye.  "That's great, Z, we'll talk about it when I get off."  She wiggled her fingers, inviting him once again, to hand over the keys.
"I'm gonna have lunch, can I have a menu?"
Mary Jane stifled a groan.  "OK, hang on a sec; let me get my new customers first, alright?"
"Sure," he said good naturedly.
She buzzed around delivering menus to the new customers and grabbing drink orders.  She also refilled coffees as she made her way through the dining room.
"Thank you, Missy," said one of the old farmers who regularly drank coffee in the diner.  He patted her hand as she poured.
"HEY!  KEEP YOUR FUCKING HANDS OF MY WIFE!" Zander screamed, leaping out of his seat and rushing at the old man.
The entire jam packed dining room fell deathly quiet.  Mary Jane stood stalk still, mouth gaping, the breath frozen in her lungs.
A brilliant red color rose in the old farmer's face and he slid back his chair to stand.  Though he was dressed in worn overalls and possessed a nondescript appearance, Mary Jane knew him to be one of the wealthiest members of the community.  And certainly not a customer the management would want to piss off.  
"Excuse me, son?" the farmer asked testily.
"You heard me," Zander growled.  
The manager raced across the dining room, fumbling desperately to apologize to the farmer, who turned and angrily stormed out of the restaurant.  As the door's bells jingled, signaling his abrupt departure, everyone in the dining room resumed their chatter.  
Her manager, Mitch, glared at Zander.  "Mr. Barnaby, I'm sorry, but you'll have to leave.  And Mary Jane, I need to speak with you."
She glanced at Zander silently praying he would just leave, though he looked close to explosion.  After a tense moment of exchanged glances among the three of them, Zander turned and stalked out of the restaurant, tossing the keys to the van on a table as he left.
Mary Jane followed Mitch into the back, out of the view of the customers.
"Mary Jane, come on," he said irritably.  "What am I supposed to say here?"
She struggled to fight back tears.  "Mitch, I am so sorry.  Believe me; no one is as mortified as I am.  Please…  Don't fire me."
He glowered at her for a long time before he finally spoke.  "He can't come in here.  CANNOT come in here, do you understand me?  It's a diner full of ancient old married men, for Christ's sake.  That man looks at you like a grandchild, I can promise you that."
"I know, I know.  I understand!  You know I don't mind these old fellas, Mitch."  Relief washed over her, managing to push back some of her embarrassment.  He wasn't going to fire her.  As long as Zander cooperated, anyway.
With one final warning, he sent her back to finish out her day.
***
After she left work, she found herself killing time away from home once again.  Confronting Zander was the absolute last thing on earth she wanted to do just then.  She picked up Jessie from daycare and took her to the park again, where they stayed until it was time to pick up the boys.
In the school cafeteria, Dominique came in soon after her, just as always.  He strolled to where she sat and took a seat next to her.
"Heard about your husband's shenanigans," he said without prelude.
She shot him a warning look.  "Don't, Dominique.  I'm not discussing it with you."
He arched an eyebrow and gave her that infuriating yet dizzy making small smile.  "Why not?" he teased.
"It's not funny.  And you know why not."  Mary Jane groaned.  "Would you give me a break?  What part of 'go away' are you not understanding, Officer?"
He gazed at her for one of those characteristic long moments where she would die to know what he was thinking.  "Mary Jane, if I thought for one minute that you meant it, I would go away."
Her cheeks blazed.  They didn't say anything else and soon it was time to pick up their students and they parted ways, leaving Mary Jane's mind on tilt.
***
Mary Jane's life became a busy whirlwind, working six days a week and managing her family.  Within a couple weeks, school dismissed for the summer so she no longer saw Dominique each afternoon in the cafeteria.  But he was there almost religiously in the mornings when she reported to work.  She didn't even speak to him at those times; simply proceeded into the building.
He also stopped in for a quick cup of coffee almost every day that she worked.  She couldn't deny enjoying settling back into a friendship with the mysterious man, but she was also glad that she could busy herself with other customers if she felt on the verge of crossing a line.
Zander started his new job on a construction crew and surprised her by doing very well, as far as she could see.  He reported on time and stayed all day, and she heard zero complaints from him in the evenings.  They were pulling in more money than they ever had since they'd been together.  For a time, she began to feel like things were working out.
Four weeks after she started working the diner again, she spent a hot Saturday evening cooking out in the back yard with her family.  The fragrant aroma charcoal and grilling steaks drifted on the warm summer air.  Mary Jane closed her eyes and enjoyed the breeze on her face, and the sound of her kids, and other children all over the neighborhood, enjoying the beautiful evening.  
Zander stood at the grill and she wandered up behind him and put her arms around his waist.  He hung his tongs off the grill's handle and turned to face her and take her in his arms.
"We missed you this morning while you were at work," he murmured into her hair.
"Aw, I missed you guys too," she replied.
After a long, lazy moment he pulled back just enough to look down into her eyes.  "Since things have been going so well with my new job, don't you think it's time to quit that hell hole?"
Mary Jane's smile faded.  She'd wondered when this argument would strike.  She didn't know what to say.  Afraid of disrupting the peaceful balance that had finally occurred in their household; she thought she should tread lightly.
"It's really not a hell hole, Z," she said gently.  "It’s a really nice place.  The customers are kind people.  I do really well there!  And…  I like it."
Shadows crossed his face and he frowned darkly.  "Oh yeah?  Better than you like your family?"  He dropped his hands and gave her a little shove back.  It was a gentle shove, but a shove nonetheless.
"Come on, Zander, you know that's not true.  Don't you enjoy all the extra money?  When have we ever been able to afford anything extra?  By Christmas, we'll probably be able to afford a trip to Disney World!  It's so nice not to worry and struggle, you must agree with that."
"So I guess me working my ass off for you all those years wasn't good enough then?"
I wouldn't exactly call it working your ass off to get fired every other week, she thought bitterly.
She sighed.  "I'm sorry, but I'm not quitting the job.  Please try to understand.  It's good for me, and it's good for us.  That's the end of it."
He glared angrily at her for a long moment and she saw the husband she was used to, the one who'd been carefully hidden for the last month, present himself in all his angry glory.  She refused to look away, refused to back down.  Finally he turned and stalked into the house.  For the first time since she'd started working, she watched him peel out of the driveway, undoubtedly headed for the bar.
He left the family's steaks still smoking on the grill.



 


Chapter 7
Mary Jane's home life imploded once again.  Zander went right back to excessive drinking and she had to hire a backup babysitter who would accept kids in the early morning hours that the daycare center did not, just in case he was too drunk to get up and manage the children in the morning.  Which started happening frequently.  He started missing work and she knew that once again it was only a matter of time before he lost his job.
Numerous times at work, Dominique made comments about Zander's behavior.  She honestly didn't know how he could know so much about her personal life, and it unnerved her.  Then again, it was a cop's job to know the goings on of his community.  Unfortunately, her husband was probably well known drunk among local law enforcement.  Whenever Dominique brought it up, she politely put him off.  She loved her friendship with him, and she didn't want to let him cross a line she couldn't uncross.  She resolutely refused to discuss inappropriate topics with him.
Amazingly enough, Zander lasted another three weeks before he got fired again.  His drinking reached an all-time high even though they lost all his income and would scarcely be able to eat let alone blow money on booze.  And she had to keep paying for daycare even with him not working, because she couldn't count on him to get out of bed and take care of the kids when they woke in the morning.  She didn't know what she was going to do.  She began contemplating ways to get him to leave.
One afternoon when she'd volunteered to stay late at work, she stood at the counter talking to Dominique during a lull in business.  He was off duty but still in uniform.  They were thoroughly enjoying a funny exchange about some of his exploits on the job.
And then Zander stumbled in the door.
Mary Jane nearly dropped the coffee pot she held.  It was the first time Zander had made an appearance there since Mitch had banned him from the premises.  Her eyes darted around frantically, hoping Mitch was nowhere in sight.  And, something about having Dominique and Zander under the same roof made her extraordinarily anxious.
"Come here," he muttered blearily.  
The instant darkening of Dominique's expression did not escape her.
She hurried out from behind the counter to meet him where he stood swaying by the front door.  "Z," she said quietly.  "What are you doing here?"
"I need some money," he grumbled.  "Pretty pleeeease?" He gave her a leering grin and his voice was snide and vulgar.
"Just go home and go to sleep," she begged.  "You don't need anymore.  Please!"
Zander snatched her arm and jerked her against him, simultaneously snaking his hand inside her apron pocket. 
Before she saw him coming, Dominique pulled her away and then blasted Zander into the wall.
Though Dominique was the smaller of the two, he had no problem pinning Zander in place with his hands around the drunken man's neck.  "Don't you ever, ever touch her again, motherfucker," Dominique snarled, his face contorted like a rabid dog.
Zander squirmed half-heartedly, but Dominique had him.  "Fuck you, pig," Zander spat.
"How 'bout me and you go for a ride?" Dominique said his tone full of menace.
The two men stared evilly at each other for what seemed like eternity.  Tears streamed down Mary Jane's face as she waited for Dominique to hurt him.  That's certainly what it seemed like his intentions were.  Everything was changing.  Right then, she knew it.  Her life was turning upside down again that very minute.
Finally, Dominique unhanded him.  "Get out of here," he demanded malevolently.
For once, Zander didn't argue.
As soon as he was gone, Mary Jane sunk onto one of the stools at the counter and dropped her face onto her arms to weep.  Dominique came up behind her and rubbed her back comfortingly.
"I'm gonna call him in, get him picked up," Dominique said.  He all the sudden sounded the voice of calm when seconds ago he'd seemed like an animal.
Her head shot up and she saw him reaching for the radio clipped to his shoulder.
"Dominique, no!  Please, no.  I don't know what in the hell I'll do if he gets arrested.  He'll just go home, I promise.  Please don't."
He studied her for just a moment then sighed.  "Don't ever mention this again, Mary Jane.  I'll just go follow him, make sure he makes it without hurting anyone, alright?"
She leapt up and threw her arms around him.  His arms instinctively encircled her waist. 
"Thank you," she whispered against his ear.  Then he slipped out the door and disappeared.
***
Mary Jane was exhausted when she finally left work at seven p.m. and picked the kids up from daycare.  She felt horrible that they'd been with sitters for so long.  At the same time she was unbelievably angry with her husband who'd been home all day preferring to get hammered then be with his kids and save the family money.  Plus, he'd once again jeopardized her employment.  Something had to change.  He couldn't keep doing this to them.
When they pulled into the driveway, it surprised her to find his truck missing.  Apprehension began to build inside her as she wondered if he'd come home earlier when Dominique had followed him.  And if so, why wasn't he there a few short hours later?  An alarm sounded in her mind.
The sitter had fed the kids supper, but she got them inside and situated with snacks in the kitchen.  Once they were momentarily content, she called one of the waitresses from Layman's lunch who was off the following day and offered her hours to her co-worker.  Her stress and tension was at an all-time high.  She had a feeling a situation was brewing that would prevent her from making it to work the following day.  So she was relieved when her co-worker agreed to take her shift.  One thing at least, she didn't have to worry about.
After they ate their snacks and filled her in about their days, Mary Jane gave the children baths and put them to bed.  Once she returned to the lonely quiet of the living room, she felt riddled with anxiety.  She knew she should just go to bed; she was certainly weary to the bones.  But, she sensed that they'd reached a point where something had to happen.  The situation had to progress.  So she sat down on the couch, switched on the TV, and waited.
She only waited a matter of minutes.
Zander slammed in the door and she could smell the pungent scent of whiskey from across the room.  She'd never known him to take so much as a sip of anything other than beer.  She had no idea what to expect from a whiskey bender, but she could guess that it would be terrible.
He stormed toward her so quickly and angrily that she scurried back on the couch pulling her legs up against her, as a child would do to escape a monster under the bed.  But her monster was very real, and he reached down, laced his fingers into her hair, and yanked her savagely to her feet.
She began bawling instantly, seeing him so far past any level of anger she'd ever known from him in the past.  He looked insane in the eyes, so deformed by fury she scarcely recognized him.
"You got something going on with that cop?" he screamed, shaking her so violently her teeth clattered together.  She became panicked that he would wake the kids, but didn't dare tell him to be quiet.
"No Zander!  Of course not!  Baby, please!" she wept, begging him, trying to break through to the man he was underneath all of this.
"I don't believe you!" 
"Pleeeeease!" she pleaded desperately.  "Zander, he's a police officer and you grabbed me in front of him!  What was he supposed to do?"
Zander roared.  "He's supposed to mind his own goddamn business!"  He shook her again.  "I EVER catch you talking to that sum bitch again, and I will fucking KILL YOU!" 
Before she saw it coming, he drew back and slammed his fist into her left eye.  She sprawled at lightning speed to the floor.  The hardwood was cool against her face.  As unconsciousness closed in, she was vaguely aware of Jessie's feet standing in the living room doorway and the sound of her wailing, Zander's heavy footsteps running across the living room, and the screen door slamming shut.
Then darkness.
***
She kept her back to the counter as Dominique slid up to it and roosted on a stool.  She'd been preparing herself for this but still wasn't quite ready.  Her heart fluttered and beads of sweat shone across her forehead.  Finally she spun to face him with the coffee pot.
As soon as he laid eyes on her, a look of pure rage turned his face dark.
"What happened?" he said in a voice barely above a whisper.  As though if he were to speak up, he would shout.
"Oh, dummy me, I slipped in the shower and caught my eye on the facet on the way down."  She smiled sweetly.  "Four a.m. is just too early for me to think straight."
Even though she'd had her day off to hide away before returning to work, she knew her eye still looked horrible.  An angry black and purple swollen bruise surrounded her eye and marred the side of her face.
"Don't lie to me," he said.
She cocked her head to the side, trying hard to keep it together.  It had been ridiculous to think he'd believe her.  As if he weren't an accomplished police officer.
As if he weren't her soul mate.
"I'm not lying, Dominique."  She dropped her voice.  "Please, just drop it, OK?"
He sipped his coffee and never took his eyes off her the whole time he was in the diner.  He openly stared, seeming to fester in the rage that colored his cheeks.  She tried to make small talk with him in between waiting on other customers, but he would have none of it.  When he had to go, he approached the exit and motioned with his head for her to follow.  She timidly met him at the door.
He caressed her face ever so gently.  "You tell your shower facet that the next time I see a bruise on you…  I'll kill him."
Then he walked out the door, the familiar jingling of the bells sounding eerie to her that time.



 


Chapter 8
She couldn't have been unconscious for more than a few seconds.  And she didn't think it was the blow that knocked her out.  Certainly he hadn't hit her that hard, right?  It was hitting her head on the floor paired with stress and exhaustion that had momentarily taken her under.  That was all.  It wasn't as bad as it seemed.
But when she did come to, she hauled herself up unsteadily and ran to sweep Jessie into arms.  She then turned to collapse onto the couch and mother and daughter came undone together.
Zander did not return that night, nor had she heard from him since.  Not. One. Word.  He had never even come close to hitting her before.  She knew he didn't mean it.  He'd drank whiskey and gotten the complete wrong idea about a customer from her job.  It had simply been a recipe for disaster on one hell of a bad day.  He didn't mean it.
Still, a reckoning would have to come for his actions, wouldn't it?  Could they overcome this?  Should she even try?  Maybe counseling.  Well, definitely counseling, she'd have to insist.  Or maybe…  Maybe he wasn't planning on coming back.
After work she picked up the kids from daycare and went home, the place she'd come to dread returning to.  She was a nervous wreck making the trip across town, wondering if he'd be there.  But, she found the driveway still empty.  Though she was scared to death to see him, she almost wished he would've been there.  Again, she found herself in a situation that had to move forward, one way or another.  The anxiety was in obsessively wondering how that would happen.  The strange thing was that, when it was just a matter of refusing to hold down a job, and drinking too much, she hadn't had as much trouble considering tossing him out.
But with the threat of violence introduced, she felt exceedingly more cautious.
She put all her heart and mind into focusing on the kids and not thinking about the situation at hand.  They played outside until dinner, and then after they made crafts together at the kitchen table.  Eventually she put them to bed and then sat on the couch, slowly twirling her cell phone in her hand.
She checked it again, as she'd done dozens of times in the nearly forty eight hours since he'd left.  Checking for a text or call she may have missed.  Of course, there were none.  She pulled up Zander's name in the contacts and contemplated dialing it.  But, she decided for the thousandth time not to.  Instead, she dejectedly went to bed, alone.
It was the middle of the night when the knocking on the door woke her.
She glanced at the clock and noted there was still an hour left before it would be time for her alarm.  She stared into the darkness feeling foggy headed and confused.  Maybe she'd dreamt it.  But then it came again.  A rather hard pounding.  
Mary Jane threw back the thin afghan that covered her and leapt out of bed.  It couldn't be Zander, he'd have a key.  Her heart pounded.  This couldn't be good.  She raced from her bedroom, hoping to get to the door before the children were woken by the knocking.  When she threw it open, her pounding heart nearly stopped to find Dominique standing on the front stoop, silhouetted by the moon.
"Dominique," she gasped.  "What are you doing here?"
He looked into her eyes and then in an uncharacteristic move, he averted his eyes awkwardly.  He seemed afraid to speak.
"Dominique?" she said again, urgency rising in her voice.  "What is it?"  Her heart resumed hammering.  Somehow she already knew what he was going to say.
"Mary Jane," he said softly, taking a step toward her.  "There…  There's been an accident."
He jumped forward to catch her as her knees gave out.
***
It poured rain the day she buried her husband.
Her mother and father flanked her at the graveside service, holding her up.  A friend from work kept her kids at home.  She couldn't bear to bring them to see their daddy laid to rest.
She didn't absorb a single word of the service.  She could only stare unblinking at the shimmering closed black casket, decked with a gorgeous array of white lilies.  She couldn't quite wrap her mind the fact that Zander's body was in there…  Too badly damaged to be viewed.
There weren't a great many mourners at the service.  Maybe it was the rain.  Or maybe it was just that he had burnt so many bridges over the years.  And too many people had seen the bruise that still showed on her face.  Frankly, it wasn't a good time for him to die.  It would've been nice if at least he could've had a chance to make it right first.  That thought made her weep.
Somehow she got home after the service for a small wake.  She didn't recall getting there, but she imagined her parents had brought her.  Visitors roamed in and out, bringing food and condolences.  None of her children seemed to fully gather what was going on.  She was thankful for that.
Dominique appeared at the wake, and she'd noticed him at the service as well.  Ironically, he'd been the first responder who discovered Zander's truck wrapped around a tree.  And after the ME took Zander away from the scene and the paperwork was filed, he'd insisted on being the one to deliver the awful news to Mary Jane.  When she'd calmed down that first night, he'd explained to her that Zander's blood alcohol limit had been eight times the legal limit and he'd already been dead when Dominique happened upon him.  After the ME investigation the next day, they didn't even do an autopsy.  The physical evidence was compelling.  Nobody needed anymore answers.  Not even Mary Jane.  
In the end, Zander had made a choice.
So, it was appropriate for Officer Flame to come and pay his respects to the family, and to his old friend and her children.  But it felt strange to have Dominique in the house again.  The place where she'd lived and loved with her husband.  The place where Dominique had informed her that he was dead.  He seemed to pick up on her discomfort and graciously bowed out after only a few minutes.
She spent most of the wake sitting by the kitchen window staring out into the rain.  One or the other of the children perched on her lap at practically all times.  They seemed to know that their mommy needed comfort without having a clue why.  She hadn't even thought about how she was going to handle telling them just yet.  It had crossed her mind to just say nothing at all unless one of them asked.
Maybe they'd just forget him.  Like he'd never been at all.
It was late in the evening when the last visitor hugged her and said goodbye, leaving her alone with just the kids and her parents.  Her father took the kids in the back of the house to play with toys in the twins' bedroom.  Her mother pulled a chair up next to Mary Jane.  She put a gentle arm across her daughter's shoulders.
"Why don’t you and the kids come home with us for a few days?  Until you feel better?" 
The kind offer provoked another torrent of tears.  Her mother's heart broke, and she pulled the wounded creature against her, holding Mary Jane tight.  "I…  I can't, Mom.  I can't leave here right now."
Marsha Anderson nodded.  "I understand, darling.  Is there anything I can do then?  Would you like me to take the kids home with us and give you a little time to yourself?"
Mary Jane looked into her eyes.  "Yes, Mom.  Would you do that?  I don't want them seeing me like this.  And I'm not ready to tell them yet."
Marsha studied Mary Jane worriedly.  "OK, honey.  But are you sure you'll be OK alone?"
"I'm sure," she replied glumly.
"And you'll call if you need us?  Dad can come and get you anytime, you know that, right?"
"Yes, Mama.  Thank you.  I love you."
The two women shared another long embrace.  Moments later, her mother had the children packed and loaded in their car.  Mary Jane forlornly watched their headlights disappear as they drove off down the street.



 


Chapter 9
After a while, the rain subsided.  She shut off the air conditioning and opened the windows, allowing a cool night breeze to flow through the small house.  She walked around lighting lavender scented candles and put some ambient music on the stereo.
Despite it all, she felt peaceful.  
She walked to the kitchen, took a bottle of cheap merlot out of the fridge, and poured herself a glass.  For a moment she hesitated and felt guilt stricken.  Then she raised it to her lips.  After all, she wasn't the one with a drinking problem.  She wasn't the one who put drinking before family. And she wasn't the selfish, irresponsible drunk driver who should've been home in bed with his wife and instead killed himself.  So damn it, she was going to have one glass of wine.
She returned to the living room, lit only by the dancing flames of the candles, and the small blue light from the stereo.  She settled onto the couch and drank the wine, letting the warmth and relaxation wash over her mind.
It wasn't that she wasn't sad.  She was completely wrecked over the prospect of telling her children, to be sure.  But she was setting that aside just then.  And she was sad that Zander was gone.  That things hadn't been different.  That things hadn't been better. She certainly wished her last encounter with him wasn't being punched in the face.  Maybe then, there wouldn't be relief accompanying the grief.  
She was also scared.  The future was uncertain.  She doubted she could afford the house alone for very long, and was afraid she and the kids would end up living with her parents.  But she was setting that aside for the moment too.
Some things would be difficult.  But all the uncertainty was gone.  All the anxiety.  All the hostility.  Life would be different.  But it would be simple.  She would make it.
Once again, an unexpected knock sounded at the door.  It was much softer this time, and the front door was open with only the screen door keeping the night outside.  She walked to the door and was somehow not surprised to find Dominique there, in plain clothes.
"Hi," she murmured through the screen.
"I'm sorry to come back, Mary Jane.  I know you didn't want me here.  I'm just…  I'm beside myself worried about you."  More emotion played on his face than she'd ever seen before.  A distant flash of lightning struck with no thunder following and illuminated his tanned skin and the tattooed flames on his arm.  She pushed open the screen and stood aside to allow him to pass.  
Once he was in, she shut the front door and stared at it for a moment at the spot where her hand rested.  Then she slowly turned to face him.
"Are you OK?" he asked earnestly.
She answered by falling against him and throwing her arms around his neck.  Their lips met as if drawn by magnets and his fingers laced in her hair, behind her bun, as he plied her mouth with his.  She moaned against him as he had his way with her lips.  She'd imagined a moment like this ten thousand times over but it surpassed everything she'd ever wished for.  
Not breaking the kiss, he pushed her slightly, guiding her back up against the closed front door.  He moved his strong hands slowly over her body, pausing each step of the way to caress and mold her.  When his hands reached her hips, he reached behind her and hoisted her up.  She happily complied by wrapping her legs around his waist and kissing him harder.
With a low growl he pulled his face away from her just a fraction.  "Is this what you want, Mary Jane?" he asked quietly.
"Since the first time I ever saw you, Dominique," she whispered breathlessly.  He closed his mouth over hers again and carried her to the couch.  He sat down with her still wrapped around him and she found herself pressed against a rock hard erection which made her instantly and noticeably wet.  She still wore her black dress from the funeral, but had long since discarded her shoes and panty hose.  So when he moved his hands up her thighs, it was bare hot flesh that he felt.  She began rotating her hips against him and he momentarily threw his head back against the back of the couch, staring up into her heady eyes.  
His hand inched further up her skirt and grazed the heat of her center covered only by a thin film of material.  She trembled against the slight touch and the small movement sent a shade of raw lust over his handsome face.
"Are you wet for me?" he breathed.
She nodded, biting her lower lip.
"Will you ride my cock, Mary Jane?" Dominique asked.
She whimpered, overwhelmed with the demons of her own desire.  She'd never felt even a small fraction as turned on as she did just then.  She answered his question by raising her hips just enough to reach and unfasten his fly.  She closed her hand around the evidence that he was every bit as aroused as she.  Using her other hand, she pushed aside the material of her own panties and the slid him slowly into herself.
"Oh, fffffuck," he moaned.  His dirty words thrilled something wicked she hadn't known was in her.
He jerked his hips and thrust himself deep inside her.
"Ah!" she cried, throwing back her head.  Her loose bun came undone and hair tumbled down her back.  He pulled the straps of her dress and bra down simultaneously and exposed her full breasts to the cool night air.  The widening of his eyes as he beheld her for the first time unleashed something hot and raunchy deep down and she began to rock her hips, leaning back with her arms behind her and hands propped on his knees.
"Yes," he urged in a demanding whisper.  
He fit her perfectly and they established a rhythm that nuzzled her g-spot with each stiff thrust.  The sensation it created left her frantic and tingling all over.  He ran a hand up her abdomen, between her breasts and it came to rest on her collar bone just beneath her neck.  He pushed her back just slightly more and she began to squeal with each movement then.
"Come for me," he whispered.
She moved her hips slightly faster, desperately wanting to oblige his request that she'd imagined so many times.  Her entire abdomen was warm and the sense of loss of control was building.
"Mary Jane," he said.  "Come for me."
"Yes," she moaned.
"Look at me."
She made herself look forward and into his dark eyes.  The sight of him, a thing that was finally real, whose lap she finally straddled, brought her straight to the brink, and he knew she was there.
He grinned, one of his rare full, broad smiles.  "Say my name," he whispered.
"Ah…  Ah…  Ah…  Dom-i-niiiique!" she cried out.
Anyone who would've been walking by on the street just then would easily have heard her scream of ecstasy as she exploded over his dick.  He growled as her body clenched on him and that was the end of him as well.  Dominique Flame finally found his release, deep inside Mary Jane's shuddering body.
***
Everybody was surprised when Mary Jane only took one more day off after the funeral and then returned to work.  Mitch argued with her, inviting her to take all the time she needed, but she insisted on coming in.  She spent the day being comforted and soothed by her coworkers and beloved regular customers.  But mainly she just got what she'd come for, mundane things to focus on and give her a reprieve from her grief.
The night of her long awaited encounter with Officer Flame, she'd asked him in the end to go home and give her time.  Respectfully, he had obliged, and she hadn't heard from him the next day during which she spent a sad time informing and comforting her children.  They'd spent a quiet day mourning together and beginning to adjust to the prospect of a very different future.
But he did stop into the diner on the day she returned to work, as he always did.  It was probably her imagination, but she thought he looked at her differently.  Like he knew the inside of her mind.  Like he saw through to the heart of her.  She met his piercing eyes, and gave him a sultry smile despite herself.
He smirked and arched an eyebrow, but quickly pasted his usual stony expression back on his face with a quick glance around.  "Afternoon, Mary Jane.  You doing OK?"  This question was sincere, not just for show.  Maybe no one else would understand her actions on the night following her husband's funeral, but Dominique did.  On a day of such tremendous loss, she was able to recapture something else she'd thought she'd lost.  The past had died.  But the future was still living and breathing.
"I'm OK, yeah."
"I can't believe you came back so soon," he commented as she poured his coffee.
She shrugged.  "Life goes on, I guess.  It helps keep my mind off things."
Dominique leaned forward slightly across the counter and lowered his voice.  "Mary Jane, about…  Uh, I'm sorry.  I should never have done that."
She cocked her head to the side and pondered him.  "Why?"  Her heart began to race.  Not again.  A kiss off, again?  At least he was going to do it in person this time, she supposed.
"I just… You are vulnerable right now.  I need to respect that.  What I did was unacceptable," he said, staring into the well of black coffee in front of him.
"I did it, Dominique, if I recall correctly."
The din of the diner happening around them seemed to fade in her mind as everything else on earth disappeared.  All she could think of right then was him.  She refused to let him slip away again.  Refused.
"Like I said, vulnerable.  I took advantage of you at a weak moment."
Mary Jane leaned her elbows down on the counter, bringing them face to face.  "Dominique, I mourn the loss of my husband.  But, I loved you first."
His eyes shot up to meet hers.
"I don't regret that night, and I pray there will be many more.  And I don't give a damn what anybody may think about it."
Desire smoldered in his eyes and he stared at her so long that a grouchy customer finally had to break the spell by banging his empty coffee cup on the table.  Mary Jane straightened and giggled shyly.
Dominique dropped enough on the counter to cover his coffee and tip, and stood.  He gave her a quick nod.  "Then call me when you're ready," he said, sliding his card under his coffee cup.
He turned and swaggered out the door.



 


Chapter 10
Outside of chatting with him each day in the diner, and his morning ritual of appearing outside to let her walk in washed in the safe glow of his cruiser's headlights, she didn't contact him again for over a week.
Her parents were still doting on her and the kids daily, and on a Saturday afternoon they asked to take the kids overnight and for the day Sunday.  To give her some time to herself.  She packed them a bag, kissed her babies goodbye, and let them leave with her mom and dad.
She was on the phone in minutes.
"Flame," came his brief answer to her call.
"Hi, Dominique," she said shyly.
"Mary Jane!"  She could hear the smile in his voice.  
A brazen heat blazed through her and she decided to come straight to the point.  "I'd like some company this evening if you're free."
"I am," he said in a voice that dripped like honey.
"Good," she said.
"Would you like me to take you out, Mary Jane?" he asked.
She honestly hadn't thought about it.  She paused to contemplate if she was really ready to handle the fall out of the small town gossip network once they found out she was out with another man less than two weeks after her husband's death.
"Let's just see where the evening takes us, OK?"
"OK, sure.  Let me get a sitter for the boys and grab a shower and then I'll be over, sound good?"
She grinned.  "Sounds wonderful."
***
An hour later found her standing before her bedroom full length mirror studying her reflection.  Her shining blonde hair fell in ringlets to her waist.  She'd applied smoky makeup to accentuate her big sad blue eyes.  Freckles splayed becomingly across her tanned face, and full lips had been colored a shimmering pink.  She wore a short, filmy dress; black with colorful tropical flowers on it, and dipping low over the rise of her cleavage.  
She couldn't remember the last time she'd looked like this and scarcely recognized herself.  In fact, she didn't think she'd ever looked like this.  She'd never dressed for love.  She'd dressed for obligation and keeping up appearances.  She'd dressed to please a man in hopes that he would behave appropriately in return.  At times, she'd dressed for lust, for a good looking man with whom she'd shared a bed, and a tumultuous life.  But never for love.  Tears sparkled in her eyes as she wished that this is how it would've been all along.  And then his knock came at the door.
Dominique presented just as stunning a portrait as Mary Jane.  He was dressed head to toe in black.  Black trousers, perfectly fitted.  Black button down shirt, tucked in neatly, and shiny black shoes.  Her breath caught in her throat as she set eyes on him.  They looked fantastic, and neither of them even cared if they left the house.  With a shaking hand, she pushed open the screen door and let him in.
Once inside, he stepped to her.  He didn't touch her, but his body was milometers from the shallow rise and fall of her chest, and his lips were close enough to hers that she felt his hot breath.  He stood there for a moment letting the tension build to meltdown imminent levels and then he grabbed her.
She gasped as he owned her with a kiss and pulled her body tightly against him.  She found his hands unbelievably hard and strong as he ran them up the small of her back.  His fingers snaked under her hair, laced there at the top of her neck, and pulled her head back gently but firmly.  He moved his lips down her jaw and neck as he controlled her with his hand in her hair.  She moaned softly.
"Yes?" he whispered.
"Yes."
"Yes…  Please?"
"Please! Please, oh please," she cried.  Her husky voice trembled.
She felt his erection hard against her and craved it.  She fumbled with clumsy shaking hands, but he grabbed her by her wrists.  
"You do what I say, Mary Jane," he said darkly.
She nodded, panting with her desire.  She wanted whatever he wanted.  She would give him anything.
He placed his hands on her shoulders and gently pushed her to the floor, onto her knees.  She knelt before him, trembling from head to toe, and he reached down to place a finger beneath her chin and tip her head up to meet her sparkling eyes.
"Your dress is beautiful, Mary Jane.  Take it off."
A jolt of electric energy shot through her.  She reached to untie the strap behind her neck and the flimsy dress fell easily into a pool around her knees on the floor.  She noted his sharp intake of breath when he saw she wore neither bra nor underwear.
"Good girl," he said smiling.
The direction this encounter was taking wasn't one she'd ever taken before.  But it felt incredibly appealing and right to her.  She felt desperate to give him whatever pleased him and welcomed whatever way he chose to please her.
Incredibly slowly, carefully calculating every move as he watched her, Dominique unfastened his belt and slacks.  Apparently not ready to fully reveal himself to her, he instead just freed his long hard cock from the silky folds of his black boxers.  She regarded it with wide eyes and could barely even catch a breath.
"Touch yourself," he demanded quietly.  
She didn't hesitate to reach between her legs and find her clit. She dampened her fingers with her body's own dripping desire and began massaging her sweetest spot.  She shut her eyes at the sensation but he reminded her to look at him and she complied.
"Do what feels best, Mary Jane.  Let me see you," he seethed as she rubbed slowly at first then more frantically.  With her other hand she rubbed and tweaked her own nipples and massaged her breasts.  She glanced away from his eyes only long enough to see the throb of his stony desire no further from her lips than a lick.
"God, yes," he hissed between clenched teeth.  He placed his hand behind her head and held his cock with the other.  "Suck it," he demanded barely above a whisper.  She moaned happily as she enthusiastically closed her warm mouth over her cock.  
She wanted to touch him, but he had to remind her to keep touching herself.  He tipped her head back and gently worked his cock as far as it would go against the back of her throat.  
"Relax.  Breathe slowly," he instructed, never taking his eyes off her eyes.  "Open to me.  Let me in."  
He was incredibly slow and patient as he coaxed her throat open, little by little despite the fact she felt him grow harder than seemed possible in her mouth.  Though he was the picture of calm, she could sense he was close to exploding.  His control set her on fire and she could feel more wetness spilling over her own fingers.  
It had never before been something she could do, but she enveloped him deep in her throat.  The feeling of it aroused in her both fear, and intense eroticism.  She loved him.  She craved him.  He was her obsession.
She began to whimper with her mouth full of him as she felt orgasm rapidly approach and suddenly he pulled out of her mouth.  He made short work of lifting her off the floor and repositioning her body.  He placed her face down on the arm of the couch, positioning one of her feet firmly on the floor, and the other foot buried in the couch cushions.  She felt him step back and stole a glance over her shoulder to find him studying her wide open vulnerability.
"Beautiful," he murmured, glancing into her eyes.  He traced a finger delicately around the opening to her pussy and she shuddered feeling the waves return again.  
Taking his time, he took a turn to kneel.  "Close your eyes," he demanded this time and she did as she was told.  "Just feel.  Don't look."
She felt him work one finger into her and begin manipulating her g-spot.  Then another finger wriggled in to her tightness and the two fingers rubbed and teased.  Next she felt his tongue join the dance, lapping luxuriously at her clit.
She drew a jagged breath, fighting the urge to attempt to close her legs, at least a little.  She knew he wanted her open.
"Not yet," he warned.  "Don’t come yet, my love."
She wanted to obey him.  But she was dangerously close.  Just as the waves nearly crashed, he abruptly pulled his fingers out and his tongue away.  The promise of orgasm subsided once more but not for long as he finally gave her what she'd truly been waiting for.
Dominique plunged his cock into her.  He moved slowly at first and began tantalizing her orgasm once more, inviting it back.
"Tell me you like this," he whispered.
"I love this," she moaned.
"Tell me what you want," he demanded.
She shuddered.  "Fuck me."
"What, Mary Jane?" he asked teasingly.
"Fuck me.  Fuck me, please!"
"Mmmmm…  That's right."  He tangled his fingers in her hair once again and pulled her head back.  Not hard enough to hurt, just enough to control.  To dominate.  
He rammed into her, jarring her forward.  The textured upholstery of the couch's arm toyed with her nipples and her clit.  "Yes," she begged.
"Yes?  Hard?" he asked, giving her another devastating thrust.
"YES!  HARD!" 
He pounded relentlessly against her, his own breath becoming rapid and shallow.  Despite the intense friction, she felt him become unbelievably hard and big inside her.
"Come now," he demanded urgently.
She let her muscles relax then and in a fraction of a second the warmth flooded her.  She screamed as he hammered straight through his own orgasm.
***
She lay cradled in his arms in her bed after hours of intense love making.  Both of them were still, naked, and spent.  She traced a finger through the thick of black hair on his chest and inhaled the intoxicating scent of him.  He seemed different at that moment.  Different than he normally was, and definitely different then the role he played of domineering lover.  He was sleepy, gentle, and happy.
"So," she said giggling.  "I guess you have an authority complex…  Officer."
He didn't laugh at her joke or her making light of his extremely disciplined love making.  But he did continue to stroke her arm tenderly as he held her.  "It appeared to me that you liked it."
Her cheeks flushed, no longer feeling like a brazen sex kitten. "Of course," she admitted shyly.
She peeked at his face and saw his eyes remain trained on the ceiling.  Or seeming so, though the room was dark and he probably couldn't see anything in particular.  He didn't say anything for so long she began to fear she had upset him.
"I just like what I like, Mary Jane," he finally explained.
She nodded against his chest.  "I like what you like too, Dominique."
"Do you?" he wondered.  "Can you give me all that I need, Mary Jane?" His voice had taken on a far off, mysterious quality.  She shivered, as she had many times in the past over his powerful intensity.
"I can try," she whispered.
Moments later he propped himself up on an elbow.  "You hungry?  Let's go get a bite to eat.  How about it?"
***
It was ten o'clock at night, but they'd been otherwise occupied at dinner time.  So they decided to make a ten mile drive out to the freeway interchange and visit one of the all night truck stops for a late night meal.  
She enjoyed the trip in his black Lincoln.  It was spotless inside and out, and also black in and out.  Though she knew two little boys often traveled in this car, it smelled of Dominique's cologne.  Funny, she thought, a kid vehicle that doesn't smell like soggy animal crackers.  She felt smooth and pampered in his car.
The truck stop restaurant was surprisingly busy for as late as it was.  She couldn't help but peak around to see if she knew anybody present.  Anxiety crept in over being spotted on a date.  She threw a glance at Dominique and then a feeling of incredible love overwhelmed her to the point of bringing tears to her eyes.
She had many regrets about Zander.  She knew she should never have married him.  She hadn't loved him and that hadn't changed over time.  Maybe he knew that.  Maybe if she hadn't agreed to marry him, he would've had a happier life and would still be alive.  His death hurt her deeply, but Dominique represented what her life should've been all along.  She was utterly and irrevocably in love with him, and she made the decision right then to ignore whatever rumors would undoubtedly circulate.
As they approached a booth, Dominique paused and turned to her.
"Hey there," he said softly.  "What's wrong?"
She stared into his eyes, unable to speak for a moment.  "I…  Dominique…  I love you."
His face broke into a gorgeous smile and he pulled her to him for a long kiss.  When he broke away from the kiss, he placed his lips gently on her temple.  "I love you too, Mary Jane.  It's always been you."
They sat cuddled on one side of a booth and feasted on a shared dish of cheesy French fries.



 


Chapter 11
"What could you be thinking?"
Mary Jane sat at her mother's kitchen table the following evening.  Someone had spotted her with Dominique in the truck stop, and in true Elwood style, had already informed her mother.
"What, Mom?  What's the problem?" Mary Jane asked, trying to keep the irritation from her voice.
Marsha put down the knife she was using to slice an onion and turned to face her daughter.  "Mary Jane, your husband just died."
A lump formed in her throat.  "Yes, Mom, I'm aware of that," she choked.
Her mom glared angrily at her and she had to look away from the scrutiny.
"Was this going on before Zander died?" Marsha asked.
Mary Jane gasped and her cheeks reddened.  "No Mother!  Of course not!"  She struggled against the tears that pricked her eyes.
"So what then, is Officer Flame some sort of feel better remedy for you?"
"Mom!  No!  I love Dominique."
Her mother groaned.  "You love him, but you were not having an affair with him?"
The tears spilled and she could not stop them.  She didn't want to feel ashamed of this thing she'd wait for so long.  "I've known him since I was eighteen, Mom.  But there was never anything between us until now."  
She wilted under her mother's lengthy glare.  "You know, Mary Jane, your father and I weren't necessarily huge fans of Zander's all the time…  But his memory deserves a little better than this."
Without makeup, Mary Jane knew the remnant of her last encounter with her husband was still faintly visible on her face.  She stood up and turned that side of her face to her mom and pointed at it.  "Do you see this, Mom?  I know that you do.  I know you saw it when it was fresh too.  This is what my life with Zander had boiled down to.  We were on the way to the end.  I'm devastated that my children lost their father, but as far as our marriage…  It was as good as over."
After forcing out her explanation, she doubled over in retching sobs.
Marsha pulled Mary Jane into her arms and stroked her hair and back.  "OK, baby.  OK.  I'm sorry.  I'll support you.  Shhhh.  I'm sorry, baby girl.  Don't cry."
***
Dominique and Mary Jane spent as much time as possible together without letting their children know about the relationship.  They fully intended to tell the kids and let them meet one another, but both agreed Mary Jane's children should have more time to grieve and adjust before introducing Dominique.
Their arrangement left little private time and they became creative about lovemaking escapades.  Sometimes it was early in the morning before a work shift.  Sometimes it was in the bathroom of the diner.  Incredibly fast.  Quiet. And erotic.  She often teased him that they did things together that he would arrest other people for.  When she said that, he never answered with anything but a slight smile.
By the time three months had passed since Zander's death, and fall had decidedly set in, Mary Jane's finances had become exceedingly tight.  She sat at the table late one night going over bills and crunching numbers.  Sighing, she massaged her temples and closed her eyes.  Her house was simply too expensive.  She wasn't going to make it.  She would have to downsize.  She contemplated getting a small apartment, or asking her parents if she and the kids could stay with them for a while to get on her feet.
Her phone rang and snapped her out of her worries.
"Hey," she said on answer.
"Hey, love," Dominique said.  "Thought I'd call and tell you goodnight.  I just got the boys down, I'm going to hit the hey."
"Alright, baby.  Goodnight."
"Hey, you.  What's wrong?"
She'd thought she'd effectively disguised any worry in her voice.  However, he seemed to have an open line of communication straight to her soul.  "Nothing, baby.  Don't worry about me."
"Stop.  Don't lie to me, Mary Jane.  Tell me what's the matter."
"Honestly, it's not that big a deal.  Just doing bills and such, money's tight."
There was a pause before he spoke.  "Zander didn't have life insurance?"
Mary Jane almost chuckled.  "Um, no.  He was not that man, Dominique.  There was nothing.  No insurance, no savings."
He fell quiet again.  She thought she detected a slight quickening of his breath.  Knowing him as she did, she knew this made him angry.
"Dom," she continued.  "Seriously, it's not that big a deal.  We have options.  I can borrow money from my parents for a deposit on a smaller apartment, or we can stay with my parents so I can save up for a while.  Either way is perfectly fine, OK?"
"Move in with us."
It was Mary Jane's turn to be speechless.  It was her dream.  Had always been her dream, to lay her head next to his every night.  Literally nothing could make her happier.  Her children were adjusting well and she knew they would accept and love Dominque.  Their relationship was big talk around the gossip circuit, but people seemed to accept it and she'd experienced very little grief over it.  
But how could she do it now, when she was down and out?  Would he wonder if she was using him?  Was he only asking because he felt sorry for her?  Or perhaps it was a question of some macho chip on his shoulder because Zander had sorely failed to provide for his family. 
"Mary Jane," he said.  "Stop everything you're thinking right now.  Don't doubt.  Just say yes."
The melodious sound of his happiness and his confidence warmed her heart.
"Yes."
***
The following Saturday afternoon found Mary Jane wringing her hands nervously, standing by the living room window, and watching for Dominique.  Exactly on time, his car pulled into the driveway.
Her children joined her at the window when they heard the crunch of his tires on the gravel.  They watched as he got out from behind the wheel, while his sons climbed out of the back seat.  She studied the little boys who had the same dark good looks as their father.  They fell in line behind Dominique and marched quietly to her door.
Once inside, Dominique gave Mary Jane a demure peck on the cheek and then stood aside to invite his sons into the forefront of attention.  He introduced Derek and Alex to the Barnaby crowd and then Mary Jane took her turn to showcase her brood.
The Barnaby kids were bouncy and excited to meet Dominique's sons; particularly her twin boys.  In fact, it was the first real smiles she'd seen on their faces since Zander passed.  It warmed her heart and flooded her with relief.  The Flame boys however remained reserved and cool.  They acted much older than they were, and seemed hesitant to relax and have fun.  She wondered if they were unhappy and immediately began to second guess the drastic plan of having the Barnaby family move in.  Maybe his kids didn't like her kids?  Maybe they didn't like her?  She became consumed with jitters.
Jason and Jonah excitedly asked their guests to come and see their room.  The Flame boys peeked up at their father, seeming uncertain.  Dominique looked down at them with a serious face and gave them a curt nod.  While her kids thundered down the hall like a stampede of elephants, Derek and Alex followed behind with quiet, walking feet.
She turned to Dominique, who pulled her close for a much more heated hello kiss.  As soon as she backed away, he saw the worry on her face.
"What's wrong?" he asked, his face falling to frown.
"Do you think Derek and Alex like us?  They didn't seem very excited at all!" she fretted.
Dominique chuckled.  "Are you kidding me?  They're ecstatic."
"Really?" she said incredulously.  "That was ecstatic?"
"Well sure, ecstatic with polite manners!"
"Aw, they are very mannerly!" she replied, not stopping to wonder if that meant he thought her own kids with their bubbly youthful excitement were not mannerly.
***
The move happened in a whirlwind.  There were only two meetings of the families, before they joined addresses because Mary Jane gave up her house so quickly.  By the following weekend, she locked her front door for the last time and then surrendered the keys to the landlord.
Dominique's home was nicer than anyplace she'd ever even imagined living before.  It was one of Elwood's historic homes full of history.  After the moving truck was finished unloading the Barnaby's meager assortment of possessions, she stood in the foyer and slowly turned in a circle staring all around.  The place boasted sparkling wood floors, covered by ornate rugs.  Every light fixture was detailed and elegant, from the chandelier suspended high above her head in the front entryway, to the candelabra fixtures in the guest bathroom.  There was a grand stairway leading up to a dramatic second story landing, and she had a vision of a teenaged Jessie walking down it in her prom dress.  Each room was separated by grand archways and massive sliding doors.  Many of the windows were ornate stained glass.  The whole feel of the place was masculine; dark, brooding, like Dominique.  Despite stacks of unpacked boxes here there and everywhere, the place was immaculate and it amazed her that three males kept such a pristine home.  She wondered how in the world a cop afforded such a place.  He'd been doing it for a long time; she imagined he made decent money.  But surely not that decent.
"I inherited this home years ago," Dominique said, coming up behind her and sliding his arms around her waist.  She shivered.  It was crazy how he could read her mind like that.  "It's been in my family for generations.  Since there isn't a payment, it's actually not that expensive to live here.  A little upkeep here and there, but nothing too major.  It's been a nice place to raise my boys."
She spun slowly around to wrap her arms around his neck and kiss him.  "Thank you," she said emotionally.
He gave her his trademark penetrating stare.  "You're welcome," he replied.
***
They spent the day diligently working to unpack, find a place for everything, and place unused things into the basement.  The work exhausted Mary Jane, but Dominique was particular about messes, she learned.  He informed her he wouldn't be able to sleep with a mess in the house, so she threw all her energy into it.  Everything was sorted and organized, and they went about the huge undertaking of setting up the bedrooms for her kids.  Everyone had their own bedroom except for Jason and Jonah, who continued to share as they had in the old house.
She enlisted all five children and gave them each jobs to help with the process.  She wanted them all to feel included and feel proud of themselves for helping.  Derek and Alex were extremely adept at anything she asked of them, while her own children incorporated more playing than actual help.  She was impressed by the Flame boys, and glad her kids were having fun.  Dominique seemed testy about the constant interruptions from the children and it made her giggle to see what a true perfectionist he was.
Nothing wrong with that, she thought.  It was a refreshing change to be with a man who insisted on getting the job done, and seeing the work through until completion.
It was late that evening when the family finally finished.  Jessie had long since fallen asleep on the couch, and the four boys wanted to play a board game.  None of them were used to being allowed to stay up so late, and they wanted to continue the festive feeling of the day.
"No," Dominique barked as Jonah brought Operation into the living room.  Jonah stopped, his mouth dropping open.  Mary Jane studied Dominique.  "It's too late for that," Dominique continued, changing his harsh tone only slightly.  "You boys all need to head up to bed."
Derek and Alex leapt up from their seats on the floor where they'd been waiting for Jonah, while Jason remained right where he sat, glaring at Dominique.  Then he turned his attention to his mom.  "We want to play a game, Mommy."
The Flame boys hurried out of the room and she could see them mount the stairs, without so much as a goodnight to anyone, including their father. 
She turned her eyes to Dominique.  "Couldn't they play one game?" she asked softly.  "It's their first night together, and the weekend.  Sometimes on Saturday nights I let the kids stay up late so they'll sleep in."  She gave him a suggestive look, hoping he'd get the point that she was interested in staying up very late with him, and it would be nice if the kids slept late in the morning.
However, he was unfazed by her bedroom eyes.  "No," he insisted.  "It's already too late.  I don't deal well with grouchy moods, so they all need to go to bed.  Now."
She frowned slightly and agreed grudgingly.  She gently lifted Jessie's sleeping form into her arms.  "Come on boys, I'll tuck you in," Mary Jane said.
After she put Jessie down in her new room, she went to her twins.  She could hear Dominique making the rounds saying goodnight to his sons, and then he joined her in the twins' room.  
He watched her pass between their beds and kiss their faces before speaking himself.  "Goodnight boys, thanks for all your help today," he said.  It was a kind statement made in a businesslike tone.  Her sons looked at him coldly.  He seemed not to care.
Ignoring him, they turned their attention back to her.  "Mommy," Jason said.  "We're scared.  We want to sleep with you."
Again she stole a glance at Dominique, who didn't hesitate to answer for her.  "No, no boys.  In this house, everyone stays in their own bed."  His voice wasn't unkind, but it was firm, something they weren't used to.  She had always been too lenient about letting her kids sleep in her bed.  She knew they should stay in their own beds and she was glad he was willing to be firm at times she would normally be a pushover.  But at the same time, it saddened her.  The boys began to cry, and Dominique walked out of the room, leaving her to soothe them alone.



 


Chapter 12
The first night she spent in her new home was the first time that Dominique handcuffed her.
Once all the children were finally asleep, she asked him if she could grab a quick shower.  He snickered.  "Mary Jane, this is your home now.  You don't have to ask to bathe."  Again she failed to read into his statement, though if she'd thought about it she would've wondered if that meant that there were some things that she needed to ask permission for.
She undressed in the opulent master bathroom that adjoined their bedroom and stepped into the claw footed tub under the hot stream of water.  It soothed her sore muscles and she could feel the stress of a day of hard work begin to melt away.  
When he drew back the shower curtain and stepped in, it nearly scared her to death.  She gasped and jumped back.
Dominique gave a low laugh and grinned darkly at her.  "Did I scare you?"
Her heart raced, but she immediately stepped back to him, eager to press her wet body against his.  "Yes, I didn't know you'd be joining."
He did not apologize for startling her.  But he did insert his fingers into her and begin banging her in the shower.
Moments later they tumbled soaking wet and tangled together onto his black silk bedspread.  It crossed her mind that she didn't think he'd care for anyone messing up his bed in any other circumstance but this.
Dominique reached for his nightstand as he kissed her.  Lost in the moment, she shut her eyes and absorbed all the sensations the man could arouse in her.  He dragged her arms above her head and her eyes popped open when she realized the feel of cold metal on her wrists.
Craning her head back, she saw that while she'd been lost in his kiss, he'd deftly handcuffed her to the head board.  She turned wide eyes back to him, her heart speeding up even more.
He gave her that small smile that she loved.  Questions danced on her lips but she didn't speak.  She trusted him.  Sexual control was his ecstasy.  Pleasing him was hers.  She was willing to give him anything.  Heat pooled in her abdomen and she squirmed slightly as he began to drift kisses down her body.  At her nipples he kissed and licked first.  Then he nipped, and finally he bit.  Hard enough to make her yelp, and the growing heat within her turned to fire.
Dominique raised his body off of her and then produced a silk scarf from his night stand drawer.  Looming over her, he reached down to tie it over her eyes.  She suddenly wondered if this had happened to other women in the bed where she was now restrained.  She told herself the items in the drawer had been placed there specifically for her.
The blindfold shut out the dim light in the room and everything became blissfully dark.  He enjoyed lovemaking with lights on.  It made her feel exposed.  She thought of the blindfold as him allowing her to have it her way, while he had his way too.
She felt him gently turn her body over so that she was on her belly.  She shivered deliciously at the feeling of his hard hands on her, and the sensation of having no idea what he would do next in her blindness.  Her imagination began running wild, but she only had to wonder for a few short seconds.
He placed his hands under her, lifting up her hips so that her ass was in the air while she rested on her elbows.  She felt him placing some sort of cuff around her ankle and her body quaked.  He ran a hand down her back when the tremor ran through her, as if to reassure her.
She felt his hands between her thighs then and he spread them, placing her knees far apart on the bed.  Impossibly far, almost painful in a delicious way.  She felt herself spread wide open and shivered again.  Then he was strapping another cuff on her other ankle.
Reflexively she tried to move her legs and realized that whatever he'd attached to her ankles had some sort of bar between it that prevented her from moving.  She was spread unbelievably far and she couldn't do a thing about it.  She began to tremble.  She struggled with embarrassment over what he might be seeing just then.  Again, he stroked her back.
"Don't be afraid," he whispered.
"I'm not afraid," she replied in a shaking voice.
He began using both hands to massage her back, then reaching around the front of her, he massaged her breasts.  She felt his erection caress her in different erogenous zones as he moved to rub her body and her aching muscles.  "You're shaking.  That seems like fear to me," he commented quietly as he touched her.
"I'm nervous," she admitted quietly, unable to be anything but honest with Dominique.
He placed several soft kisses down her spine.  "Don't be nervous," he said in a sultry deep voice.  "All you have to do is come, and come again."
She moaned then as she felt his tongue begin to swirl on her clit.
***
Living with Dominique was a different world entirely than any she'd ever known.  He was tidy to a fault, where nothing about her life had ever been organized or neat.  He was strict where she was free and easy.  His relationship with his sons was cool and reserved while she was emotional and loving to extremes at times with her children.  Jessie clung to Dominique, eager to have a fatherly presence in her world, and though Dominique accepted her affection, Mary Jane sometimes thought it made him uncomfortable.  Sometimes it seemed as though he was forcing himself to be kind to Jessie.  Meanwhile, her sons fought him at every turn and completely opposed all the new changes.  Dominique had zero patience with any sign of a lack of respect and a growing level of tension mounted in the home.
She kept telling herself they all just needed time to adjust.  It would get better.
Dominique's sexual appetite was demanding as well.  Though she enjoyed every moment of their love making, his requirements were so demanding she could scarcely keep up.  And she would find herself sore and bruised from their exploits for days on end.
After a month living in the Flame house, one Sunday morning after a particularly vigorous night, Jessie padded into their room before the sun rose.  She knew better than to climb into bed, as she had once been welcome to do in another life…  But she tip toed to Mary Jane's side of the bed.  "Mommy, I had bad dream," she whispered.
Just as Mary Jane opened her eyes and mouth to respond to her daughter, Dominique groaned and lurched from the bed.  "Goddamn it," he snarled.
Jessie began to cry on the spot.  Mary Jane swung her legs over the edge of the bed and reached to pull her little girl onto her lap.  She shot Dominique an angry glare.
"Hey, chill out, would you?" she snapped as he stalked angrily toward the bathroom.  
He stopped short, and his back straightened rigidly.  He wore nothing but black pajama pants and the muscles rippled across his back as he clenched and unclenched his fists.  He turned slowly to face her.  "Excuse me?" he asked through gritting teeth.  He regarded her through narrow eyes.
Mary Jane's heart rate quickened.  She immediately regretted her snide tone.  "I…  Uh, I'm sorry.  You just…  You scared her, baby," she said much softer.
Dominique stared at her a moment longer then turned to once again approach the bathroom.  Once inside, he slammed the door so hard it seemed to shake the whole house.
She took Jessie to her bedroom, laid her down, and climbed in bed with her daughter.  "Everybody's still tired sweet pea," Mary Jane cooed, holding Jessie and placing delicate kisses on her eyelids.  "Let's just get a little more sleep so everyone can be in happy moods, OK?"
Soon Jessie was fast asleep in her mother's arms.
***
When the house rose that morning, Mary Jane closely observed Dominique with his sons.  Closer than she had yet.  It had thrilled Mary Jane how easily and well Derek and Alex had accepted her.  Almost immediately upon her arrival in the house, they'd begun deferring to her for everything in favor of their father.  If there was an option between the two adults for their care, outings, homework, play, or any sort of interaction, they always picked Mary Jane.  She'd felt they really loved her and everyone had hit it off grandly.
But after the uncomfortable feeling the morning's tiff had left in her, she started to see it a little differently.  Maybe the Flame boys were simply craving love and affection from a new mother.  Maybe they wanted someone who wouldn't be so damn hard on them all the time.  
Maybe they were seeking protection.
She sipped her coffee at the dining room table, peering into the living room.  Dominique didn't allow anyone to drink in the living room.  So, she was afforded an excuse to observe from afar without being noticed.  
Without her in the room, the boys seemed nervous and on edge.  Her own children seemed unhappy as well.  All five kids sat extraordinarily quietly in front of a television program that none of them appeared to have much interest in.  So why are they watching it, she asked herself.
Being truthful with herself inside the privacy of her own mind, she admitted the answer to her own question.  Because they know they'll get in trouble if they're noisy.
Mary Jane sighed.  Somehow she hadn't fully or consciously noticed it happening.  The changes in her children.  They had become so quiet and withdrawn.  Worse even than when they'd first learned of their own father's death.  She'd allowed herself to chalk it up to other things.  But it was because they got in trouble constantly.
They'd become exceptionally mannerly children.  In just one short month, their manners and personalities had come to mirror those of the Flame boys.  Her twins' grades in school were better than ever before.  Though they were only in first grade, their performance was impressive.  They all kept their rooms neat and tidy, and back talk had become a thing of the past.
Truthfully, the changes were wonderful.  They were things any mother would find thrilling to see her children learn.  Exemplary behavior was nothing a mother should complain about.  But for the first time that morning, Mary Jane asked herself why exactly had all these changes in her children transpired.  Was it because Dominique was a better father figure than Zander had been?  More disciplined.  Responsible.  More involved with the child rearing?
Or was it something else…  The authority complex she'd once kidded him about.  Discipline was great.  But she sat there feeling slightly sick to her stomach thinking that it could easily go too far.  Were all these changes coming at way too high cost?
Just as a line of thinking she'd been trying to avoid began to unravel in her head, Jason turned to look at Dominique.  "Can we play a game?" he asked quietly.  He asked politely, but he'd obviously grown tired of trying to pay attention to the boring television show.
"No," Dominique said, keeping his eyes trained on the TV.
Jason glanced into the dining room.  "Mom?  Please?" he asked.
Dominique's eyes shot up to hers, anger flashing on his face.  There was no doubt that Dominique expected her to back him up.
She lifted out of her seat and began to approach the children.  "Sure, honey," she answered.  "I'll play with you guys."
"NO!" Dominique thundered.  Everyone in the room flinched.
She turned her attention to him, stepping in front of the entire group of children.  "Dominique," she said calmly.  "Is it really such a big deal if these kids enjoy themselves a little bit on their one day not at school or a babysitter?  We can take it upstairs, and I'll play with them and keep the noise level down.  OK?"  She kept her voice cheerful, thinking certain that he would see that he was being silly.
Dominique crossed his arms across his chest and stared at her with his stony expression and piercing eyes.  "I.  Said.  No."
She sighed in frustration, becoming angry.  She was angry with herself for not seeing this and nipping it in the bud from day one.  She would stand her ground, for her children.  And for his as well.  She looked down at them.  "Jason, go pick the game and take it up to your room.  The rest of us will meet you up there."
Her son grinned as he leapt up to fetch a board game from the hall closet.  Derek Flame slipped a hand into hers and her heart warmed.  Without giving Dominique a second glance, she led all the children upstairs.
He did not follow them, nor did he attempt to carry on the argument.  For the rest of the day they kept their distance.
***
After Mary Jane made the bedtime rounds that night and wandered to her own bedroom, she found Dominique already in bed propped on pillows.  He sat with his arms crossed across his chest, much the same way he had that morning except this time he was minus a shirt.  It crossed her mind that even stubborn and angry, the man was gorgeous.
"Listen, I'm sorry," Mary Jane said.
"You should be," he grumbled.
Anger sparked in her again.  But she didn't want to fight with him, or to harbor any negativity toward him.  She understood where he was coming from.  So she took a seat on the edge of the bed on her side and faced him.
"Dom," she said.  "I know we need to be a unified front.  And I have your back.  I admire you for the incredible boys you've raised.  But, sometimes…  You're just too rough on them.  All of them.  Children need to be able to relax sometimes."
He glared at her.  "Do they?  Have you not noticed the improvement in your own children since you moved in?  I guess I must do something right."
"My children behaved differently before we moved here, but they never behaved badly.  And your sons are wonderfully behaved, no doubt about it.  But they are craving an opportunity to be able to cut lose and be children, Dominique.  Trust me.  I know kids."
He smirked.  "And I don't?"
"That's not what I'm saying."
"Well, what are you saying then?"
She dropped her eyes to her lap.  "Just relax a little, OK?  That's all I'm asking you."
Dominique shifted onto his knees and crossed the bed to her.  He came so close she could feel the heat of his skin.  "Well," he said very quietly.  "If I have to turn into some sort of push over…  It's going to stress me out.  Make me tense.  How do you suggest I relieve that tension, Mary Jane?"
Her heart fluttered and she looked up into his eyes where he loomed above her.  "How do you want to?" she whispered.
He knelt to place his lips against her ear.  She felt his hot breath move a lock of her hair, and it tickled her.  "I want to spank you."
She shivered violently with a sudden thrill that coursed through her.  Anger had always been an emotion that closely intertwined with lust for her anyway.  And now there was intense love involved as well.  She would never have considered for a second allowing a man to strike her.
Let alone liking it.
She didn't answer him.  Her rapid breathing, trembling body, and fiery eyes were answer enough for him.  He climbed off the bed and strode to his closet where he extracted a black leather belt.  Her eyes widened.
"With a belt?" she breathed.
He bent the belt in half and snapped it, causing her to jump.  Then he nodded.  Somewhere among the swirl of conflicting emotions inside her was a blazing hot streak of arousal.  He returned to her by the bed and stepped between her legs, his chest right next to her face.  She looked up at him, and he stared down into her eyes, waiting patiently to see if she would decline.  When she did not, he grinned and took a step back.
"Undress," he said softly, his voice husky with his desire.
She stood on shaky legs and shimmied out of the leggings she wore, and then shrugged her oversized sweater off over her head.  She wore no undergarments, as he preferred most of the time when they were home together.
"I won't hurt you," he whispered.
She nodded and hugged herself as he appraised her nude body.  He seemed to study every inch of her in the familiar way he had that made her ten kinds of crazy.  
"Turn around," he instructed.  "Lay face down on the bed with your waist bent over the edge.  Spread your arms above your head."
She did as he told her.  Once in place she closed her eyes.  She heard him take a deep jagged breath and a step back.  He drew the back the belt and snapped it against her ass.
She jolted forward on the bed.  Not because it hurt; because of the shock of it.  She felt herself grow wet and muscles inside her began to convulse.  She squeezed her eyes shut as tightly as she could.  She didn't want to like this.  She told herself she shouldn't like this.
But she did.
His next blow hit right beneath her cheeks.  Mary Jane groaned.  As if they had a mind of their own, her legs spread just slightly.  
He struck her again, just a snap.  She jarred against the bed and began to squirm, her legs opening farther.
"Yes?" he asked.
"Yes!"
Dominique snapped her one more time, the sound of it ringing out over the quiet night.  She whimpered and he growled.  The belt's buckle clattered on the floor as he discarded it and then he lunged forward.  He plunged into her from behind and hammered into her deeper than she ever thought possible.  She clawed the comforter as he lifted her hips to better mold her over his throbbing cock.
"Fuck. Yes," he grunted quietly as he savagely took everything he wanted.



 


Chapter 13
"So how's shacking up with Flame?" Doris asked casually the next day at work.
Mary Jane regarded the old woman wearing an expression of tightly pursed lips and one arched eyebrow.  Aren't you like a hundred and seven by now, you old hag?  Why the hell don't you retire already?

"Just fine, Doris thanks for asking," Mary Jane said politely with just a touch of condescension in her voice.  Doris never asked questions out of any sort of authentic concern.  Doris was nosey.  And mean.  If she inquired about a person's well-being, that person should just assume it was because she hoped he or she was miserable.
"Huh, that's surprising."
Mary Jane glared at her.  "Oh?  Why's that, pray tell?"
"Well you know he got fired from sheriff on account of pulling a gun on that other officer his wife was banging, don't you?"
Mary Jane sighed.  "I have no way of knowing if that's true or not, Doris," Mary Jane said, desperately clinging to her patience.
Doris snickered.  "Oh it's true alright, why don'tcha ask him?  I mean, he's your lo-ver and all."
"What is your point?"
Doris grinned.  She leaned closer to Mary Jane as though about to share some girlish secret.  "Well, because, what I hear is that she screwed around because he was a horrible husband and a general nut job.  Like…  Way past just a prickish cop.  We're talking-"  Doris raised a finger to her temple and twirled it in a circle, whistling through her teeth.
Mary Jane rolled her eyes.  "Gee, thanks for the info, sweetie," she said snidely.  She turned and walked away, resolving to go back to her strict policy of ignoring Doris.
But a shiver raced down her spine.
***
They lay in bed once again that night following an intense lovemaking session.  She nestled her face into the crook of his neck, exhaustion consuming her.  She struggled to remain awake, and contemplated just abandoning the question she had for him.  But she wanted to catch him in that particular moment, when he was most tender.
"Dominique?"
"Hmmmm?" he murmured against her hair.
"Can I ask you a question?" she asked nervously.
"Of course, love."
Mary Jane hesitated and then finally proceeded after one deep breath.  "There's been this rumor, I've heard several times over the years.  That you switched to police because you lost your job with sheriff, over a…  Tussle with another officer?"
Dominique laughed.  "Oh yeah.  I've heard that one."
Relief washed over her.  It wasn't true.  Which meant that Doris' other claim was invalid as well.  She giggled.  "I didn't think that could possibly be true."
He laughed again.  "Well of course it's true!"
Her relief dropped off a cliff and anxiety slammed back in.  It was true.  And he thought it was funny.
He shifted to prop on an elbow and peer down into her serious face.  "Oh come on, what's the big deal, baby?" he asked jovially.  "Everyone makes mistakes.  Heat of the moment type thing, you know."
"Because your wife was having an affair?"
His smile faded.  He didn't answer but she took his silence as consent.
Her voice was barely a whisper.  "Is that why she isn't around?  Isn't in the boys' life?  She left to be with another man?"
"She made her choice," Dominique said somberly, a spark of anger flickering in his eyes.  
Her heart broke for him right then.  According to the time that those rumors had surfaced around town, the boys would've been toddlers.  She couldn't even fathom what sort of woman she must've been, to abandon her own children.  She mentally chided herself for giving Doris' rude assumptions a second thought.  She stroked his cheek as he stared down into her eyes.  Her gentle touch brought the tenderness back to his face.  Whatever momentary darkness she'd seen in his eyes evaporated.
"Believe me, I never intended to hurt the guy," he imparted with a small smile.  "Because if I had, he'd be dead."
***
One afternoon when she arrived home before anyone else after work, Mary Jane decided to login to her email, which she rarely checked.  She had placed an order for an item on the Internet, and wanted to check the confirmation email for some sort of tracking number.
The top unread message was from an "Elisa Monroe."
She cocked her head to one side and frowned at the computer screen.  Elisa Monroe.  Why did that name sound so familiar?  She began to feel apprehensive, without understanding why this unread email was making her feel that way.  She considered deleting it without reading it.  It certainly couldn't be too important if she didn't even know who it was.  But, curiosity provoked her to click on it.
 
Mary Jane:
Hi, my name is Elisa Monroe.  I need you to email me back or call me at 202-555-0170.  Please make it at a time when you will have complete privacy.  It is of utmost importance that you call me, Mary Jane; I have to ask you to trust me on that.
 
I'm Dominique Flame's ex-wife.
 
Mary Jane clapped her hand over her mouth and grimaced at the computer screen.  She didn't even stop to think for a second before moving the cursor to the "delete" button.  Elisa Monroe.  Of course.  The woman who had ruined not only her life, but Dominique's and the two little boys who she now loved.  What could possess that woman to contact Mary Jane for any reason?
"Not a chance," Mary Jane muttered under her breath.
***
When another month passed, Elwood began to see the signs of an early and harsh winter.  Early November, and snow already blanketed the ground, and swirled from the sky each morning as she dragged to work.  The bad weather increased business in the diner, as people stopped taking their lunch breaks in the park, preferring the cozy heat.  But at home, tensions continued to rise as the children were unable to play outside as much.
Dominique required all the boys to participate in local sports programs and their evenings were spent shuttling four boys here there and everywhere for basketball, karate, and wrestling practices.  Any other scant moments had to be spent on homework as Dominique also demanded perfect marks in school from all the children.  And then each night Mary Jane was expected to maintain their rigorous sex life.  She didn't know how Dominique managed it all.  She was exhausted.  She dragged at work, and began to lose weight.  She often skipped makeup and prettily styled hair before work in the mornings because she was too tired to get out of bed in time for extra primping.  And days when she elected for the plain and natural look, Dominique made sure to let her know that he didn't approve.
Mary Jane began to think she'd made a big mistake, even before the first snow flew.
The approach of Thanksgiving had Mary Jane on edge.  There would only be a small gathering; her parents, and Dominique's mother.  Her parents had been over several times, and she sensed they weren't entirely pleased with Dominique.  Mary Jane just wanted them to like him and think everything was fine…  Even if it wasn't.
And his mother was the only member of his family that he had anything to do with.  From what she'd gathered through the rumor mill, he did have a father, and a sister who was married with a family that lived somewhere fairly nearby.  Yet he was estranged from them all.  His mother on the other hand, he loved dearly and spoke of often.  But she lived out of state so Mary Jane had yet to meet her.  Thanksgiving would be the first time.  Mary Jane knew Dominique would accept nothing less than perfect for the Thanksgiving dinner, and the fact that his mother would be in attendance made her an absolute nervous wreck.
When Thanksgiving finally arrived, she rose at four in the morning to begin preparing the lavish meal.  Mary Jane loved to cook, and had always been a thrifty shopper who could feed her family healthy and delicious foods while still managing to save money.  But even she had never prepared a dinner like the one Dominique demanded.  At ten a.m. when Mary Jane ran crazily around the kitchen, Dominique announced he'd be leaving to make the hour trip to the airport to pick up his mother.  She asked if he could take at least some of the kids with him, if not all of them, so that she wouldn't have to manage all he children while preparing the meal.  She assumed his mother would be eager to see her grandchildren, and to meet Mary Jane's as well. 
Instead of agreeing he smirked, patted her on the rump and said, "I think you'll manage."
With a sigh, she watched him stroll out the back door heading for the garage.
***
Several hours later Dominique returned and all the kids gathered around the kitchen window peering out, to watch Mrs. Flame arrive.  She observed that Derek and Alex didn't seem excited in the least, which only increased her jitters.  If her own grandsons weren't happy to see her, Mary Jane could only assume she wasn't in for a pleasant evening.
She watched Dominique emerge from the detached garage arm in arm with an older, female version of himself.  She was smaller than he, and had distinguished grey hair pulled back in pin curls at the nape of her neck and covered by a black pill box hat.  She wore an old fashioned dress and black mink stole.  Mary Jane could hardly believe her eyes.  Mrs. Flame looked like a fictional character who'd just stepped out of the pages of an Agatha Christie novel.  But her face was just the same as Dominique's.  Other worldly gorgeous, and set in a stony expression.
He escorted his mother into the kitchen and Mary Jane expected some sort of enthusiastic greeting, at least for the children.  She briefly flashed back to any time her parents arrived in her home and how excited and bouncy her children would become.  And they saw their grandparents all the time.  In this case however, none of the children said a word and silence settled over the room other than the sound of boiling water on the stove.  The woman seemed to be accompanied by an uncomfortable level of tension.
Mary Jane began to feel dizzy. She just wanted the day to go smoothly, but somehow knew it wouldn't.  She didn't want to lose her chance to make a good impression on sight.  She plastered a wide smile across her face and opened her arms.  "Mrs. Flame!  So nice to finally meet you!  I'm Mary Jane!" 
The woman gave an almost indiscernible tight smile and looked down her nose at Mary Jane's outstretched arms.  "Good to meet you, dear," she said with a hint of condescension.  Or perhaps Mary Jane had imagined that since the woman was apparently going to snub Mary Jane's welcoming hug.
Without a word to any of the children, Dominique and his mother passed through the kitchen, resuming whatever conversation they'd had in progress, and disappeared down the hallway.


Chapter 14
All five children remained in the kitchen with Mary Jane as she cooked.  She tried to give them all jobs to let them help.  Though it was extremely hectic to attempt to prepare Thanksgiving meal with five young children under foot, she sensed that they wanted to stay away from Dominique and his mother.  It disturbed her that not even Derek and Alex cared to see their grandmother.  Frankly, Mary Jane had immediately determined she wasn't fond of the woman either.  And she wasn't about to send the children off to play and risk any of them getting in trouble for some ludicrous infraction.  So she tried to just enjoy the holiday by laughing and joking with them while she cooked.
As dinner time approached, her parents arrived.  They blustered in the back door, shaking the snow off their coats.  Polar opposites of Mrs. Flame, both her parents had warm embraces for her and each child individually.  Even Derek and Alex launched themselves into her parents' arms and clung to them.  The odd contradiction of the situation did not escape her and she began feeling increasingly apprehensive.
In no time, everyone gathered around the dining room table as Mary Jane carried in over a dozen dishes she had prepared including a succulent turkey.  Only her mom rose to help her while Dominique and his mother continued to chat like old buddies and ignore everybody else.  Her mother's angry glares in his direction also did not escape Mary Jane.
Once all the food steamed fragrantly in the center of the table, her father smiled all around and suggested everyone join hands and give thanks.  When he did, Dominique chuckled, and his mother smirked.  Mary Jane's heart began to thump.
"Is there a problem with giving thanks to God for this meal?" Hank Anderson asked, anger flashing on his face.
Dominique did not respond except to give his mother a sideways glance and a small smile.
"It's all as you please, Mr. Anderson," said Mrs. Flame primly.  "But experts say that archaic rituals demanded by organized religions demonstrate a lack of intelligence.  A low I.Q."
Mary Jane stifled a gasp at the woman's incredibly rude comment.  She noted each of the children with their eyes darting around wide and shocked, even though they likely didn't even know what a low I.Q. was.  Her cheeks blazed both from standing over a hot stove and complete embarrassment over the way her father had just been insulted.
Hank glared at the woman through slits for eyes.  "Well, ma'am," he said, adopting the same condescending tone that she had used.  "If it doesn't please you to give thanks to God, on Thanksgiving, perhaps you'd just like to take that time to thank my daughter who slaved over this meal since before your head ever left your pillow this morning."
Mrs. Blaze smiled obnoxiously again.  "Or, perhaps I'd give thanks to my son for financing it for her and her fatherless children."
Mary Jane buried her face in her hands.  Her father was a wonderful man, but she wouldn't put it past him to overturn a table in a fit of justifiable anger.  How could this day be failing so miserably?  And what the hell is wrong with this old bitch?  She makes Doris seem like an angel!
"Dad, please," Mary Jane said, turning pleading eyes to her father.  Both her parents stared at her with wide open mouths, blinking and speechless.  Finally her mom dropped her eyes to her plate as if defeated, and her father's shoulders slumped.  He mumbled out a short, halfhearted prayer, and then took a seat.
***
Late that evening, Dominique left with his mother to return her to the airport.  Mary Jane couldn't believe Mrs. Flame didn't care to spend even one night with her son and grandchildren, but she couldn't be happier to be rid of the old woman.  As soon as they were out the door, Mary Jane hurried the children to bed so that she could be long asleep before Dominique returned.  Not only was she exhausted and in desperate need of a reprieve from his sexual demands, she was furious.
She fell quickly and easily into a deep dreamless sleep.  But it seemed that only moments had passed when Dominique woke her by running his hands up her body.  Mary Jane groaned and rolled over, pulling away from him.
He reached for her again, but she shoved his hands away.
"Hey!" he exclaimed.  "What's your problem?"  Light illuminated the room as he switched on the bedside lamp.
She groaned.  "I'm not in the mood," Mary Jane said sleepily.
"Well get in the mood," he said quietly.
She dragged her eyes open and hauled herself into a seated position, propped against her pillows.  She glared angrily at him.
"Dominique," she said in a carefully controlled tone.  "She insulted my parents, my kids, your kids, and me-"
"Watch your mouth," he snarled.
She grimaced but would not be deterred.  "How could you let her speak to us the way that she did?"
Dominique lurched out of the bed and stood staring down at her with angry eyes, his nostrils flaring.  "Mary Jane, I said watch your fucking mouth."
She climbed out of the bed as well, standing with it between them.  "What is your problem?  Don't talk to me like that!  Have you lost your mind?  Who are you?"
He stared at her for a long moment without saying anything.  Then he reached down and snatched his pillows off the bed.  He turned and stormed out of the room.
Mary Jane stood there with her heart pounding for a long time, expecting him to return, hoping he wouldn't.  Sickness roiled in her stomach.  Finally she got back into bed and buried herself beneath the covers.
She had a difficult time finding sleep again, obsessive thoughts plaguing her.  An alarm bell sounded deep in her mind as she recalled a certain conversation that kept playing over and over again.
Lying in that very bed, she'd asked him if his wife had been having an affair; if that was the reason he'd pulled a gun on a fellow officer.  Looking back on it, she realized he hadn't confirmed what she'd said; she'd simply chosen to believe it was true.  And then again, she'd asked if that was why his wife wasn't around; if she'd left him and the boys for another man.
She remembered his response perfectly.  He'd said, "She made her choice."
At the time, she'd taken what he said, and what he didn't say at face value.  But as she lay there thinking about it, she was suddenly overwhelmed with anxiety.  Maybe there was much more to the story than that.  He'd cleverly confirmed by not denying in such a way that he couldn't be accused of lying later.  She shook her head against the pillow, fighting tears.  
It was practically sunrise before she finally fell to sleep troubled by nightmares.
***
Mary Jane was off the following day as well.  Thankfully, by the time she rose with the children, Dominique had already left for work.  She hurried down to the kitchen to fix them breakfast.  Once they were all situated at the table, Mary Jane slipped to the den and accessed her email.
She opened her "trash" folder and gave a deep shuddering sigh of relief when she saw the email she'd deleted from Elisa Monroe still there.  She clicked on it, and then grabbed her cell phone, dialing the number in the email.
A woman's voice answered after three rings.  "Hello?"
"Hi.  Um…  Elisa?  This is Mary Jane Barnaby."
A piece of her heart broke as she listened to the woman on the other end of the call dissolve into sobs.  The hardness she'd felt toward a woman who apparently left her children began to crack.
"Elisa," Mary Jane said softly.  "Please don't cry.  I'm ready to listen."
***
She got her mom to come over and watch the kids, then stole away into the snow.  She maneuvered the van quickly out of town, eyes darting everywhere terrified of seeing any police cruisers.  If she saw any cruiser, even if it wasn't Dominique, she planned to abort her plan and go to Walmart instead.  But, she did make it out of town and a half hour later she found herself seated across from Elisa Monroe in a diner in a neighboring town.
Elisa looked almost the same as she had in the newspaper wedding announcement that Mary Jane remembered from the time of her greatest heart break.  But, she had aged.  Maybe a little more than a beautiful woman should have in only seven years.  The woman trembled visibly as she white knuckled a cup of coffee.
"How are my children?" Elisa asked, without prelude.
Mary Jane felt awkward.  After all the unexpected events since moving in with Dominique, she was about half way to believing Elisa may not be as bad as the rumors would have her believe.  However, she didn't know for sure and so she felt protective of Derek and Alex.
"Why did you ask me to talk to you, Elisa?" 
Elisa stared at her with dull, faded blue eyes.  "Why did you agree to talk to me?"
For a long tense moment, the two women sat locked in a stale mate, until Elisa finally broke the silence.  "I think you're here because you're beginning to figure out who he really is."  Mary Jane didn't answer.  After a pause, Elisa continued.  "I don't know what you've heard about me.  I'm sure, in that hell hole town, you've heard something.  So let me just tell you the truth.  I wasn't in that cruiser having an affair.  I was asking that cop for help.  He was the only one I thought I might be able to trust.  Turns out, I was wrong.  Even when Dominique pulled a gun on him, he didn't believe me."
Tears began to form in Mary Jane's eyes.  But she still did not reply.
Elisa pushed on.  "He was going to kill me, Mary Jane.  I wanted out, and he was going to kill me.  But, once he realized that the good old boy network would protect him, no matter what I said, he let me have a choice.  I could leave quietly and he wouldn’t hurt me.  All I had to do was leave the boys."
The tears began to spill.  Mary Jane shook her head, thinking of Derek and Alex.  "Elisa, if any of this is true…  How could you leave those boys with him?  How could you?"
Elisa leaned forward across the table and gave Mary Jane a haunted look that chilled her to the bone.  She lowered her voice to a whisper.  "Because, he said that if I tried to take them, then he would kill us all."
Mary Jane clapped a hand over her mouth, an explosion of thoughts and questions careening through her mind.  It couldn't be true.  Yet, somehow, in her heart, she knew that it was.
Elisa slipped her hand over Mary Jane's.  "Mary Jane, you have to get your kids out of there.  And when you are all out and safe, I want you to help me get my sons back."



 

Chapter 15
Mary Jane made it home just before Dominique.  He was in a quiet, sullen mood all evening and the family called it an early night.  Her mind still reeled from her conversation with Elisa and all the recent events.  Once in bed, he reached for her, and she slowly turned to face him.
"Dominique, we need to talk."
He propped up on an elbow and gave her a serious look without saying a word.  She thought of all the years she'd loved this man and her resolve weakened.  Earlier in the day, seated across from Elisa, she'd had a horrible feeling the woman was telling the truth.  She'd become scared.  She'd even considered simply taking all the children and leaving with her mother.  But, if all that Elisa had said was true, she felt she should be safer about it than that.  Particularly since her claim was that law enforcement sided with Dominique explicitly.  She couldn't take his children.  And if she left, she couldn't protect them.
But as she stared into his shadowy eyes she recalled every conversation.  Every laugh shared.  Every kiss, both sweet and sultry.  She thought of the many things about him that she loved, and the future she'd hoped to share with him.  In that moment, she felt like she was crazy for believing he was dangerous.  Overly stern and a momma's boy, maybe.  But dangerous?  It couldn't be true.
"Baby, I've been thinking that maybe we moved too fast moving in together."
He lurched upright in the bed and stared down at her.  "What?"
Tears began to spill down her cheeks.  "Listen, please.  I just think maybe we need to take a step back, slow down a little bit, that's all.  I think my kids and I should stay at my parents' for a while."
He shook his head, his face falling.  "Come on, Mary Jane, please don't do this."
His broken plea shattered her heart.  She felt more confused than ever.  This didn't seem like the reaction of a deranged lunatic who would threaten to kill his wife and children.  But she also thought of all the times she'd been upset because he was way too hard on the kids.  And on her.  She needed to stay strong.  Even if she decided to write Elisa off as a nut job, she knew she was right about taking a break.  The whole thing…  It was just too much.
Dominique scrambled to get out of the bed.  
"Dom, listen!  Please!  I don't want us to split; please you have to believe me!  I just want to slow down!"
He paced frantically at the foot of the bed, looking like a caged animal searching for escape.  When he turned back to her, it shocked her to see tears glistening on his cheeks.  "Mary Jane," he said.  "Please don't leave me."
"I'm just suggesting a little time in separate residences, Dom.  That's all."
"That's leaving."
"It's not though!  It doesn't have to be!"
He stared at her for an endless moment, tears streaming.  Seeing the heart ache on his face broke her resolve completely.  She was ready to take it all back.  But then he spoke again.
"I couldn't stand watching you be miserable every day.  Not when I loved you and wanted you so much.  And I know that I fucked up way back when.  But I wanted to make it right.  To make everything right.  Set the record straight.  And when I saw that bruise on your face," he said in a ghostly voice.  He closed his eyes and shook his head as though trying to rid his mind of unpleasant thoughts.  "I did."
Mary Jane's heart began to race and a headache thundered in from nowhere.  Bile rose in her throat.  "What are you talking about?" she whispered.
"He was out on that back road after two a.m., probably heading to the truck stop.  I'd been tailing him since he left the bar.  He was too damn drunk to notice.  We were out there in the middle of nowhere, no one around.  I saw my chance."
All the color drained from her face.  "What are you saying?"
"You have no idea, the risk I took for you that night, Mary Jane," he said solemnly.  "He was driving erratically anyway, completely dangerous.  He probably would've ended up hurting someone.  So, I pulled in front of him, and then I slammed on my breaks.  It was a tense moment when I had to get control of the cruiser and get out of his way so I didn't get hit.  And it worked, he wrapped his car around a telephone pole."
She sat staring at him, blinking, speechless.
"When I got out and went back to the car…"  He shook his head again, again with the unpleasant thoughts.  "He was a hell of a mess.  Most likely, he wouldn't have lived anyway, but I put him out of his misery.  It's not hard to strangle a man who's almost dead to begin with."
Everything Elisa had said was true.  She knew that beyond a shadow of a doubt.  And she was sharing a bed each night with the man who'd murdered her husband.
Murdered.  Zander had been murdered.
  She began to shake so violently that the bed vibrated.
"What's wrong?" he asked softly, approaching the bed and climbing back onto it.  He reached to caress her cheek and she struggled not to flinch.  Or vomit.
"I…  I…  This is just a really big shock, Dominique," she said quietly.
He smiled.  "I know, baby.  I know.  But I had to tell you.  So you'd truly understand how much I love you.  You understand now," he said happily.
She nodded, and forced a smile.  "I do," she whispered.
He got back under the covers and pulled her against his chest. "Everything's going to be fine," he said, stroking her hair.
He was soon asleep while she lay awake most of the night with her skin crawling in all the places where their bodies touched.
***
As soon as she heard his car pulling away in the morning, she leapt from her bed.  
She hurried to put on clothes and then rushed the children to dress and get in the van.  Normally she took all five kids to daycare.  That morning at the center, she told her own children to wait in the van and she took the Flame boys inside.  In their room, she clung to both of them, trying to keep it together.  She wanted nothing more than to rescue them too, and, intended to.  But for the time being, she had to leave them.
"I love you guys," she whispered.  "I'll see you soon."
She hoped she wasn't lying.
She hopped in the van and rushed down alleyways to reach her parents' house while staying out of sight.  She roused her mom and dad from sleep and they woke instantly, alarmed.
"Listen," she said, gently pulling her mom into another room so the children wouldn't hear.  "Give me forty minutes, then come and pick me up at work.  Leave the children with dad.  Tell him to lock all the doors and not to let anyone in or answer the phone unless it's you or me, understand?"
Her mother's face was pale and drawn with worry.  "Mary Jane, what's going on?"
"Mom, I have to go.  Please, just trust me.  Come and get me in forty minutes," she demanded.  Then she flew out the door.
***
As always, Dominique was outside the diner waiting for her to arrive and get in the door.  She turned to see his shadowy silhouette behind the headlights.  She smiled and waved as she let herself into the diner.  Once inside, she watched him back out of his parking spot by the curb and drive away.  It was just before five a.m.  He would return at noon, as he did every day like clockwork.
She'd already put a call into Mitch on the way to the diner, and he arrived moments later.  She was buzzing around setting up for the diner's open to burn her nervous energy when he let himself in the back door.  "Mary Jane?" he called as he came through the kitchen.  
She dissolved into tears as soon as she saw him and he rushed forward to embrace her.  "What the hell's going on?" he asked his voice full of worry.
"My mom's coming to pick me up, Mitch.  But I need my van out front to look like I'm here.  I'll get it later.  If Dominique would happen to call, please tell him I'm too busy to come to the phone.  Please.  Don't tell him I'm not here."
Mitch frowned deeply.  "Mary Jane, he comes in here every day!  What am I supposed to say then?"
"By then, I'll have packed me and the kids some bags, and I will have called the police.  Please, I just need your help this one time.  And I'm going to need a little time off."
Headlights flooded the dark dining room as her mother pulled up outside. 
"Of course, Mary Jane," Mitch said, comfortingly stroking her arm.  "Whatever you need, you got it."
"Thanks," she said tearfully.  She turned and darted out the door.
***
"You were right," Mary Jane barked into the phone.
Her mother could barely focus on the road as she drove toward Dominique's house while throwing confused glances at Mary Jane.
"What are you talking about?" Elisa said sleepily.
"I'm leaving him.  He doesn't know yet, I've got til noon until he finds out.  I took my kids and I can still grab your boys too if you want me to."
"Mary Jane!" Elisa exclaimed, instantly alert.  "You can't do that!  You'll be arrested!  Don't you understand, nobody will believe you!"
"Oh, they'll believe me," Mary Jane replied darkly.  "As soon as I get in and pack a couple bags and get back out, I'm calling the police.  Last night, he confessed to me that he caused my husband's accident, and then strangled him to death.  Once Zander is exhumed, everyone will know he's a monster.  They'll know you weren't a liar."
"Give me an address," Elisa said excitedly.  "I'll be there in a half hour."
***
Marsha cried uncontrollably as she raced around helping Mary Jane pack.  They left the lights out and worked in the dark.  
"Mom, I'm sorry to throw all this at you.  There wasn't time to break it to you gently.  We'll talk about it all later."
Her mother nodded and continued to work without speaking.
In a matter of moments they were in and out of the Flame home, and heading back to the children.  She glanced at it in the rear view mirror with no intention of ever returning again.



 


Chapter 16
Elisa arrived within a half hour as promised, at the Anderson residence.  Her eyes darted around nervously as Mary Jane let her inside.
Mary Jane's children were all still asleep in an upstairs bedroom and the adults gathered quietly in the living room.
"Mary Jane," her father demanded.  "Explain this.  Who is this?  What is going on?"
Tears welled in Mary Jane's eyes and her emotions threatened to take over.  She hadn't had the best experiences with men, but she'd certainly never foreseen sleeping with a murderer.  Especially one who claimed he'd killed for her.  It simply wasn't the sort of thing one ever expected to happen in real life.
She'd thought of Zander obsessively and suddenly it hit her as she peered at each face in the room, they were all in danger. Any one of them could become a victim to Dominique's wrath.
The clock was ticking.
With a deep, jagged breath, she began.  "This is Dominique's ex-wife.  The woman whose children he stole."
Both her parents' attention snapped to Elisa.  "I thought she left the boys," Marsha said brusquely.
Mary Jane shook her head.  "No.  He just made it seem that way.  She wanted out of their marriage because he abused her.  He terrified her…  Just like he does me."
Marsha began to cry again, since she'd basically already heard the tale while they'd packed, and knew what was coming.  Hank looked alarmed and encircled his wife's shoulders with a protective arm.
"Dad," Mary Jane said.  "He killed Zander.  He told me last night."
Hank leapt up, gaping at Mary Jane.  He began pacing the floor.  His face was contorted by anger as he contemplated her bombshell.
Finally, he stopped right in front of his daughter.  "Get the kids up and ready for school.  Make sure the school knows Dominique can't pick them up.  I can get you in to see a lawyer this morning."
***
At nine a.m. Hank ushered Mary Jane and Elisa into the office of attorney Dean Miller.  The two men were longtime friends and he'd been happy to rush Mary Jane in.
She kept glancing anxiously at her watch.  In three hours Dominique would know what was going on.  The ball needed to be set in motion, and she and her children needed to be hidden by then.
The lawyer greeted them cordially with a beaming smile.  However, as soon as she launched into her sordid tale, his smile faded to an angry glower.  Both she and Elisa related their experiences and by the end of it, he was furious.
"I always knew that guy was a prick," the lawyer growled.
"A prick I could deal with," Elisa commented.  "He's so much more than a prick."
"Good point," Dean said.
"Mr. Miller," Elisa asked quietly.  "Is there any chance I'll get my sons back?"
Dean rose out of his chair and leaned heavily forward on his desk, meeting Elisa's eyes.  "If evidence substantiates Mrs. Barnaby's claims, which I have no doubt that it will, yes ma'am.  I'll put this animal behind bars for the rest of his life and he'll never bother you or your sons again."
Elisa and Mary Jane fell into each other's arms, weeping as they embraced tightly.  Dean began flurrying around his office, gathering folders and papers even as he elicited demands. 
"I'm going to file the motion right now to exhume Zander.  I'll also find out if his vehicle is still at police impound and if it is I'll see what I can do about having it moved somewhere that Flame and his buddies can't get to it while the investigation is launched."
He returned to his desk and faced Mary Jane.  "I'll act fast, Mary Jane.  And due to the sensitive nature of this, because the good old boy network may try to protect him, I'll work through the state rather than the city.  But, the wheels of the big machine turn slowly.  You need to get your kids and keep them with you.  Is there somewhere safe that you can stay?"
"We'll put them at our lake house," Hank chimed in.  "It's over an hour away, to the south."  He looked at Mary Jane.  "Does Dominique know about it?"
She shook her head.  It'd been so long since she'd been to the lake house; she'd practically forgotten it existed.
"Good," Dean said.  He turned his attention back to Elisa.  "And what about you?  Have you got a safe place to hide?"
"Oh, um…  Dominique has no idea I'm even in the area.  I live a half hour away."
Dean shook his head.  "Doesn't matter.  He can't find out you're around or involved in this, Ms. Monroe.  If he finds out you're around, he could panic. He could hurt your sons.  Until I can get your kids out of his custody, which could be several days at least, you need to disappear."
"She can come with us then," Mary Jane said.  Her father nodded agreement without a second thought.  Mary Jane's heart swelled with love for the kind man.
They rose from their seats as Dean moved to show them the door.  "Go straight to get the children and then get on the road," he said urgently.  "I'll be in touch.
***
In a matter of minutes, Mary Jane had collected her children and they were heading out of Elwood in Elisa's car.  It was ten thirty a.m.  They would already be tucked safely away by the time Dominique learned she wasn't really at the diner.  
They'd decided not to grab any belongings or Mary Jane's vehicle.  Neither of them told a single soul that they were leaving town.  Mary Jane had to plead with her parents to stay behind and pretend they knew nothing of her whereabouts.  She wanted to keep them off Dominique's radar and if he thought they didn't know anything, then maybe he'd leave them alone.  They promised to stay in touch and once the dust settled, they agreed to bring some clothes, toiletries, and toys to the lake house.
The two women made the most of the trip to the lake.  She introduced Elisa to the kids as her friend and said they were taking a vacation.  Her kids had never been to the lake house, and the prospect of an adventure and missing school excited them.  They were happy as they chattered and sang in Elisa's back seat.  Mary Jane turned in her seat to watch them.  It was the happiest she'd seen them in so long and she truly realized how much joy Dominique had stolen from them.
Not to mention, their father.
Her blood boiled and she fought tears.  She vowed to never let another soul hurt her children.
***
The cabin was nestled by a lake, within the hills, and deep in a forest.  Though she'd spent many happy times there as a child, the sight of it roosting dark and empty among the shadowy trees sent a chill through her.  Snow swirled thickly down from what little was visible of the grey sky through the rugged tangle of black tree limbs.  The clouds rolled ominously and Mary Jane could sense a storm in the air.  Her anxiety began to return, just slightly as a softly chiming alarm bell sounding in the depths of the unexplored chambers of her mind.
Elisa brought the car to a stop outside the cabin and the kids cheered gleefully.  Once they were inside, memories from her youth rushed over Mary Jane and she began to feel slightly better.  
The place smelled slightly musty and a layer of dust coated everything.  It was freezing cold, but they soon had a fire roaring in the fire place and turned on the heat.  Mary Jane and Elisa assigned tasks to each of the children, and soon they were all busy tidying up and turning the little cottage into a home.
At twelve o'clock precisely, Mary Jane's phone began to ring.  Her heart rate escalated incredibly quickly.  She and Elisa exchanged a frightened glance.
"Just turn it off," Elisa said softly.  "We'll text your parents and tell them just to call my phone."
Mary Jane nodded and reached for her phone.



 


Chapter 17
Three a.m. found Mary Jane in a troubled sleep, with three children draped over her in bed.  The jingling of a phone had woken her, but simultaneously confused her as she knew her phone was turned off.
"No, no, it's OK!  Shhhh, don't cry!  Hang on, I'll get her."  The sound of Elisa's voice carried on the quiet night from the other room.  Mary Jane sprang fully awake and gently began to shift her children off her.  She bound out of bed and met Elisa in the hallway outside the room.
Elisa held the phone out to her, and the worry on her face nearly broke Mary Jane.  
"Hello?"
She could hear the sound of her mother crying inconsolably.  Her heart pounded and a headache came crashing in from nowhere.  Her head hummed and she grew dizzy.
"Mom?  What is it?  What's wrong?"
"Is…  Is your father there with you?  Please tell me he's there with you?"
Mary Jane gasped and began to cry.  "No, Mom, he's not here!  What's going on?"
She could barely understand her mother but managed to glean that her dad had run to the grocery that evening and never returned.
"Did you call the police?" Mary Jane asked, her voice rising to a squeak.
"I did, of course I did.  They said they couldn't do anything for twenty four hours!"
"OK, Mom, listen, I want you to get in the car and come down here.  You need to get out of there."
"I couldn't possibly drive, Mary Jane, I'm too upset."
"Mom, you have to.  You have to get the hell out of Elwood."
Elisa began motioning frantically to get Mary Jane's attention.  "I'll go get her," she whispered.
Mary Jane nodded.  "Mom, OK, listen.  Pack whatever you need.  Elisa is on the way to pick you up."
Elisa was out the door before Mary Jane was even off the phone.
***
Mary Jane wandered to the kitchen to make coffee, knowing there was no way she'd be able to get back to sleep.  She sat down at the kitchen table and turned her phone back on.  It began to ding as texts and voice mails came through once power was restored to it.  Her eyes widened and her jaw dropped as the dings slowly added up to forty six.
She didn't want to hear or read anything Dominique had to say.  She knew her dad would've called Elisa's phone if he needed anything, but on the off chance he'd forgotten, she felt she had to listen to the voicemails.
She sat there in complete shock as she listened to the voicemails go from loving/desperate, to furious/insane.  By the end of the stream of them, he'd ranted about Zander, fully admitting to his crimes on recording, and he'd doled out threats like a madman.  There was no mention of her father, but that certainly didn't make her feel any better.  After she finished them, she laid her head down on the table and cried.
Mary Jane decided that as soon as Elisa returned, they'd pack up the kids and go straight back to Elwood.  The crazy voicemails were more than enough for an arrest, and they could expedite the process of getting him off the street so they could return to a normal life.  And even though he hadn't mentioned her father specifically, she felt certain the police would take his disappearance seriously once they heard the frightening voicemails.  She felt both terrified and relieved.  
She propped her chin on her hand and her other hand wrapped around the warm coffee cup.  She sat staring out the kitchen window into the snowcapped trees, thinking of the times she'd shared there with her dad.  Mary Jane so desperately wished that her dad was somewhere alive, that it left her breathless; left her heart still.  With tears slipping down her face as she thought of his sweet, handsome face, she nodded off and her head gently drifted down to rest on her arm.
***
A soft click jarred Mary Jane from sleep and her head shot up off the table.
Immediately she thought of getting the kids up and ready to travel.  Daylight streamed in the window, and she hadn't meant to fall asleep.  She jumped up.  When she turned to exit the kitchen, she found Dominique standing in the doorway with a gun trained on her.
She fell back into her seat and the breath rushed out of her.  Her chest hurt as she struggled to refill her lungs without much luck.  She became so dizzy; it was difficult to even remain conscious.
"How stupid are you?" he asked.  "Do you really think it was hard at all to find out your parents owned this property?"
The sound of his voice directly brought about the sound of the children stirring in the other room.  She glanced in the direction of the bedroom.  "Kids, stay in the bedroom!"  Mary Jane called out.  Dominique laughed.  All three children were already bounding down the hall.
They stopped short as soon as they had Dominique in their sights, and looked at their mother with terrified expressions on their faces…  As though they'd somehow always known this would happen.
Dominique gestured with the gun toward the couch.  "Go sit down," he demanded.  He looked at Mary Jane.  "You too.  Get over there on the couch with them."
She rushed past Dominique to her children where she placed her body between them and him.  She guided their trembling forms to the couch and took a seat with them all in her arms.  Dominique pulled a kitchen chair across the floor with an unpleasant raking sound and took a seat opposite her and the front door where he sat staring malevolently into her eyes.
"You'd be proud of your dad; he wouldn't give up your location, no matter what I did to him."
Mary Jane choked out a sob.  "Oh God, Dominique.  What have you done?"
Dominique chuckled.  "I didn't do this, Mary Jane.  You did."
She wanted to scream at him.  She wanted to leap up, charge him, and attack him.  But the warmth of her crying children's bodies pressed against her kept her just shy of the brink of insanity.  "I…  I'm so sorry, Dominique."
He arched an eyebrow.  "Oh yeah?  You're sorry?  Well, I gotta tell you, it's way too fucking late for that, darling."
She thought of her father again.  There was probably no chance that he was alive.  She felt like giving up.  In that moment, she wished she was the one who was dead.
"It's not too late, Dominique.  We can start again."
He shook his head slowly.  "No, no we can't.  You cheat on me; we can't go back from that."
"Cheat on you?  Dominique, I haven't cheated on you."
His face darkened as he glared evilly at her.  He stood and jabbed the gun at her.  The children all cried out and burrowed against her.  With her heart racing dangerously fast and her head swimming, she contemplated pushing the children away with her so they wouldn't get hurt if Dominique shot her.  She began to weep, knowing there was no point.  If he shot her, he would shoot them too, she knew it.
"Oh really?  I find that a little hard to believe," he snarled angrily.  "Women just don't destroy their families and overturn their whole lives if there isn't another man involved."
"Dominique, I swear to you, there is no one else.  I…  I love you."  She hated herself for the falter of her voice.  She needed to make him believe her.
He took slow steps forward.  Mary Jane's body shook violently as he approached.  After what seemed like an eternity, he reached her, and pressed the icy steel of the revolver in the center of her forehead.  She closed her eyes.
"I don't believe you."
She did not reply.
"Say something!"  he shouted, shoving the gun so that it thrust her head back into the couch.
Her children sobbed and clung to her.  She could think of nothing else except wishing they weren't there.
"I SAID SAY SOMETHING!" he roared.
Her own crying slowed as she became strangely calm.  "I don't know what to say," she whispered, still keeping her eyes tightly closed.  "You don't believe me."
"You're goddamn right I don't believe you, whore," he growled.
In that moment, time seemed to slow down.  At least, her way of remembering it was slow motion.  She felt the gun abruptly leave her forehead, and two simultaneous gunshots rang out.
Her eyes snapped open instinctively as the noise deafened her.  She yanked her children even tighter against her as she beheld Elisa dropping to the floor just inside the front door, and Dominique with his back turned to Mary Jane, buckling like a ton of bricks to the floor as well.  As soon as he fell, she grabbed her children and leapt off the couch.
"Get outside!" Mary Jane screamed.  "Grandma's out there, get out of the house!"
The children didn't hesitate to dash out into the cold, barefoot in the snow.
Mary Jane rushed to Elisa first, who writhed on the floor, and clasped the bicep of the arm that held a gun.  "Are you OK?"  Mary Jane screeched.  She dropped down to Elisa's side and helped her sit up.
"Yeah, I'm good, it's a graze.  Check that mother fucker!"
Mary Jane rushed back the few steps to where Dominique lay face down in a forming pool of blood.  From her position at the front door, Elisa had caught him squarely in his right temple.  Mary Jane didn't even have to touch him and check for a pulse.  He was clearly dead.  She returned to her friend's side, got back on the floor and wrapped her arms around Elisa.
"Thank you.  Oh my God, thank you," she wept.
***
The local authorities stayed in close contact with Elwood and within an hour, Mr. Anderson was located, badly beaten and unconscious in the home of Dominique Flame.  He'd sustained serious injuries and was being transported to the hospital, but he would be OK.  The Flame children were located at a babysitter's house, and after some questioning, everyone was allowed by the police to leave and return to Elwood.  Mary Jane dropped her mom and kids off at the hospital to be with her dad, with a promise to return quickly.
Then she accompanied Elisa to pick up her sons from the police department.
Once inside the PD, both Elisa and Mary Jane received five star treatment.  Mary Jane was grateful that they'd already located her father, but given the fact that all of it could have been avoided if they'd believed Elisa all those years ago, she didn't have much to say to any of them.  The women were escorted into an office where Derek and Alex sat at a table.
As soon as they walked in, the boys stood, staring at Elisa with wide eyes.
She stopped and stared back at them, uncertain of how to proceed.  But, her uncertainty diminished when both boys launched themselves across the room and into her arms.
"Mommy," they cried.
Elisa dropped to her knees to better hold them both and began to cry pitifully.  "You remember me?"
Both boys were crying by then as well.  "Of course," Derek blubbered.
"We missed you always," said Alex.
She pressed her face against Derek's chest and hugged them both fiercely.  The relief and release of the moment was apparent in all of them.  After a long time, she motioned for Mary Jane to step forward and join the group hug.  
"It's going to be OK, now," Elisa whispered.  
Mary Jane nodded and wrapped her arms around them.
The End
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Ryu Black is smiling at me again.
He always smiles and laughs at me, but his face is ugly. His smile is ugly. Ryu Black is the only person I know who makes me feel weird inside when he smiles.
Me and a bunch of other little kids come to Ryu’s house every day. Ryu’s mommy is our babysitter. She is a sweet lady. She has pretty dark eyes and hair, and a soft, sweet voice. All of us little kids love her. She fixes us yummy food and lets us play in her yard and fun basement. There is a TV in the basement just for us and lots of toys.
But, Ryu is too old to play with us. He’s a teenager; practically a grown-up. Ryu Black is the only big kid I know who hangs around little kids. It makes me feel nervous inside my belly when Ryu hangs around. He’s not nice. If he’s not nice, that must mean he doesn’t like us little kids, so why is he always around?
Today, I am lying on the couch in the basement watching the television. All the other kids are outside playing. I can hear their voices shouting and giggling from somewhere else. But I don’t feel like playing out in the heat right now, and Mrs. Black let me come to the basement by myself. 
The basement is nice and cool. With only inconsequential windows, not much light gets in. I lay there on the comfy couch under dusty rays of light that sneak across me from overhead. The TV is playing quietly, but I’m not really paying attention to it. I’m feeling relaxed and lazy, almost ready to fall asleep.
              This is when I first notice Ryu Black has come into the basement with his ugly, smiling face. Right away, I curl myself into a ball, feeling the bad nervous way Ryu makes me feel. Sesame Street is on the TV. Why in the world does Ryu Black, practically grown-up, care about Sesame Street? I squeeze myself into the comfortable couch, and hope beyond hope that Ryu will just go away.
              “Olive, you’re ignorant,” says Ryu, standing in the basement doorway. I sneak a look at him. He’s big, with dark eyes and hair like his pretty mommy. His voice is soft like hers, too. But, there is nothing pretty about Ryu. He’s ugly, only ugly. And his soft voice is not sweet. It’s scary. Ryu Black’s soft voice makes me feel very, very afraid.
              “What does ignorant mean?” I yell in my best mean way. Ryu Black calls me that word all the time and it makes me feel angry because I think he’s making fun of me, but I’m not sure because I don’t know what it means. I’ve asked Ryu a thousand times to tell me what it means, but he never tells me, just keeps calling me that. Over and over.
              “Ignorant…” Ryu says back, in a way that sounds almost like he’s singing. “Ig… Nor… Rant…” 
Whisper singing.
Right now, I feel like I should just ignore Ryu. It suddenly feels darker and colder in the quiet basement and I shiver. I sit up on the couch, pushing myself more into the soft cushions. I try hard to stare at the TV and forget Ryu Black.
              “Olllliiiivvve,” Ryu whispers, “you’re ignorant…”              Ryu starts to creep across the room. I see him out of the corner of my eye, but I try hard not to let him know I’m paying attention to him.
              “Olive is ignorant,” he chants with more singsong whispering.
Ryu sits down on the couch, blocking my view of the TV. I don’t know how to ignore him now.
“You’re ignorant,” he says right into my face with his meanest smile and a different voice.
I feel tears in my eyes and I am trying hard not to cry. “Ryu! Please! Tell me what that means,” I say in my very most big girl voice.
              Ryu Smiles. I can see every single one of his teeth. He’s just staring and staring at me, not saying anything. I look away from him and look at the door, wishing Mrs. Black would appear and I could just ask her.
Finally, Ryu whispers, “Here, I’ll show you.”
Ryu Black reaches over nimbly. He grabs my arm with one giant hand and pulls me against him. His other hand darts quickly.
It all happens fast.
I can’t hold back my tears now, and begin to cry a lot. I struggle to get away, but Ryu’s hand squeezes my arm and when I move, it makes what he’s doing hurt much worse, so I stop moving.
Ryu Black can’t stop smiling, right in my face.
I am crying so much.
“Now you know what ignorant means,” Ryu says cheerfully. He reaches to touch my face, but I jerk away and bury my face in the cushions that I notice for the first time smell musty and old.
Ryu leaves the basement room in a happy mood. He seems nicer now than I’ve ever known him to be.
I am so confused. Ryu is wrong; I still don’t understand that awful word. I hate that word so much now. I feel like if I ever hear it again, I’ll just scream and scream until my head blows up.
This is the first time I really notice just how cold the basement feels and suddenly, I really hate it here.
***
Soon, another little girl like me starts going to the babysitter. The little girl is named Mary. Mary is small and pretty, with blonde hair and blue eyes just like mine. Mary is a quiet girl and something about her makes me want to be her friend. Even though we don’t usually talk to each other much, Mary and I are together a lot. We play with toys at Mrs. Black’s. We sit together on the school bus, in class, and at lunch.
Even though Mary and I stick together practically all the time, Ryu Black still finds me alone. Anytime Ryu Black slips into the basement or in the yard behind the shed, or into the potty, where I am supposed to be alone, I know that I should run away. But, after a while, I stop trying to get away from him when he wants to tell me what ignorant means. When I try to escape, he always makes it hurt a lot worse. This is how I learn that if I keep quiet, the pain will be less.
One day, I am feeling safe playing in the basement because my little friend Mary is there with me, and we are playing dolls.
But then Ryu Black walks in.
I stare at him with big, confused eyes. Ever since Ryu decided to start teaching me about that horrible word, he’s stopped bothering me when other kids are around. My eyes dart from him to Mary, my friend. Her face is strange. Mary looks angry. I’ve never seen her like this.
“Hi, ignorant girls,” says Ryu, cheerfully.
I gasp, my heart speeding up. Mary quickly moves right next to me, her arm against mine, both of us kneeling together over our dolls. “Mary,” I whisper, “do you know what ignorant means?” I am completely shocked and I feel like I might get sick all over the dolls.
“Yes,” says Mary and she is so angry. Ryu smiles.
Ryu has lurched at us.
My head is spinning as I drop down and lay quietly on the floor. From somewhere that seems like far away, I can hear Mary furiously fighting and clawing telling Ryu to leave Olive alone. She is angry. She doesn’t care that he’s hurting her; she just wants him to leave me alone.
Then my mind is quiet as I accept that I will never be safe again.
***
Even though I’ve figured out that Mary and I don’t keep each other safe, we are still friends. We never talk about being ignorant or much of anything, but we stay together all the time.
At times when Ryu Black bothers us, Mary screams and fights. It’s the only time I ever know Mary to say anything. But no one ever hears Mary when she’s angry except me, and it makes me cry more. And except Ryu, and it makes him laugh. 
And growl at us, laughing, as he tells us how ignorant we are.
Because screaming and fighting does no good, I have learned to be quiet. I squeeze my eyes shut and try to think of anything else besides the feeling of Ryu Black’s big hands and the sound of his nasty, hateful voice.
I just hush and pretend that being ignorant doesn’t exist.
One day, Mrs. Black is taking all of us to a swimming pool on an Army base where her husband works. Ryu and some of his teenager friends are going on the trip, too. But, I am still excited because it is hot and sunny, and I’m feeling like nothing bad could possibly happen this day. Mary is not excited at all, judging by her hard, unsmiling face. Mary never gets excited about anything. She just goes around being quiet and watching the world.
All of us kids enjoy our time splashing and playing in the pool. Eventually, Mrs. Black decides to leave the pool to go eat lunch with her husband and she leaves the teenaged kids in charge.
I start to feel nervous. Not having Mrs. Black around can be a scary thing.
Mary and I get out of the pool and find two pool chairs as far away as possible from Ryu Black and his friends. Mary and I don’t talk about it, but silently decide to just stay quietly on the pool chairs until Mrs. Black returns. 
I lie down on the chair next to Mary’s and enjoy the way the sun quickly warms my chilled, wet skin. I think hard about nothing except the way my skin feels as it begins to tingle under the sun’s loving touch. I feel sleepy and relaxed. I start to forget Ryu swimming with his friends. I even start to forget about Mary, watching me from one chair over. I start to drift away, eyes closed, seeing nothing but blue sky inside my mind, and feeling the pleasant warmth mixed with a gently breeze on my face. Everything slips peacefully away.
“Hi, ignorant girls.”
My eyes snap open and an ice-cold shock of panic chokes me like fingers around my throat. Mary and I are both gripping our chairs with white knuckles, looking around frantically for Mrs. Black or any grown-up. I want to scream, but my voice is completely lost. No way… There is just no way…
“GET THEM,” shouts Ryu Black.
Quickly, Ryu Black’s friends lunge at Mary and me. Big hands, much stronger than our small forms, grab us roughly and pin us to our chairs, even as we struggle and try to get away.
“Hold onto them,” Ryu orders and he begins to tickle us. I am laughing hysterically. But, I am also crying hard. I don’t want to laugh at all because I feel like getting sick. I also know that I have to use the restroom, and feel I may have an accident. This increases my panic. But, I can’t help the laughing.
“Please! Stop,” I choke out behind hysterical laughter and painful crying. “Please…” this time a whisper. Mary is her usual self of wild animal anger.
Now all the kids are watching as the big boys hold us down and Ryu tickles us both. Because of our laughing, everyone is having a great, funny time. Everyone is giggling. Ryu is laughing too, but as always, his laugh is different. Low. Threatening. His eyes are nothing but shadows.
I can no longer speak and I am doing my best to be still and not laugh or cry. Every move is making the burning in my tummy because of my terrible need to use the restroom much worse.
Ryu grabs my feet. With huge tears rolling down my face, I shake my head as he looks into my eyes and smiles his wicked smile. As Ryu tickles our feet, Mary and I both eventually lose control and have major accidents on ourselves.
Ryu’s assault ends and the big boys release us. Now everyone is cracking up because we have peed all over ourselves. Mary screams angrily at them all and I run to escape into the pool.
I want to wash myself before Mrs. Brown returns so that I won’t be in trouble for peeing my pants.
I sink, crying, into the water and a part of me that was there before is gone.
***
Sometime before the days I started going to Mrs. Black for babysitting, my mommy and Daddy got divorced. I didn’t know what the word “divorce” means, but I learned about it late one night.
Mommy cried and didn’t say much. Daddy rushed between packing bags in their bedroom and taking the bags down the steps where he’d load them into his, gray car. I kept looking outside at the dark sky, knowing that if my daddy was taking a trip this late, something must surely be wrong.
I kept asking questions, but I guess in all the fuss, nobody heard me.
When Daddy finally climbed into the driver’s seat of his car and started the engine, I ran across the garage and climbed in the other side.
“Daddy, where are we going?” I had started to cry, knowing something really wasn’t right.
Daddy lowered his head. “Baby, I have to go away without you for right now.”
I cried my heart out. “No,” I wailed. 
“Olive, you have to go inside with Mommy now. Please, baby, don’t you cry,” Daddy fretted. But by then, Daddy cried too, so it was totally impossible for me not to.
I had never seen Daddy cry.
Not long after that, I woke on a sunny morning to find two men I’d never known before lifting my dresser and carrying it out of my room. The two men packed up all of Mommy and my things that day, and took them to a new home without Daddy.
And so, I learned about divorce.
***
At first, I felt sad. I hated to leave my home. My first bedroom there had been a cheerful yellow with bunny wallpaper. Later, in that house, my Mommy and Daddy moved me into a big girl room with a neat waterfall on the wall and a pretty white canopy bed. It was the same bed that I woke up in to find moving men taking my dresser.
I was sad my Daddy would be there without me, and Mommy and I would live someplace different. But, it didn’t take long to realize we’d be right down the street from Daddy and I’d still see him a lot. I liked the place Mommy took me to live and I loved the little puppy she got me. Mommy did fun things with me like take me and my puppy to parks to run and play. Or Mommy and I made huge batches of Christmas cookies with green mint filling that tasted amazing. 
Daddy did fun things with me, too. He took me to see hot air balloons or for drives in the country listening to songs on the radio in his little gray car. And anytime Mommy needed help with random things here and there, Daddy still helped out even though they were divorced. So, I slowly realized, life would go on.
***
Around the same time the awful, ignorant things started happening at Mrs. Black, the babysitter’s, my Daddy met a new lady. The lady’s name was Chris. It wasn’t long at all when my Daddy sold his house and moved about a half-hour away into an apartment with Chris.
In the beginning, Chris didn’t talk to me much and I had a strange feeling she didn’t like me. When daddy didn’t live down the street anymore, it made me sad.
The apartment was much smaller and because Chris acted like I was a bother, I mostly played outside by myself. I loved to explore, and I soon found a spot hidden away from the entire world. A small stream lined with wonderful smelling honeysuckle flowed near the apartment. I played there happily one evening. 
When I returned to the apartment, Chris exploded when she saw my dirty hands. My heart sped up in the same way it often did when Ryu Black would say that awful word to me.
Chris squeezed my arm roughly and dragged me to an upstairs bathroom. She turned the water on in the sink and let it run until it blazed. I became more scared, remembering warnings from my Mommy about how hot water could burn me badly.
Then Chris grabbed a bobby pin and angrily pulled off the rubber tip, exposing a small sharp edge. Quickly, she jammed the sharp thing under my fingernails. I cried out in pain as my fingernails bled, reflexively pulling my hands away, which only made Chris madder.
“This wouldn’t be happening if you’d STAY CLEAN,” she screamed at me. I cried in confusion. I got dirty at home all the time, and my Mommy never got mad or cleaned me in a way that hurt, so I’d had no clue I was doing wrong.
Chris thrust my bleeding fingertips under the burning water and I screamed.
I watched my Daddy, who looked sad and afraid, but didn’t stop Chris. So, I decided I must deserve to be hurt.
***
Mommy bought me a beautiful white dress. She took me out and we had an amazing time, seeing a play in a theatre and a dinner of yucky food in a fancy restaurant. Then, Mommy told me I could get to wear the beautiful dress again in Daddy’s wedding.
Daddy and Chris were getting married.
Chris was angry about me being in the wedding, and especially about the white dress because mommy bought it. But, she allowed it. Chris seemed like a different person on her wedding day. With all the family and friends there, she seemed happy and she treated me kindly. We all danced and had fun together. I began to feel Chris may not be angry anymore and we could be a family.
But once they were married, Chris began to actually seem to hate me. Once the wedding passed, Chris told me not to talk about Mommy. If I was with Chris and Daddy, Chris demanded I pretend my mommy did not exist.
Chris’ mom and dad were nice. But even though they told me I could call them whatever I liked, Chris told me I had to call them grandma and grandpa, which made me feel strange. If I accidentally forgot, she smacked me. When that happened, Chris and Daddy argued.
Soon, they moved out of the apartment into a brand new home they built. I loved the new home. Daddy and I made things together that he used for decorations. He built a beautiful dollhouse with me there in the sunny living room. I loved it all, except for the house had a basement. Even though there were things in the basement for me to play with, there were bugs and the place felt damp and cold. 
I did not like the basement.
***
My stepmother Chris had strict standards. She didn’t think I had manners. Chris delivered sharp, swift smacks across my face during dinnertimes when I forgot my manners. It surprised me every time, and I cried. Then Daddy and Chris would fight.
One time, Daddy got the idea that Chris may like me better if I played sports with her because Chris loved to play sports. So, we both put on ball gloves and it excited me that my stepmother might finally decide to like me.
Chris threw the ball to me with all her might. Even though I did catch the ball, it stung my hand badly. My fingers felt broken inside the glove. Not able to help it, I began crying. Though Daddy ran to my side, Chris threw down her glove angrily and stormed toward the house, mumbling about how stupidly I behaved.
***
And so my life has gone up until this day. It is a rare Saturday my Daddy has to work and I am alone with Chris. My life has become a twist of confusion, thinking all the time about how I get treated by my stepmother and by Ryu Black. 
I feel that my Mommy has tried to teach me to be a good girl. She takes me to church, she teaches me about being nice, and she even tells me I’m a good girl. I know I’m still young, so I am confused about why some people say I’m good, and some people treat me like I’m bad.
Especially Ryu Black. I have seen my Daddy hug and kiss with Chris. I have seen Mommy act romantic about a boyfriend. But even though they’re all grown-ups, I’ve never seen them do the things that Ryu Black does to me, and so I feel sick all the time because somehow I know, I’m doing something horribly wrong.
For a while now, I’ve been thinking that maybe, if, once and for all, I find out what that word ignorant really means, then Ryu Black will finally leave me alone. At the same time, I’m thinking that maybe if my stepmother knows that somebody else is already hurting me, maybe, just maybe she won’t want to hurt me anymore.
Maybe, she’ll help me.
So, today, on this sunny Saturday morning, I am going to be as brave as I have ever been in my whole life, and I am going to ask Chris for help.
We are coming out of the grocery store. I walk next to Chris as she pushes the cart to the car. As we almost reach the car, I say in a small voice, “Chris? What does ignorant mean?”
Chris stops walking. Her mouth drops open and she stares at me like I’ve just uttered the dirtiest word, which I suspect that I have.
Then, she smacks me across the face.
“SHUT YOUR SMART MOUTH!” she screams.
She starts walking, shoving the cart and dragging me along with her other hand. I am crying. I know I’ve made a terrible mistake. “Jesus Christ,” Chris rants as she pushes me inside the car and slams groceries in behind me. “Will it EVER END with you?” Chris is angrier than I’ve ever seen her.
I stare quietly out the window swiping at my tears as she drives us home. As soon as we get there, she darts out of the car, runs around to my side, and drags me stumbling and falling into the house. Once inside, she jerks open the basement door and violently pushes me inside onto the landing of the stairs leading to the basement. She slams the door shut and I hear the lock on the outside of the door click, and Chris’ footsteps thunder away.
I stand there in stark terror.
Unable to help it, pee trickles down my leg.
After a frozen moment, I launch myself into the door. I yank on the knob and beat until my hands feel bruised and battered. “PLEASE! PLEASE DON’T LEAVE ME IN HERE!”
Eventually, Chris returns to the other side of the door, and her fists beat the door a thousand times harder than mine. “SHUT THE HELL UP! DO YOU HEAR ME?” Chris rages and then she is gone once more, and everything is so quiet. I fear she may have actually left.
After a long time, I inch down the stairs into the dark basement. I run across to the old armchair of my daddy’s and leap on. I curl into the tiniest ball and bury my nose into the chair’s fabric, which smells like him.
I try not to wonder when Chris will return. I try not to think of all the crawling creatures down here with me.
I try not to think of Ryu Black and his basement.
I cry so hard, uncomfortable in my wet pants.
After a long time, I sleep.
***
I don’t know how much time has gone by when I wake up to Chris jerking me off the chair, but my clothes are completely dry, so I feel like it’s been a long time.
“Your Dad’s coming home. Come out of the basement.” She stops as she is walking back toward the basement steps and turns to stare at me. “And don’t you say a word to him about today.”
I barely hear her and I feel like a ghost as I drift out of the basement. I feel strange, and my head feels fuzzy. I sit on the couch and stare straight ahead at nothing at all.
Daddy comes through the garage door happily calling my name, expecting me to leap into his arms, as I normally would do. I want to so much, but I can’t seem to make my body move. I can’t seem to make my mouth speak.
Daddy hurries around to where I sit, and kneeling before me, he touches my cheek. “Olive,” he says quietly, glancing at Chris. “Did something happen,” he asks so softly, his eyes searching mine, wanting to know my secrets.
I’m quiet for such a long time. There is a huge lump in my throat and the corners of my mouth drag down against my will. Silently, I beg myself no to cry. Finally I say, “I don’t feel good, Daddy. Please, can I go home?”
Everything is blurry after that. I hear snatches of a phone call to my Mommy. I know I’m carried to Daddy’s new, pretty, red car and gently placed on the seat next to him. I don’t remember riding home, but soon I am home alone with my Mommy, who is staring at me. “Olive, what is wrong?”
I don’t answer. But my Mommy is getting upset. I know she’s not upset with me. She’s upset for me. Her eyes are full of tears. I can’t hold back my tears any longer. Through huge, terrible sobs, I tell my Mommy about Chris, everything about my stepmother that I had been hiding. When I finish, my Mommy, who has been holding me as I speak, is shaking violently. The upset in her eyes is blooming into red, hot fire. She kisses me on my head. “Baby,” she says quietly, “Mommy will be right back, I promise. Just one minute.”
Mommy disappears into her room and shuts her door. She starts shrieking, maybe into the phone. I don’t understand her words. I have never heard her sound so angry. Almost as angry as my friend, Mary.
The next time I visit my daddy, Chris is gone. All her things and her car are gone. Daddy tells me he’s sorry, and that Chris will never hurt me again. After that day, I never see her, and we never talk about her again.
I feel intensely sad that my Daddy is alone again. I feel that it is my fault and I know beyond a shadow of a doubt now that Ryu Black must stay my secret forever.
***
Time rolls on and on. Mary and I grow older. We learn to read and write. We become pretty girls, who do their best to hide any prettiness. Anything to avoid the attention of Ryu Black. He has also grown; in ugliness and strength.
Mary and I spend many quiet hours down the street from Mrs. Black’s house playing on the neighborhood playground. Through the years, we develop a silent language for communicating, and despite Mary’s frightening temper, we maintain a quiet alliance. We are often left to our own devices, as we’ve never been known to create problems and we are always together.
I spend most of my time playing on playground equipment, imagining myself away to different places and times. Using my imagination to be far away and become someone else has become my favorite thing. Though Mary does not play my games, she is always there with me, quietly watching me play.
Sometimes the park is full of kids for us to play with; other times we are there alone in our own protected world. One such afternoon, Mary and I are alone in the park for a long time. Eventually another boy, probably about eight years old, same as us, wanders onto the playground. He looks a little familiar, maybe from other times on the playground, or maybe from school. Mary and I go about our business, and he minds his, and the afternoon carries on. I end up on the swing, sitting and barely moving under Mary’s watchful gaze from the other end of the swing set. Soon, the little boy wanders over to where I sit lazily on the swing.
“Can I push you?” asks the little boy kindly.
I watch him for one moment with suspicion and then settle on trusting him and not being afraid. “Sure, thanks!” I smile at him.
The boy gives me a push and I begin to move. Soon, I’m soaring, seemingly right up to the bright, blue sky. I close my eyes, tip my head back, and happily receive the wind in my face and the feeling of freedom. The boy and I are both laughing. On one of his pushes, his hand brushes my behind, but I hardly notice.
Except, I am aware of screaming. 
My eyes pop open and I dig my feet into the mulch, leaping off the swing. In a lightning fast movement I cannot comprehend, Mary has launched from her roost at the end of the swing set. The boy is on the ground rolling into a ball. His face is awash with blood. Mary is screaming.
“DON’T YOU TOUCH HER! DON’T YOU TOUCH HER!” Mary seems insane. Her face is red and spit sprays wildly as she screams.
She kicks the boy again and again.
She kicks him in the tummy, his breath rushes out.
She kicks him in the face, his nose exploding with blood.
He’s not crying anymore; he lies still.
I stand there in silent horror, not even breathing. I want to rush to the boy, but I am frozen, staring at Mary.
“Come on, we have to go,” Mary growls quietly in a way that reminds me of Ryu Black.
On another day, I listen to my Mommy talking to Mrs. Black about the boy in the park. “So sad about that boy,” my Mommy says.
“I know,” Mrs. Black responds, “it’s amazing he’s even alive! They say he’ll be brain damaged.”
Mommy gasps. “Do they have any clue who did this?” Mommy asks. Then she and Mrs. Black glance down at me. They both lower their voices so I won’t hear their disturbing conversation.
Now Mary and I aren’t allowed to go to the park alone anymore, and another horrifying secret lives between us.
***
One day, Mrs. Black is excited as she waits for Ryu to come out of his room. When he does emerge, he is dressed all in white, with a blue stripe of color around his collar. He also wears a funny white hat. A modest bit of excitement begins to blossom inside me as well. “Why is he wearing that?” I ask Mrs. Black since I never, ever speak to Ryu.
She looks full of pride looking at Ryu as she answers me. “Ryu has enlisted in the Navy! He’s going to serve our country, just like his dad!”
I am filled with such complete bliss at this news. I feel I might float right off the planet. 
Before a week comes and goes, Ryu Black is gone.
***
The day after Mrs. Black’s party for Ryu to send him to the military, life returns to business as usual.
However, Mary does not return to Mrs. Black’s. She is missing from school. Mary’s family has moved away, and she didn’t even tell me good-bye.
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Chapter 1
Shadow Dale was the sort of picturesque, story book town that big city folk loved to visit to get away from it all. The streets were lined with majestic old trees, many of which bloomed plush with white and pink blossoms each spring. Springtime in Shadow Dale brought about a peaceful reverie of delicate falling petals, while autumn brought a gentle rain of vibrant leaves. The small town was brimming with ancient homes full of character and historic buildings that stood like squat sentries along the streets of a downtown scene that was like a stroll through a forgotten time. Shadow Dale was a rare place left with a small population, and surrounded by miles of plentiful fields and thriving farms. It was the sort of town where a stranger would feel safe leaving his doors unlocked when he laid down his head at night.
Olive Childress had spent many happy times in the town. Olive’s mother, Leonora Flint, had grown up and lived in Shadow Dale until she reached adulthood. Leonora’s parents, Olive’s grandparents, Ernest and Ruthie remained in Shadow Dale, and Olive spent a lot of time there visiting. Her grandparents took her to ride at the county fair each summer. She walked with them through crunching leaves along the tree-lined avenues each autumn. She enjoyed many late night ghost stories in the large, sprawling house of her grandparents. 
However, when Leonora remarried and decided she wanted to return to Shadow Dale permanently with Olive, her new husband George, and the new little one the happy couple was expecting, the decision made Olive bitterly unhappy.
For so long, Olive and her mom had been on their own. Leonora had her share of boyfriends, but somehow it never worked out. Perhaps Leonora had a knack for choosing the wrong guys. Perhaps Olive was a bit of a jerk to new boyfriends to assist them in their decisions to dump Leonora. Whatever the case, the fact was, at the end of the day Leonora tucked Olive into bed, woke her up for school, packed her lunches, watched television sit coms with her, and explicitly lived her life for Olive.
Until George Flint came along.
The unexpected romance with George transpired in a whirlwind that happened so quickly Olive didn't know what hit her. Leonora met George when he went on a date with Leonora's sister Lydia. George hit it off with Leonora, and not Lydia. It happened so naturally that it didn't even seem to upset anybody. George was fun, handsome and different. When he spoke it sounded like music, and he said the silliest nonsense. When she thought George was her aunt's boyfriend, even Olive had a little crush on him. Until she found out it was actually her own mother that George loved…
It seemed like only a matter of weeks before George and Leonora married. 
They had a small ceremony in Leonora and Olive's front yard. No amount of attitude or snide comments from Olive seemed to deter George or affect her mom, though the smart mouth routine had run guys off post haste in the past. When Leonora and George looked at each other, the rest of the world simply ceased to exist.
They were a family, whether Olive liked it or not.
Seemingly overnight, everything changed. Leonora got pregnant right away and they decided they didn't want to raise the kids in the big city and that was when the decision was hastily made to relocate back to Leonora's peaceful, small home town.
Olive had grown up in the big city. Goodview was the polar opposite of Shadow Dale. Goodview operated at breakneck speed and never slept. The buildings in downtown Goodview were gigantic, steel grey structures, seeming like living beings throbbing with activity as they stretched to line the sky. Olive loved the sights, smells, and sounds of the city and at one time, she thought her mother loved it too. Even at her young age, Olive suspected her mother was changing everything just to satisfy a man, not to find her own happiness.
In Goodview, a person could easily blend into any given sea of faces and Olive loved to be hidden away. Olive felt comfortable in her school and the people she already knew. The prospect of attempting to fit in with new kids in a diminutive town horrified Olive. The prospect of anybody new positively horrified Olive.
Most upsetting to Olive was the prospect of moving an hour and a half away from her dad. Bill Childress remained single several years after a break from Olive’s stepmother. In fact, Olive couldn’t believe Bill chose to go along with this nonsense and let her be taken away. She told her dad how upset she was to be moving away from Goodview and he brushed off her concerns and optimistically told her to make the most of it.
Even though she moved to Shadow Dale with her mother, new step dad, and a soon to be baby brother, she felt strangely forgotten and abandoned.
But, as had been the case with Olive at times in the past, she soon realized she could adjust and that life would go on. Leonora and George bought a house for them to live in that was just the sort of place that Olive liked. It was an old house filled with character, the air thick with history. Handy George Flint tinkered and soon turned the house into an interesting home. Not long after the move, George converted a huge, unfinished attic into the most amazing bedroom Olive had ever seen, especially for her. He covered the floor with scarlet colored carpeting that he found for a steal in a yard sale. Olive came to spend many happy hours lost in her imagination in the tower windows of her attic room.
***
The family made their move to Shadow Dale one week before the end of Olive's fifth grade year. Leonora and George had strategized a way for Olive to finish as much as the year as possible with her familiar friends, but also give her brief opportunity to meet some school kids in Shadow Dale before summer vacation.
On Olive's first day in the new school, Leonora accompanied her to her classroom. A far cry from the sprawling newer facility with huge playgrounds that Olive had been accustomed to in Goodview, the "new" building was a narrow structure with several levels and a small playground. To Olive, the brick building looked centuries old, and smelled that way as well. 
Olive's fifth grade classroom lay nestled on the top floor of the creaking building. Olive and her mother climbed a huge staircase lined with massive, sunny windows. Leonora gazed about wistfully with eyes full of memory.
"This is the very same building where I went to elementary school," Leonora related to Olive.
"Wow! Really?” Olive found the fact interesting. She almost wished she'd come sooner to the new school to spend more time in the high ceilinged halls where her mother walked when she was a young girl. 
"Yep, I sure did! And, Mr. Milton, the gentleman who will be your teacher this week, he was my fifth grade teacher, too!" 
Olive regarded her mother with wide eyes. "Really? That is SO cool!" Olive imagined possible opportunities to find out forgotten stories about her mother.
Olive and Leonora entered a warmly lit room buzzing with early morning activity. Fifth graders congregated engaging in last minute tasks prior to the day's start. The floor consisted of faded tiles, marked by years of chair scooting and hurried footsteps. The walls were lined with colorful posters of every variety of educational topics. Windows taller than Olive hung open, inviting the early summer breeze, thick with the pleasant scent of fresh cut grass. Leonora convened with a stately looking elderly gentleman who embraced her warmly as they smiled and reminisced. 
Meanwhile, a blond girl with a friendly smile and pleasant voice approached Olive. "Hi," she greeted, "I'm Ashley. Do you have your lunch money?"
Olive raised questioning eyes to her mother since she didn't know anything about any financial obligations in the Shadow Dale fifth grade. Leonora smiled and handed Olive a brown paper sack. "Olive will be a packer," she informed Ashley, her eyes twinkling and the corners of her mouth threatening laughter. She found Olive's nervousness cute and the business-like lunch money collector endearing. Leonora's apprehensions began to subside as she left Olive amongst new friends and in the care of her former teacher.
Olive's final week of elementary school in her new town progressed rapidly and without incident. Ashley proved to be a genuinely nice child. She lived three blocks away from Olive, and Olive was welcomed to Ashley’s home, the neighborhood hangout. It was a cheerful yellow house where Ashley lived with her older sister and their mother. There were large trees in the yard and a lovely herb garden. The house was always a noisy, joyful mess full of the smell of delicious cooking foods. Olive soon came to love being there, and spent more time there than in her own home. With any happy morsel, or with any childhood devastation, Olive ran first to Ashley’s home. Even when her grandfather Ernest passed away, Olive ran straight to the comfort of Ashley’s warm home.
Ashley and her mother took Olive to their church. The large, ancient building was called Peaceful Light Assembly. Olive loved sitting in the bright sanctuary awash in the colorful light streaming through the towering stained glass windows. At Peaceful Light, they sang songs, prayed together, and shared countless memories at the youth group meetings in the basement. Olive soon attended church with Ashley multiple times a week.
Many other students proved to be fast friends as well. They accepted her, to her surprise. She had an easier time at her new school, than new students at her old school typically had fitting in. The Shadow Dale pace moved slower. Olive found that she could take more time to think, enjoy and learn from her activities. 
As summer vacation arrived, Olive found additional new friends in her neighborhood and at the city pool. Her mother and George began socializing with neighbors, who were friends that Leonora had known when she was a kid in school. Olive met them one evening in early summer when her parents had them over for a cookout.
The Angelwoods were a friendly, funny couple. Olive was surprised when they arrived with a young boy who was Olive’s age. Olive’s mom introduced the couple to Olive, and Olive politely greeted them.
“And this is our son, Brandon,” said Mrs. Angelwood, gently nudging forward the shy boy with the dark eyes.
“Hi,” said Brandon bashfully.
“Hey,” Olive replied.
The two families spent the evening laughing and munching on grilled treats on the back porch. Olive found Brandon kind and easy to talk to. Brandon and Olive played catch in the yard while the adults visited. He filled Olive in about life in Shadow Dale and what she could expect when middle school began in the fall. She liked his dark complexion, eyes, and hair, and especially his welcoming smile. 
Brandon Angelwood naturally became another close friend who ran around with Olive’s neighborhood crew and attended Peaceful Light Assembly.
***
In Shadow Dale, Olive had more freedom from Leonora and George than she had ever known in her home in the larger city. George refurbished a bicycle for Olive, painting the ugly yellow seat a lovely purple. Subsequently, the seats of Olive's pairs of shorts were turned purple for a time, providing many laughs. Olive loved her bike, as she'd fly down the shady streets and alleys of Shadow Dale languishing in the ever-present sense of pending adventure. 
Olive also cherished her moments of solidarity, lingering fears of being alone diminishing the longer she stayed in Shadow Dale. Olive loved nothing more than lying in the light of a sunny window with her nose buried in a book. She loved reading about times gone by, when all the world seemed a simple place, like Shadow Dale. Olive's imagination transported her to a world where she knew nothing of any other life than a simple and peaceful one.
***
Not long after meeting the Angelwoods, late on a June night, lights came on and Olive's new household became a flurry of activity.
"What's going on?" asked Olive, sleepily rubbing her eyes. Her extremely pregnant mother waddled about carrying various bags.
"The baby's coming," Leonora exclaimed with vibrant, excited eyes. Even fully pregnant, Olive’s mother was still gorgeous. Leonora was tall and shapely, her long brown hair falling freely down her back. Leonora had been blessed with an eternally youthful face, a soft voice, and unexplainable grace.
"Don't worry, your aunt will be right over to take care of you while we go have the baby," George explained as he raced about, in an extremely rushed manner; uncharacteristic of his normally relaxed demeanor. George was tall with brown hair that dusted his shoulders, which were always slightly stooped. He had a rich, deep voice, always sounding on the verge of erupting into laughter. George and Lenora made a handsome pair, and Olive couldn’t wait to see what her new sibling would be like.
Leonora's sister, Lydia arrived, and in a way strangely calm yet nervous, George whisked Leonora away into the quiet, summer night.
***
The next day, Olive's Aunt Lydia, drove her to the hospital to visit her mother and new baby brother. The first thing she noticed was that George appeared back to his normal, easy going self as he leisurely sipped coffee in a chair next to Leonora's bed. Seeing her step dad back to normal put her at ease. As soon as Olive entered the room and caught the festive vibe, she relaxed and she shifted her focus to a small baby bed positioned near Leonora's bed. Seeing the excitement on Olive's face, the occupants welcomed her to approach the baby.
She walked over to peek over the bed's rail to regard a squirming, pink bundle of baby brother where he lay.
Olive gazed down at the teensy thing in complete wonder. She had felt him moving when her mother had guided Olive's hand over her big belly. She'd imagined him and what he'd be like many times. She'd engaged in many family discussions regarding what he could possibly be named. And, now, he had finally arrived. Making cute noises, smelling like powder, and staring right into her big blue eyes, with his big brown ones. She reached down and he wrapped his miniature fingers around one of her fingers.
Her baby brother, Gus.
She loved him on sight, so much that it took her breath away.
***
Olive adored Gus beyond reason. She held him whenever possible. She enjoyed jumping around, making funny faces and noises, all to make Gus laugh uncontrollably. She'd play with Gus and his toys in his room, and frequently cuddled up with him for naps. Ashley and Brandon loved Olive’s baby brother as well, and the three of them spent many happy times playing with the baby together.
As Gus and Olive grew, they only grew closer. She played Nintendo with him. Gus had a nanny once who enjoyed watching them play games. It caused her to laugh so hard that she passed gas. This, of course, sent Olive and Gus into fits of hysterical laughter, as they rolled on the floor. There were snow days from school, spent in pajamas. There were summer evenings and fireflies. There were years of photographs and memories.
Despite Olive's intense love for her baby brother, Gus' arrival represented the beginning of a wedge between Olive and her mother. Having been the sole recipient of Leonora's love and attention for so long, watching Leonora cuddle baby Gus awakened in Olive the first stirrings of a deep rooted jealousy. This breed of emotion was foreign to Olive and set her on a fast track to feeling even more abandoned. Those feelings usually attacked Olive at times when she was alone late at night and they scared her as she had no understanding of this dark place that dwelt inside her.



 
Chapter 2
As Olive's life in Shadow Dale rolled on day by day, she felt her happiness there diminishing. Though she had many nice friends, as she grew older, she commonly felt out of place. Olive found herself developing thoughts and opinions inconsistent with life in Shadow Dale and stifled in manners to be able to express herself.
Her visits with her father grew few and far between as she grew. When she did visit her dad, life in the city she had once loved also seemed alien to her and she didn't fit in there anymore, either.
By the time Olive reached her junior year in Shadow Dale Senior High School, she had become a student with great potential but who had lost interest completely in the structure and pace of her lessons. Olive had been beyond her grade level in aptitude for several years at that point, and she found herself bored at school. She was angry about being bored. She could not understand an obligation to attend an institution that did nothing for her, and had no place for anything she had to offer, either.
At church she found herself full of questions. The sense of harmony attending church had once given her had all but vanished as biblical teaching began to make less and less sense. A church in Shadow Dale, an old fashioned and conservative community, was not the place to raise questions about teachings of the Bible. Or authority. Or faith. Olive became progressively more uncomfortable in her life where she was unable to be herself or fit in.
One day after school, Olive and Brandon Angelwood sat together at her kitchen table doing homework. Brandon looked at the clock on the stove. “You ready to go to youth group?” Brandon asked.
“Uh, well… I don’t think I want to go tonight.”
Brandon’s face fell. His gentle eyes darkened in a way Olive had never seen before. In all the years she’d been spending time with Brandon, she’d never detected even a flicker of aggravation from him. Seeing the look in Brandon’s eyes put her on edge. “What do you mean? We always go to youth group,” he commented, seeming somehow whiny. 
Olive looked him in the eye, feeling an uncharacteristic bold streak within herself. “Well, to be honest, I don’t really feel like going to church much at all anymore.” Her voice drifted off, as she lost her resolve before finishing her sentence.
Suddenly, Brandon’s dark face seemed downright angry. “Olive, you’re talking crazy. Of COURSE we’re going to church. Now come on, let’s go.”
Olive glared at him. “Wow, seriously, Brandon? Are you my babysitter now, or what?”
Brandon bolted up, scraping his chair across the kitchen floor. “You know what, Olive, I’m not your babysitter. I’m your boyfriend. Church is what we do; we are not going to stop.”
Olive sat staring, blinking at him. Though she’d been close with Brandon since before the sixth grade, they had never once defined the nature of their relationship. She considered him a dear friend, one of the best. But she’d never thought of herself being romantically connected to Brandon or any boy. It had never so much as crossed her mind that he thought of her that way.
“Brandon,” Olive said quietly, “you’re not my boyfriend.”
Brandon laughed evilly. “Well, what would you say I am then?”
They stared at each other. “I mean… I don’t know. I’m not even allowed to date, jeeze,” she said, giggling nervously, anxious for the tension to lift.
He continued to glare. “Olive, I’d like to know what you think it is we’ve been doing all this time. Your parents love me. How can you be so dense? How can you not know I’ve loved you for years? And of course you love me, too… You just never thought of it that way.” His voice finally softened, back to the familiar Brandon she knew. “And that’s okay.”
Olive’s head was spinning. Under different circumstances, she may have been thrilled at the conversation’s odd turn. However, she couldn’t help but feel more anxious, as she was being told by yet another person what to do and how to feel. She thought about this boy she’d been growing up with and searched her heart for any feelings of love. All she found there was the love of a friend, nothing more.
She decided a subject change was the best route. “Brandon, listen, I just have a lot on my mind, about church and stuff, and I just don’t want to go right now, ok? It’s really not that big a deal. I’ll work it out.”
Brandon bent to bring his face closer to hers. “This isn’t a laughing matter, Olive. God isn’t a joke, it’s not a game. See that you do,” he quietly demanded. Then, he turned and left.
***
The next day when she came home from school, she found her mom at the table with Gus, working on ABCs. She felt an ugly pang of jealousy, watching the pair nestled together in their private world. Her brother was such a special child. Docile, easy to please, and charming to a fault. It seemed easy for the family to revolve fully around him, which pushed Olive further and further into the background where she roosted, quietly fuming.
Leonora looked up when Olive entered. “Mrs. Angelwood called.” 
Olive groaned. She felt annoyed with Brandon all over again. “Oh yeah?”
“She says Brandon’s quite upset.”
Olive’s heckles raised. Some boyfriend, having his mommy fight his battles. “Why’s he upset?”
“He says you don’t want to go to church anymore.”
“Well? So what? For the life of me I don’t see why this is such a big deal, mom. You don’t even go, so why is it such a big deal if I go or not?”
Leonora considered Olive’s statement. “Well, I guess it’s a matter of personal preference. But, it’s been so good for you. And you have always had such a firm conviction about it, and now all the sudden you just don’t want to go? Just like that? What happened?”
“Maybe the fact that people want to force me to go is what’s doing it,” Olive commented snidely.
Leonora paused, trying to be understanding. “Is everything okay with you and Brandon, Olive? You’re not going to break up with him are you?”
Olive rolled her eyes. “Mom, he’s not my boyfriend! I feel like I’m in the twilight zone all the sudden! Since WHEN is he my boyfriend?”
Leonora gaped at Olive. “Well, since… Forever. I guess I just always assumed…”
“Well you assumed wrong,” Olive said, stalking out of the room. Leonora watched her go, full of concern.
***
Olive ran out of interest in her home life. She threw herself into her job in a restaurant. She enjoyed the company and attention of her older co-workers. Though she formed no close friendships with any of them, they did seem to relate to her more than other people she knew. Her job paid for the gas for her blue Nissan Datsun. She loved the thrill of the fast pace when rushes hit the restaurant. And, she felt good when she was able to make her coworkers laugh with her sarcastic wit.
Olive was running the drive thru window one Friday night, having a great time moving customer after customer quickly through the line. During a break in the rush she jogged back to the break room to grab a stick of gum from her purse.
Ella Barnaby, a girl Olive barely new from her class sat at the break table, smoking a cigarette. Ella and Olive had attended school together since the fifth grade and had never spoken a word. For some reason Olive suddenly regretted never having spoken to the girl before and wondered if Ella thought she was a snob because she ran around with the "church kids." Ella had a sweet face, pretty, long blond hair, and kind blue eyes. Olive hated to think Ella may harbor some sort of hidden resentment toward her. "Hey, Ella," Olive said casually.
Ella looked up sharply with surprised eyes. "Hey, Olive," she replied in her soft friendly voice. Olive lingered for a moment awkwardly, searching for something to say. Finally, Ella broke the silence. "You want a smoke?" she offered.
Olive considered the cigarette perched between two of Ella's thin fingers. She noticed Ella's chipped black nail polish and dark dramatic looking lined eyes. She wondered what sort of family Ella had that would allow her to smoke, and fleetingly considered the potential reign of terror that would shower upon her if her own mother ever found her smoking.
Then she smiled and accepted a cigarette.
The two girls chatted briefly at work. Ella invited Olive to an after work party. Olive knew under no circumstances in hell would Leonora allow her to go to a party that didn't start until after midnight where there would be smoking and who knew what else. And of course, no Brandon Angelwood.
But Olive also knew Leonora would be asleep long before Olive's shift was over and she happily accepted Ella's invite.
***
Ella didn't have a car and asked Olive to drive. She directed Olive across town and through a dark alley where they parked outside a dilapidated green house. Garbage littered the yard and the house hunkered in its unkempt surrounding, a cumbersome eyesore on the quiet street. Olive heard a low growl of pounding metal music drifting on the night wind.
The home's living room hosted several of Olive's coworkers and classmates, none of whom she'd spoken more than three words to at a time. Olive sensed the spattering of comrades wasn't necessarily happy to have her there and regretted coming. She took a seat next to Ella on a couch that smelled bad. Ella laughed and chatted comfortably with the other party goers who continued to ignore Olive. Olive considered times in her past that friends of hers had put down these very same kids. And the fact that she herself had failed to ever really notice these people even existed while she lived her life of playing in the band, going to church youth groups, and hanging around with the "good" kids.
Yet here they all were. With clever remarks. With jobs. With their own stories.
Olive knew she needed to either break the ice or get up and leave. She made a decision right then that she wanted to fit in with these people. Somebody sparked up a joint. Olive had never seen a joint before and she was surprised to find she loved the smell as the fragrant herb infused the stale air. As the smoker toked the joint and then passed it, Olive took a deep breath and mentally encouraged herself.
"Sooooo, yeah," she said quietly, "are we going to read the Bible or what?"
Everybody in the room fell silent and stared at Olive. Shit! Shit, Olive, don't lose them! "Yeah," she said to the small crowd of unsmiling faces. "Uh, you guys didn’t think the church girl came up in here to smoke weed, right? Ella said you might be interested in hearing the word of God?"
Ella chortled. "Screw you, Olive," she giggled hilariously as her turn came to hit the joint. "Hit this, and shut it, would you?" Ella said good naturedly, offering the joint to Olive. 
One by one, smiles spread around the room and Olive's tense shoulders relaxed with relief.
***
Once Olive started smoking and getting high, things both improved and disintegrated for her. Doing drugs inducted her into the whole new crowd of people at school by default. The new crowd accepted Olive, her personality, and her moods. With her new friends, Olive felt far less crippled by expectations because there were none. 
However, Olive's original friends did have expectations and when Olive failed to live up to them; they made short work of leaving her behind. Ashley often acted openly hostile toward Olive, publicly rebuking her for her deplorable behaviors. Brandon still claimed Olive as his girlfriend, but only because he cared enough about her to not want his or her parents to find out what she was up to. However, time they spent together mainly consisted of arguments about faith and religious conviction. Brandon’s zealous, fire and brimstone beliefs only served to push Olive further and further from church. On the rare occasions she did agree to show up at church events, she found herself staring at the clock, wishing to be somewhere else and purposefully ignoring the message. Olive effectively hid behind laughs and good times with new friends, and any time she felt her resolve to hide her sadness slipping, she just smoked some dope and let it go.
Brandon also nagged Olive constantly about her new behaviors and friends. He harshly disapproved of drugs and alcohol, and was armed with an arsenal of biblical scripture to substantiate any gripe he had. Sometimes Olive missed the way things had once been with Brandon and invited him to consider opening his mind to different viewpoints. But to Brandon, anything not validated between the covers of the Bible was not only wrong, but evil.
Leonora and Olive constantly battled about Brandon Angelwood. Leonora couldn’t imagine why Olive wasn’t happy to follow Brandon to the ends of the Earth if he asked her to. Leonora thought him an amazing young man and had rosy images of her daughter marrying him one day and living a quiet and happy life. Any plan of Olive’s to the contrary provoked Leonora.
On the other hand, Olive’s mother made a few comments here and there about her car smelling like smoke, but ultimately there were no confrontations, no altercations, and no punishments over Olive's more frequent and more noticeable drug use. Olive had a habit of cracking the window in her bathroom, turning on the vent, and smoking a pipe stuffed with marijuana. Then, she’d arrive at dinner… Quiet, giggly… Mind blown.
And she would look from Gus, to Leonora, to her stepfather George and wonder how in the world these people were failing to notice. This would both make her laugh and severely piss her off.
What did a girl have to do to get noticed?
In this household…
In this town…
In this world…
Leonora and George snuck looks at Olive and then looked down at their dinner plates. Not knowing what to do, they did the safe thing.
Nothing.
So, Olive started getting plastered whenever possible. She did it for the sole reason that there was absolutely no one who gave a shit.
***
By the time Olive became a senior, she skipped first period nearly every day, when she even bothered to show up at all. When she did report to class, she usually wore a smart ass grin, feeling like she got one over on the world because she'd been smoking reefer on country roads. Then she slouched in her seat drawing in her notebooks instead of paying attention.
Truth was, everybody knew, they just didn't care.
***
Late in the winter of Olive's senior year, the weather became unseasonably warm one weekend. Olive found herself able to stroll around her neighborhood in just a t-shirt, jeans, and sandals. 
After spending a leisurely afternoon of doing not much of anything, she returned home to a pissed off Leonora because Olive had failed to complete a required chore. A minor scuffle ensued which ended in the same way they all did, with Olive isolating herself in her room and failing to communicate in any effective manner with her mother. Leonora was left in her usual state of confusion as to why her daughter demonstrated such bitter hostility over the slightest, most normal things. If Olive would ever just do what she was asked, Leonora could be easily satisfied but Olive resented being told what to do. If Leonora would ever just understand her daughter, Olive could feel loved and appreciated. But Olive's behavior stemmed from a secret, dark, and buried place from a lifetime ago, and because of Olive's silence, Leonora couldn't possibly understand. Failure to meet in the middle created an inevitable impasse.
So, on that late winter day, with the mellow hint of spring in the air, Olive sprawled across her bed and decided to write her mother a letter. She felt she could maybe get her feelings out on paper and make her mother understand her anger. She wrote furiously and passionately. 
But failed to say what really needed to be shared.
She kept her secrets and remained a prisoner. All she gave to Leonora in that letter was more anger that Leonora could not understand. Then, she dropped it on the kitchen counter for her mother to find, and strolled back to her bedroom.
It wasn't long before she heard her mother crying.
Olive crept out her bedroom door far enough to see Leonora curled in a ball on the couch, hysterically sobbing into the couch cushions. George knelt beside her, attempting to get Leonora to come into his arms. But, Leonora would not be comforted, her body racked by loud, sickening sobs.
The little girl inside Olive reeled back; horrified at having done this to the mommy she loved. The angry young woman Olive had become retreated into her room, cheeks flushed and heart racing. She had written the letter with a nun's good intentions and a serial killer's tact. Misunderstood yet again.
Soon after dark, George's voice rang out through the quiet house. "Olive, come out here." 
Olive emerged cautiously from her room to find her mom and step dad seated together on the couch in the living room, lit only by a dim lamp. Leonora's eyes were red and swollen from crying, but she sat calmly with her hands folded in her lap and George's arm protectively encircling her shoulder. Olive looked from Leonora to George and back again, and for a long time nobody said a word.
Finally, Leonora broke the silence. "You should move in with your dad."
Olive's mouth dropped open. "What? Mom? Jesus, I didn't mean that letter to piss you off!"
Leonora bolted off the couch, fury flashing on her face, obviously displeased with Olive's choice of language. "It’s not because you made me angry, it’s because I think you'd be happier with him." With that, Leonora moved to walk out of the room. Before Leonora disappeared down the dark hallway, she turned and glared at Olive. "But you should really watch writing things down in a letter because you can never, ever take it back." And then she vanished into the dark.
Still open-mouthed, Olive turned to face George. "More like you guys would be happier if I left," she spat bitingly.
As always, George's peaceful face remained impassive, revealing nothing of what might be going through his mind. "Olive, nobody wants you to leave. But you've made it abundantly clear how much you don't want to be here," he related in his serious but soothing way.
"You guys are something else," Olive boiled, having none of it from her stepfather.
"Look," George continued, standing up, "frankly, I am sick of you making your mother feel this way. It’s my job to protect your mother and make sure she doesn't get hurt." He snatched the cordless phone out of the cradle and thrust it toward her. "So, there you have it. Go call your dad."
Olive jerked the phone out of his hand and stalked furiously back to her room.
 
With shaking hands, Olive dialed her dad's phone number. A vicious roller coaster of emotions ravaged her stomach and tears burned in her eyes. Though a miserable failure, Olive's letter had been an attempt to bare her soul to her mother. Apparently, glimpses of Olive's soul or honest emotions provoked only anger. Olive felt desperately lonely and panic stricken at the threat of abandonment. Nobody could love Olive if she didn't make it easy for them…
"Hello?" Bill Childress mumbled his voice groggy as though she had awakened him.
"Hi, Dad," Olive replied.
"Olive?" Her dad instantly awakened and sounded concerned. "Olive, what's wrong baby, its late?"
Olive swallowed the lump in her throat. "Dad, I need to move in with you," she blurted.
"What," her dad exclaimed, now fully confused. "Well, honey, I-uh… Well, why? What's wrong?” he stammered.
Olive perched farther on the edge. She could sense this would not be the warm reception she had anticipated. She didn't know why it came as a shock to her that her dad wouldn’t want her either. "I don't know, Dad, they want me to move out," she responded coldly.
"Well, Olive, that's just not… It’s just that… Look, honey, can I talk to your mom?"
Without another word, Olive took the phone away from her ear and stalked out of her room. She barged into Leonora and George's room where Leonora lay in bed watching television. Olive tossed the phone onto the bed next to Leonora and then went back to her own room without saying anything.
After a long time, Leonora walked into Olive's room, holding Olive's car keys. "Your dad and I are going to work on getting you transferred to the school there. As soon as we get that done, you're moving out," Leonora informed Olive in a conversational manner as though discussing the weather. Olive glared at her mother. Leonora continued. "Until then, you can stay at your grandma's." With that, she handed Olive the car keys.
Olive's mouth dropped open again. "You're throwing me out tonight?"
Leonora sighed. "No, I am telling you to go straight from here to your grandma's and go to bed." Then, she spun on her heel and left the room. Olive scooped up her car keys and stormed out of the house in a blind fury.



 
Chapter 3
For a while, Olive drove around Shadow Dale aimlessly, swiping hot tears off her face. The world seemed huge and monstrous, lying in wait to swallow Olive whole. 
When she noticed the lights glowing warmly in the windows of an apartment belonging to her school friend called Pip, and people laughing in the living room, she felt washed with relief. She had frequented the apartment for parties and knew she would be welcomed. She pulled over and parked her car.
Olive rushed from her car to the set of stairs leading up to the apartment nestled in the upstairs of a giant old house. She blustered in out of the night.
"Olive! Heeeey, what's up?” exclaimed Pip, a young man who had graduated the year prior greeting her warmly.
"Oh, not a whole lot," she replied. "Just having a rough night, saw you guys partying… I thought you might not mind the company?"
Pip smiled sympathetically and draped an arm casually over her shoulders. "Aw, hell yeah, Olive, glad you're here!" He reached into his refrigerator and produced a Michelob for her. "Beersky?" he asked.
"Shit yeah, thanks," she said, accepting the beer and taking a long swallow.
"Shotsky?" he asked, steering her toward the messy kitchen counter.
"Shit yeah!” she exclaimed again, with more enthusiasm. Pip was a great guy.
Olive proceeded to slam a few beers and several shots of Jack Daniels in quick succession. The party was rather low key, consisting of mostly boys and a few girls, a few of whom she knew with from school, but mostly strangers. Everybody chatted and laughed, listening to heavy metal music. Olive fully enjoyed the thundering rhythms and felt her troubles slipping away to the shadows of her mind.
As the night grew older, people came and went and largely went their separate ways into their own worlds. Nobody much cared if she stayed, or if she left for that matter. Eventually, a potent joint circulated amongst the remaining partygoers. Olive relaxed down into an overstuffed love seat and, at that point, ceased being a social entity with the others. She turned herself into an island, afloat inside the ocean of her own mind. She felt peaceful. She thought of everything beautiful and of nothing at all.
"Olive," came a quiet voice from far away. "Olive," stated the voice again, bringing Olive crashing back into reality. She turned to face the owner of the voice and stared into violently blue eyes in a porcelain complected face surrounded by silky, dark hair.
"Yeah," Olive responded.
"Don't you recognize me? It’s me, Mary!"
Olive shot bolt upright in her seat under the burden of a new storm of emotion raining down on her cloudy head. "Ho… Ly… Crap…" Olive breathed.
Mary erupted into sultry laughter and launched her arms around Olive, embracing her tightly. Olive encircled Mary, returning her hug. Tears cascaded openly down Olive's face. 
Mary held Olive back at arm's length and gently wiped tears off her cheek. "Olive," Mary coddled, "why are you crying?"
"Oh, Mary," Olive sobbed, "I've just had such an awful night. You don't know how amazing it is to see you! I missed you! You never told me good-bye! I never thought I'd see you again!" Olive's words tumbled out, frenzied.
Mary wrapped Olive in another tight hug. "I'm sorry, Olive," she crooned, "please don't cry, I'm here now."
It occurred to Olive how strange it was to see Mary again out of the clear, blue sky in the middle of Shadow Dale on a Saturday night. "But, Mary… Why? Wh-what are you doing here?"
Mary waved her hand nonchalantly. "Oh, you know, I don't really live too far from here actually… I have a cousin here in Shadow Dale. I come to visit sometimes."
"Oh, ok, sure." In Olive's altered state, this seemed like a perfectly reasonable explanation. "Can't believe I never ran into you before," Olive remarked, cheerfully.
The girls huddled together chatting as though not a day had gone by since they last spoke. Mary asked Olive a million questions about her life, without revealing much about her own. After a while, Olive momentarily excused herself to the lady's room. She felt more relaxed as she allowed herself to enjoy the comfort that Mary somehow brought her. Moments later, Olive returned to the living room to find it virtually empty. Specifically, Mary was absent. Olive hurried into the kitchen to find it empty. She looked out the window to the street below.
Mary was gone again.
Pip wandered into the kitchen behind Olive, his arm encircling the waist of a pretty girl from Olive's geometry class. "Hey, Olive, its late, think we're gonna hit the sack. You wanna crash on the couch?” he asked in a sleepy, friendly manner.
Olive still looked out the window. She forced her attention back to the present and turned to regard the party couple. "Uh…" she replied slowly, "uh, no thanks, I'll jet and get out of your hair. Thanks a lot though." As an afterthought, she added, "but hey, do you Guys know where Mary went?"
The couple looked at Olive strangely. "Um, no I don't know a Mary, honestly. But, I didn't know everybody who was here, so…" postulated Pip.
"Oh," Olive responded, perplexed. She asked Pip's girlfriend. "Do you know her, by chance?"
Pip's girlfriend smiled sympathetically. "No, sorry, Olive. Are you sure you don't wanna just stay here?"
"Nah, but thanks again. You guys are the best,” Olive testified as she stepped out into the night, which had grown considerably colder. 
She drove the few blocks to her grandma's house, way too impaired to be behind the wheel. But, by the grace of God, she arrived without incident and snuck into the dark, silent house like a ghost.
***
Somehow, Olive's grandma Ruthie seemed not to have noticed Olive's extremely late arrival, nor did she comment about Olive sleeping the day away. She didn't really say much at all, they just co-existed for the day. Olive noticed her Grandmother Ruthie’s soft blue eyes secretively gazing over the top of her magazine at her a few times. Olive sensed grandma had plenty to say but simply stayed out of it instead. So, they watched television and quietly thumbed through magazines.
Sunday came and went, and Olive never heard a word from Leonora.
***
Monday morning arrived and Olive reported to school bright and early, wisely deciding not to push her luck with any tardiness or cutting of class. She felt a little embarrassed to be wearing the same clothes she'd been wearing since Saturday. She still wore sandals from the warmer day before, though the weather had returned to a much more typical February chill. The wind was bitterly cold on her bare arms and toes and the clouds where heavy with the threat of snow. 
Olive sunk low in her seat throughout her classes. A troubled night's sleep full of nightmares the night before left her sleepy. She'd dreamt of Ryu Black for the first time in as long as she could remember.
Wondering what went on with her mom and when she might hear from Leonora again made Olive anxious and neurotic. Olive found it impossible to focus on schoolwork and lectures. Her mind reeled and she stayed quiet and tried to be invisible.
As she walked down the hallway outside the cafeteria directly following her lunch period, heading to her next class, she heard a girl comment on her choice of footwear for February.
The girl laughed obnoxiously. "Who wears sandals when it’s snowing?" she commented snidely to her companions.
The stress of the past days crushed Olive. In a motion so quick that Olive shocked herself, she advanced on the girl and smashed her forearm into the girl's throat, slamming her roughly against the wall. Olive's nose almost touched the girl's nose as she boiled, "You just shut the hell up."
Then, she released the girl and proceeded on her way down the hall. The girl shrieked in her wake, but Olive no longer cared. The anger went as fast as it came. It was the first violent thing Olive had ever done.
For some reason, it made her feel like Mary.
***
After school, Olive reported directly back to her grandma's house. She quietly sat drawing in a sketchbook at the kitchen table. Olive tried not to dwell on what was to come of her uncertain future. Fleetingly, her mind took her back to other times in the cheerful, white kitchen. A tear slipped down her cheek as she remembered her handsome, silver haired Grandfather Ernest. Every afternoon, he'd sat at that same table, reading his paper, and smoking Marlboros with his small, white dog resting at his feet. How she'd loved her grandpa. It shamed Olive how disgusted he would be with her now if he were still alive. Olive wished for him now so much that her chest ached. Maybe he wouldn't be disgusted… Maybe he'd hold her and kiss her forehead and protect her. Olive still sometimes dreamt of him, and when she woke, she'd catch a slight hint of his unforgettable scent.
She also thought of other times in the kitchen. Rolling out homemade noodles on sheets of newspaper, all the card games, the laughter, and the tall tales. Would that all change? Would she be allowed to come back here? Would she ever see this place again?
Olive's Aunt Lydia entered the kitchen and took a seat across from Olive. "Hi, Olive," she said.
Olive looked at Lydia and then past her. "Hi, Lydia, is mom here with you?” she asked hopefully.
Lydia gave her a strange look Olive couldn't quite identify. Suspicion maybe? "Well, no, Olive. And since you brought it up, just what the hell do you think you're doing anyway?"
All the air rushed out of Olive like her lungs were balloons that were deflating. "Wh-what? What are you talking about?" Olive felt on the verge of hysterical tears, emotionally unprepared to be battered again.
"I'm talking about your mother, missy. She's been crying for two days. She didn't even go to work today."
Olive slid back in her chair and stood up, her defenses mounting. "I still don't know what you're talking about!"
Lydia stood up too and raised her voice. "Oh you know exactly what I'm talking about, young lady! Moving in with your dad? Really? After everything your mom and George have done for you? Your life is here and your FAMILY is here! How could you leave her?"
Olive blinked rapidly, mouth hanging open for about the thousandth time in the past few days. "Lydia, I don't want to move in with him, jeeze, he obviously doesn’t even want me there. Mom's making him take me, just like she's making me go!"
Lydia frowned deeply with narrowed eyes. Olive could hardly believe the treatment she received from one of her favorite people. A piece of Olive's heart splintered. "I find that a little hard to believe, Olive," Lydia countered, a little more calmly.
"Oh really, you do?" Olive implored frantically throwing her hands up in the air. "Why? Because I lie to you so much? Or because I've ever once told anybody that I want to move in with dad? I really don't care what you think," Olive concluded, moving to exit the room.
"Wait, Olive," Lydia relented with a much kinder tone of voice. "Listen, I don't think your mom knows you don't want to go."
Olive replied with a frustrated groan, continuing to be lost about how she could possibly be so grossly misunderstood by all the people she loved.
Lydia continued. "Why don't I take you home and you can just tell her you don't want to go?"
Olive shook her head. "No! I don't want to fight anymore! If she wants me to leave, I'm just going to go."
Lydia wrapped her arms around her niece, despite Olive's resistance. "Yes, come on. Let's go home. Don't give up on your mom."
Lydia and Olive ventured out into the blustery, gray day and made the short journey across town to Olive's house.
***
When they arrived, Leonora sat at the kitchen table sipping coffee. She looked tense, but Olive thought she detected a trace of happiness reflected in her eyes upon seeing her daughter arrive.
"Ok, Olive, tell her," Lydia urged, cutting to the chase with gentle prodding. 
Olive took a deep breath. "Mom, I'm sorry. I don't want to live with dad. Please don't make me leave."
Leonora lurched up from the table and in one swift movement, encircled Olive in a fierce embrace. She cried. "I'm sorry too, honey. You don’t have to go if you don't want to."
And with that, disaster had been averted. Life slipped instantly back to where it had been Saturday afternoon and the fight ended. Both Olive and Leonora remained clueless to the true feelings of the other, and silently agreed that ignorance was more comfortable.
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