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Chapter 1

were two boxes in my left coat pocket, similar in size, the primary

difference being that the engagement ring in one cost significantly
more than the Tic Tacs in the other. The whole day at work I’d worn
my thick coat, refusing to take it off, and more than one person said I
looked like an idiot. It may have been paranoia, but I wasn’t
comfortable leaving something that was worth more than my car in the
glove compartment. Hanging up my coat wasn’t an appealing option,
either, considering the times I’d gone out for drinks with the guys in the
office, most of whom would rather put their wife on the street than pick
up a check.

A cynic might say I was cheap; giving my future wife a
combination engagement ring and Valentine’s Day gift, but it was part
of my cloak-and-dagger act. I’d bought the ring at the beginning of the
year, but the way I saw it, booking a hotel in the middle of January less
than ten miles from our apartment was about as obvious as asking her
to accompany me to the jewelry store. A romantic holiday weekend
wouldn’t so much as raise a blip on her radar.

My girlfriend, MaryAnn, is a head turner; five-feet three with long,
kinky-blonde hair, clear blue eyes, and a hypnotic way of moving her
hips that could rock a man to sleep. We had met three years earlier
when I was twenty-six and working for a large finance company. From
the day she was hired, all of the single guys competed for her like we
were on “The Bachelorette: Office Edition.” The gods must have
figured I was due because I was the lucky winner.

The gods definitely owed me. My name is Houston Hornsby
Thomas, and believe it when I say there’s a lot of trauma involved with
have a last name for a first name, and vice versa. Every job application
I’ve filled out has been handed back with instructions to put my last
name first. Almost every credit card I’ve received has listed my name

It was the day before Valentine’s Day, Friday the thirteenth. There
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as Thomas Houston. On more than one occasion, I’ve asked my father
why he couldn’t just give me a regular white-bread American name,
but he doesn’t understand the problem. He was stationed in Houston,
Texas when I was born and my name was meant to serve as a reminder
of those great times. My middle name of Hornsby is the same as his.
My grandfather was a big St. Louis Cardinals fan, and his favorite
player was Rogers Hornsby. My dad says I should be thrilled to be
named after a Hall-of-Famer. I’d have been happier if he’d named me
after Jack the Ripper, or John the Baptist, or even Hugh the mailman.

MaryAnn and I dated for close to a year before getting a place
together, and since then I’d played around with the idea of proposing.
After some careful deliberation, I took a loan from my 401k account,
and picked out a ring. Our first date had been on Fountain Square in
downtown Cincinnati, Ohio, and it was there that I planned to pop the
question.

I got home from work a little after five, and MaryAnn was waiting
by the door, all of our stuff in an industrial-size gym bag.

“Cab will be here in a few minutes,” she said, standing on tiptoe to
give me a kiss. Almost on cue, a horn honked in the parking lot. I ran to
the bedroom to change out of my work clothes, and was in the process
of zipping up my jeans when the horn honked again.

“He said the meter’s running,” MaryAnn called out from the front
door.

“Not doing his tip any favors,” I muttered. I stepped into a pair of
running shoes and headed out the door.

The cabbie was one of those older, thuggy-looking Italian guys
with heavy jowls, shoe-black dyed hair and long sideburns, still in
denial that the seventies were over. The once over he gave me
screamed “why in the world is this girl with him?”

Admittedly, I’'m no fashion model, but it’s not like my head needs
to be fitted for a paper bag, either. If I had to come up with a
description for myself, I'd say I was on the good-looking side of
average: about six-feet one, a hundred eighty-five pounds, brown hair,
and the kind of blue eyes that one of my more enlightened ex-
girlfriends had called “smoldering.”
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“Where to, boss?” he asked through the toothpick wedged in the
right corner of his mouth. MaryAnn was in suspense as well.

“The Westin, downtown Cincinnati,” I said.

“Very nice,” MaryAnn murmured into my shoulder.

Downtown is a fifteen-minute ride from our apartment in Northern
Kentucky, and we were in the middle of a conversation about where we
would eat dinner when I said, “Sometimes I wonder if our lives are
going in different directions.”

MaryAnn’s head which had been resting against my shoulder only
a few seconds earlier was now facing straight forward, her neck rigid,
and shoulders pulled back. My plan was to steer her toward believing I
was breaking things off and then give her the good news; kind of taking
her from one extreme to the other.

The cabbie dropped us off at our hotel, and after checking in and
dropping off the gym bag, we took the short walk to the Starbucks on
Fourth and Vine. Neither of us was talking, and it didn’t take a brain
surgeon to figure out that she was still ticked off by what I'd said
earlier.

We got our customary mochas and started toward Fountain Square,
which was a little over a block away. One of our traditions during the
winter was to walk to the Square and sit at one of the tables, drinking
our coffee in what was usually a vain attempt to stay warm.

I could feel a nervous anticipation as we made our way to the
Fountain, and I tried to figure out how she would react once I’d
proposed. I looked around, wanting to remember every detail. It was a
cold day, even for February; probably in the low teens. The sun was
nowhere to be seen, and the sky was overcast, gray in every direction.
A lone ice-skater was making circles in the outdoor rink nearby, and a
few bums shuffled by slowly, almost in place. The statue of the bronze
woman on the Fountain had her arms opened wide, like she was
waiting for an embrace.

I stopped and looked into her eyes. “There’s something I’ve been
thinking about lately, almost obsessively.”

“Okay,” she said, more as a question.

I reached into my coat pocket and grabbed hold of the box. “The
thing is: I don’t want you to be my girlfriend anymore.”
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I was about to say I wanted her to be my wife; the words were
even forming on my lips, but before I could get them out she poked me
hard in the chest.

“You smug bastard,” she said. I tried to interrupt, but she poked
me again. “For your information, I’ve been seeing a guy for the last
three months and he’s everything you’re not. He’s considerate, he’s
easy to talk to, and he’s a hell of a lot better in bed.”

I tried to think of something to say, but all I could do was open and
close my mouth like a guy with lockjaw trying to chew gum. Seeing
my shocked expression, she gave me a cold smile. “What are you
obsessively thinking about now, you arrogant prick?”

I pulled the ring out of my pocket, looked at it, and then back at
her. “I was trying to propose,” I whispered, saying it more to myself.

I made my way over to the marble hedge surrounding the front part
of the square and sat down. Even though I knew it was cold, I didn’t
feel it. I couldn’t feel anything.

MaryAnn walked over and sat beside me. “I'm sorry,” she said
softly, her eyes on the ground.

I raised my eyebrows. “I was about to say I didn’t want you to be
my girlfriend anymore because I wanted you to be my wife.”

We sat there for a long moment, neither of us saying anything. She
finally looked up. “I was just trying to hurt you like you were hurting
me,” she said.

I put the ring back into my pocket and got to my feet. “I should
probably take you home.”

“What are you going to do?” she asked, eyes moist.

“I’ll get my stuff together and move into a hotel while we sort it all
out,” I said, mustering what little dignity I had left.

MaryAnn kept glancing over while the cabbie drove us home,
looking like she wanted to say something, but staying quiet. Tons of
questions were running through my mind, but I didn’t say anything,
either. We pulled into the parking lot, and after tipping the cabbie a
five, I sat on the front steps leading into our building.

“Are you coming in?” she asked.

She stood there, waiting for a response, but after a few seconds of
silence she started toward the apartment. I turned to watch her walk up
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the stairs, thinking back to before I’d first asked her out. One of the
things I’d always loved was watching her walk away. She had such an
attitude about it, almost defiance.

After slapping the step where I was sitting until I could barely feel
my hands, I walked into the apartment. MaryAnn was sitting on the
couch next to the front door, and I walked past like she wasn’t there. I
retrieved my shaving kit from the bathroom and added in a toothbrush
and a tube of toothpaste. Next, I went into our bedroom and grabbed a
few pairs of underwear, a sweatshirt, some socks, and a couple pairs of
jeans and threw it all into a Kohl’s shopping bag that had been sitting
against the wall. I was walking toward the door when it struck me that
the situation with the guy was something she made up.

I looked out the window, feeling like an idiot. The whole cheating
thing had to be untrue. If she’d really been messing around it would
have been obvious.

The bedroom door opened. “It was a mistake,” MaryAnn said,
almost pleading. “I swear I was going to break it off anyway.”

No way could I believe it was something she made up now. “Do
what you want,” I said, pushing by.

She put out a hand to stop me, but I pretended not to notice. I drew
a small measure of satisfaction knowing it was my decision to leave; a
very small measure, though, since she’d done the cheating.

I put the bag into the passenger seat of my car and after briefly
considering going back to the hotel I’d booked for what was supposed
to be our romantic weekend, I decided to just drive to the Motel 6 a few
miles down the road. I got a room and just as I was placing my bag on
the queen-sized bed, a semi drove by sounding like it was about to
come through the wall. I thought about going down to the office and
getting a room on the opposite side of the motel, but I knew there
wasn’t much point since I wouldn’t sleep anyway.

I lay down on the bed for a few minutes, stared at the ceiling long
enough to know I didn’t want to stare at the ceiling all night, and then
went searching for the nearest bar. A pool hall was only a stone’s throw
from the motel. The place was almost empty except for a few young
guys shooting pool. I made a slow walk to the end of the bar furthest
from the entrance. The bar stools had probably been there since the
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place first opened, and the vinyl covering them was sticking up in
several places. I took a seat on the stool that looked to be in the best
condition and the bartender made his way over. He could have been
anywhere between forty and sixty, and the expression on his face said
he’d seen it all.

“Johnnie Walker Red, straight up,” I said.

As I watched him pour the shot, the reality of the situation started
to sink in. The girl I thought would love me forever was probably this
minute knocking boots with some other guy. The worst part was that all
the signs were there. During the last six months, she’d started taking
yoga twice a week, and was working in her classroom until six or seven
o’clock every night. No mystery now on why she was gone so much.

I quickly swallowed the shot before he could walk away, and
pointed at the empty shot glass.

“Make the next one a double,” I said.

“You alright, buddy?” he asked as he placed the glass in front of
me and filled it with whiskey.

“Women,” I said, giving him a shrug.

“Half the reason I have a job,” he said.

It took two swallows to toss down the double, and eyes watering, I
pointed at the empty glass. Right about the time he poured my next
drink, a middle-aged woman entered the pool hall. After surveying the
bar area for several moments, she walked over and sat down, one stool
between us. The alcohol was starting to work its magic, and I smiled at
her through the mirror over the bar.

“How you doing?”’ I asked after she’d ordered an extra dry martini.
The bartender shot me an amused glance as he mixed her drink.

She checked me out from head to toe. “Oh, I’'m doing just fine,”
she said, putting something a little extra in her voice. “How are you?”

She wasn’t too bad looking; a little chunky and maybe too much
makeup, but not all that bad.

“I’ve been better,” I said.

“You want to talk about it?” she asked.

I leaned toward the bar and turned the glass in my hands a few
times. “I just broke up with my girlfriend.”
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“You poor thing,” she said, a little too sympathetic. “Do you want
another drink?”

I looked at her for a few seconds and then moved to the stool
which had previously separated us.

“Only if you let me buy you one, too,” I said.

One thing led to another and less than an hour later we were
weaving our way back to my motel. We walked into the room and
before I could take off my coat she was shedding clothes. By the time I
slipped off my shoes and sweatshirt, she was completely naked and on
all fours on the bed. Right about then, I had a moral dilemma. It didn’t
take a genius to figure out that this woman had been through more than
a couple one-night stands, and I didn’t have any sort of protection.
Standing there, I couldn’t even think of her name.

She turned and looked at me expectantly. “Is everything okay?”

I tried to look sheepish. “Uh, this isn’t something I planned on, and
I didn’t bring any, you know...”

“Oh, no problem,” she said. She grabbed her purse off the
nightstand, rummaged through it for a few seconds and produced two
condoms of what was obviously at least a three pack; casual about it,
like she was handing me a pack of gum.

After it was over she lay next to me, her head on my shoulder. “Do
you feel better?” she asked, stroking my chest.

I’m sure she expected the traditional, “oh yeah, baby” line, but she
asked during the ten-minute period after sex where it doesn’t even cross
my mind to lie. “Not much would help at this point,” I said. “We were
together for three years.”

“I like a man who is honest with me,” she said. Her tone suggested
that was clearly not the case.

I stared contemplatively at the ceiling. “I think this basically
reaffirms what I’ve always said. I’'m cursed.”

“It can’t be that bad,” she said, her hand drifting slowly down my
stomach.

“You’d be surprised,” I said. I thought about pushing her hand
away, but instead shifted slightly so that her hand was on my hip. “My
life has been a long, non-stop disaster.”

She laughed. “How’s that?”
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“Imagine two locomotives colliding at full speed.” I brought my
hands together to give the full effect. “The moment of impact, that’s a
snapshot of my life.”

“No one’s life is that bad.”

“To start with, there’s my name. Did I tell you my name before?”

She stopped touching me and looked up. Needless to say, the
moment was a little awkward. “My first name is Houston, just like the
city.”

“As in, ‘Houston, we have a problem,”
speaking into a microphone.

I tried to smile. “Yeah, just like that.”

“I’m Valerie,” she said, saying it like we were being introduced at
a convention. I almost stuck out my hand.

“My life hasn’t been great, either,” she sighed. “First, I have three
kids with a man who never pays child support, and he only sees them
when that slut he married decides it’s convenient. Then he acts like...”

“I’'m sorry,” I interrupted, “you said three kids?”

“Yeah, two boys a girl,” she said brightly, reaching for her purse.
“Here, I have some pictures.”

I was thinking about all of the places I’d rather be at that moment.
“No, that’s all right,” I said.

“That’s not a problem, is it?”

“Why would it be a problem?” I asked. Obviously, the ten minutes
were up.

“Most of the guys I date don’t like the fact that I have children.
Some men are such assholes.”

“I guess so,” I said. I made a point of yawning. “I’m sorry to do
this to you, but I need to get some sleep.”

There was an indignant expression on her face. “Are you asking
me to leave?”

“Of course not,” I said. “That would make this some kind of cheap
one-nighter, and God knows we don’t want that.”

“Okay,” she said, obviously missing the sarcasm. She got up and
started toward the bathroom.

“If you need to get home to your kids, I completely understand,” I
called after her. She didn’t answer until she got back.

b

she said, like she was
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“The kids are at their father’s for the weekend,” she said, climbing
in next to me. “In fact, I have the whole weekend free, an empty house
and no one to share it with.” Obviously an invitation.

I tried to look disappointed. “I wish that person could be me, but I
have to be in Cleveland in the morning. That’s where my folks live, and
we always spend Valentine’s Day together.”

I almost cringed after the words came out of my mouth. It was a
horrible lie, but the only one I could come up with on the spot.

“Maybe when you get back then?”

“Definitely,” I said, getting up and heading toward the bathroom. I
shut the door behind me and stared at the mirror.

“You, my friend, are an idiot,” I said to my reflection. I tried to
think of a way to get out of climbing back into bed with that woman;
Valerie, or whatever she said her name was, but the only alternative I
could come up with was hanging myself from the shower curtain rod.

After a second glance at the shower curtain rod, I washed myself
thoroughly with soap and water. Even though I’d worn a condom, it
never hurt to be safe. I then relieved myself and reluctantly returned to
bed. She attempted small talk, but when I didn’t respond she eventually
fell asleep. I listened to her measured breathing and stared up at the
ceiling.

I was a twenty-nine year old male with no real prospects. My job
was miserable, my love life was in shambles, and I was lying next to a
woman old enough to be my mother.

I nodded off to sleep and a little while later woke up when the bed
started creaking. My one-night stand was trying to get up quietly, but
was making enough noise to wake the dead.

“Oh, hi,” she said, acting perky. “I was going to get a shower and
head out.”

I propped myself up with an elbow. “Sure, go ahead.”

I put my head back down on the pillow when she went into the
bathroom, but the sound of the pipes in the shower coupled with the
eighteen-wheelers driving by made it impossible to get back to sleep.
The clock showed it was a little before eight, and I groaned as I
searched through the sheets for my boxers. They were lying on the
floor at the foot of the bed.
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About ten minutes later she came out of the bathroom naked as the
day she was born. Now that I was sober, I changed my mind about her
wearing too much makeup. Without it, she looked like she was closing
in on fifty.

I got in the shower, hoping that she’d be gone by the time I got out.
It was about fifteen minutes later when I opened the door a crack to see
if she was gone, but she was sitting on the bed, her feet dangling off the
side. I started to close the door, but she made eye contact and waved so
I wrapped a towel around my waist and gave her an embarrassed smile.

“I didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye,” she said, walking
over and putting both of her arms around my waist.

“Oh, okay,” I said, turning away. “If you want I’ll drive you back
to your car.”

There was a disappointed frown on her face, but she shook her
head. “It’s not far.”

There were a few awkward moments as we traded looks back and
forth. “Here, let me give you my number,” she said, reaching for her
purse.

“Why don’t you just tell it to me?”

Her eyebrows wrinkled. “You sure you don’t want me to write it
down?”

“I have a really good memory.”

She gave me a number which I forgot by the time that she got the
last digit out of her mouth. I crossed over to open the door and then
gave her the same kiss on the cheek that I usually reserved for my
grandmother.

“Thanks for a great night,” I said, trying to sound sincere.

“I’1l never forget it.”

“Yeah, me either,” I said. She stood there for a few more awkward
moments and then walked out.

“Me, either,” I muttered again after I closed the door.

10
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