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The Bookstore Lady 
Charlie has always felt the need to protect those who couldn’t protect themselves. His inner ability 

to recognize when someone needs help has helped him be successful in various businesses he 

started up. Right now, he has come back to his roots, to spend some time with what is left of his 

family. He needs some good, old fashion, down home love. However, he does not expect the 

other kind to come rolling in as fast as it does. Jill lives a simple life but part of her past has come 

back to find her, she is trying to work through the pain. Forget her troubles. Who is this new man? 

Can he help? 
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Charlie hasn’t been in this area in a long time. His brother has invited him down to stay for 

as long as he wants.  Since Charlie is in between projects right now this seems like a great 

invitation. Besides, he loves his nieces and nephews and enjoys the company of his sister in law as 

well. She will certainly spoil him with some great home cooking. He is tired of his own, he sticks to 

the basics and all the other meals are usually at restaurants meeting perspective business deals. 

Occasionally, he has dated, but not much, he finds he actually prefers his own company to that of 

others he has no business with. A fault of his, his sister in law always points out. 

Most women find him irresistible, or so they tell him, but then he tells them it’s all a façade 

and the money is really his father’s, they drop him right away. Only once did someone call his bluff 

on it but he dumped her anyway because she had “done homework” on him and knew him too 

well, which is why he had no reason to date her, she already knew too much and assumed even 

more. Damn public business records. 

Charlie’s brother became a veterinarian long before entering medical school, he had been 

saving animals his whole life. He tried to convince Charlie into getting a pet until he saw how he 

lived and realized that Charlie is really never home enough to give the proper care. When Barry 

introduced Charlie to his then finance, Alice, Charlie was very impressed. He could tell she was 

going to make his brother happy and judging by how they are now, he was right. Seven years and 

three children later, they still act like newlyweds, like their own parents had. Alice is the first and 

only women he knows who does not try to set him up with every single person she is acquainted 

with.  

Their home town isn’t exactly small-town living, its large enough to get lost in but small 

enough to generally meet people you know each day. Especially, if you go to the same places all 

the time. Charlie is very much a creature of habit, so, true to himself, he goes to the bakery and 

says hi to the old man of his childhood who still runs the business and buys his usual, cheese 

pastry. Now, as he steps out of the bakery he sees that Elm Street no longer looks the same as it 

did the last time he was here. 

Progress has brought in a whole slew of stores he does not know about. He stands there 

and scans the street, he was so focused on coming to the bakery, he paid no attention to the world 

around him. “You’re so blind sometimes.” He says out loud. 

Prosperity makes him smile. All around him he now sees how much growth has happened 

here. He walks to the edge of the sidewalk by the street and looks down the street in both 

directions, there’s a long stream of stores as far as the eye can see. Charlie stands tall now and 

smiles. “Well, how about that?” he says again to no one. 

“How about what?” a woman from behind him says. 

Charlie quickly turns around, he knows that voice anywhere, “Mrs. Lancaster! How lovely 

to see you.” He bends to give her a kiss on the cheek, then surprised himself and gives her a hug as 

well. 

“Well, Charlie if I wasn’t as old as I am I would think you’re flirting with me.” She blushes. 

Charlie notices her cheeks turn pink and he smiles. “I was commenting to myself how 

much business growth there has been around here since I was last here. As you know I’m not 
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around much and when I am I am usually hold up by Barry and Alice’s.” he smiles again. “But this 

time is a longer stay so I decided to check out my regular places. Now, I’m enjoying the scenery.” 

“True, true. I see you went to the bakery for breakfast.” She says pointing to the crumbs of 

cheese pastry on his shirt. “Walk with me Charlie, I’ll show you all there is to see and give you a 

blow by blow about the who’s who on the block now.” She smiles and puts her hand out. He takes 

her hand in his elbow and allows himself to be pulled down the block for the next half an hour 

until they came to her hair dresser. “Now before I go in, I want you to venture down this way a bit 

further and go check out the bookstore that opened up. You won’t believe your eyes. Don’t give 

me that I hate books looks Mr. Charles Evans Esq. I know better. Now, go. I’ll only be an hour or 

so, I’ll meet you there. Go, shoo, shoo.”  She pushes her hands out as to give him a nudge in the 

right direction.  

Charlie bends down and gives her another peck on the cheek. He smiles at her and 

continues down the way. Mrs. Lancaster introduced him into the world of start-up businesses when 

he was young. Her husband taught Charlie everything he knows and he credits Mr. Lancaster with 

giving him the knowledge he needed to do what he does now, he loves his life. They took Barry 

and him in after their parents died, even though they were old enough to live on their own, she 

decided that they still needed a mother’s touch. 

To this day, he agrees with her. They definitely did and she touched both of them equally 

along with all the rest of her own children. Barry and Charlie went from a family of four, down to 

two and then back up to 12 all within six months’ time. They’ve never looked back.  

On the walk Charlie sees a couple of small clothing boutiques selling very specific wares, a 

men’s hat store, a candle store and a made from scratch fudge store. This one he has to stop by 

before he goes home. Fudge is his weakness. Alice usually spoils him with her homemade fudge 

the minute he walks in the door.  

A couple doors down he comes to a place that looks like it used to be an old brownstone 

home. Narrow, yet tall. The windows start at the ground level and go up almost two whole floors. 

They are rounded at the top. The doors have large gilded handles, the kind you would see on an 

old castle door, the hinges are large as well and the door frame is painted, no wait it’s stained a 

mahogany wood. Wow, Charlie thinks to himself. This is inviting all by itself. 

Charlie walks in and immediately is taken in by what he sees. Whomever designed the 

inside of the bookstore sure did their homework before opening. At first glance to your right you 

see tables and, is that? Yes, couches set up near the front windows. The place looks like someone’s 

living room, very inviting. There are even some large bean bag chairs on the floor, all of which, he 

notices, are occupied by readers. A couple more scattered tables are there with bar stools near 

them for seating. Each table has two different tablets affixed on them for people to read electronic 

books. There are a couple of people who are working on their laptops while wearing earplugs that 

plug into small devices on the table tops, he is assuming they are listening to music. Or maybe even 

audio books. Hmmmm. 

He scans around some more going clockwise from the sitting area, he sees there is a café 

counter which looks to be selling drinks, soup and fruit. An interesting choice, he notes to himself. 

Continuing around the store he sees, behind the sitting area, large bookshelves with marked areas 
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that are easy to find the genre you are looking for. He walks towards the back of the store, through 

the bookshelves and starts to see some trees. He assumes artificial ones but trees nonetheless. 

Behind the trees are more bookshelves, only these are much smaller, it’s the children’s 

department. There are more bean bag chairs, only these are brightly colored, the bookshelves are 

color coded to find the kind of book you want, there are several large rocking chairs and two of 

them are occupied with a parent and a child on their lap, reading and laughing together. Charlie 

smiles, he is very impressed so far. This is no ordinary book store. This is almost designed as a 

place of refuge from the world. Someone must have needed that at some point in their lives and is 

giving it back to others now, he thinks to himself. He turns around to walk back to the front of the 

store and stops short, his legs are stuck in place as he looks towards the front doors. 

The inside of the front wall of windows. It is not all windows he notices; the inside is 

painted as if you are sitting in a castle library. Pick any fairy tale movie you’ve ever seen and the 

inside of the building looks exactly like that. Grand, majestic and yet comfortable and quiet. 

Whomever painted this, is very talented, and whomever thought of doing this has no shortage of 

genius in them.  

Charlie shakes his head out of his stupor and standing in front of him is a woman whose 

eyes are speaking volumes to him, he sees her lips move but hears nothing. He shakes his head 

again, “I’m sorry Miss. I was so entranced by looking at this business model that I completely lost 

my head there for a moment. Charlie.” He says holding out his hand. She looks down at the hand 

and back at his face, he seems harmless.  

With one hand in her pocket on her whistle, she reaches out with the other hand and 

shakes his hand. “They call me JJ.” She says. 

“Hmmmm, that’s an awfully harsh sounding name for a woman like you. What’s your real 

name?” he asks softly. 

“Jill, Jill Janson.” She says in an almost inaudible whisper.  

Nothing gets past Charlie, he has put her in an uncomfortable spot. Quick change the subject he 

yells at himself. 

“Your place is amazing.” He says. 

“How did you know it was mine?” she asks. 

“I have a good sense about these kinds of things. What gave you the idea for all of this? I 

mean I have to say. I am solidly impressed and that’s a rare moment for me.” He says. 

“I have always gotten lost in books and the old fashion libraries don’t seem to attract 

people anymore. I allow people here to rent a book, they can leave it in a rented cubby for two 

weeks, then it goes back on the shelf. People come on their lunch break to get away from their 

stress. It’s library quiet but not by design, it is that way because people usually are quiet while 

reading. So, we, I, installed the headphones for people to use and they’ve been a great hit. They 

love the upstairs too, there we get more people who like to talk for some reason.” Her eyes 

looking up. 

Charlie hadn’t even noticed the upstairs yet. He steps forward a few steps and turns around 

to look up. Over to his left behind the courtesy desk is a set of stairs that are built like a bookshelf 
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with smaller units in them and a scattering of books. He looks back at her with a question on his 

face. 

“Those are the rented cubbies. It’s out of the way and no one can get to them but me.” She 

says. “this way they don’t get moved unless I want them to. Besides when you borrow from a 

library you always take a chance you will lose the book, here we’ve never lost one.” She smiles. She 

is particularly proud of that idea. 

“And what is upstairs?” he asks. 

“More books but a much smaller sitting room. It’s more like a balcony. People can sit 

there and see what is going on down here and outside at the same time. You see? It’s not a full 

floor, it stops half way into this room. That is why I can have a two-story window.” She points to 

both the floor above them and the window. “I put in the most sturdy railing money could buy to 

make sure no one will e falling through or over down to this floor.” 

Charlie is not sure what impresses him more. That she did all of this, or that he never 

thought of it himself? That she is so damn beautiful despite the way she dresses so plainly and her 

hair in a simple ponytail. 

“Hi Jill, Jill!” A voice calls from behind Charlie. 

Jill looks over at the two women who walked in. Why are they back here? To torture her? 

Now that they know it’s her, surely they only came back to rub salt in her wound. She has to 

somehow overcome this. But how? How can she? It was her brother!!!! Does she think Jill is so 

stupid as to not know the connection? Her blood now beginning to boil, then before she opens 

her mouth she stops. Oh no. It’s even worse, she thinks. They don’t know. His parents probably 

made up some kind of story to save face in the public eye. No one knows. Jill finds herself shaking 

at the realization she just came to. Is that possible even? Could no one know? Can it be she has 

suffered the worse humiliation all these years for nothing? All those cold nights of fear, all those 

rejected outings, the lack of friends, let alone boyfriends. No, they have to know, she shakes her 

head. 

His parents sat in the court room, they heard the whole thing. They know the whole story, 

all of the gory details of it too. Jill’s brother told her that days after the trial that the parents went on 

an extended vacation. Left the sister at home with an uncle or something. They were gone for 

months, he told her. But it matters not, their scars were social and forgotten with the right amount 

of flare and money flinging, hers will never be. She unconsciously puts a hand to her chest. She 

walks away from the man in front of her and starts to walk aimlessly around. 

Charlie knows something has happened, he is sure of it and he is also sure it’s not because 

of him. He didn’t do anything, must be those girls who walked in, the ones sitting upstairs right 

now. He pulls out a book that is on the closest bookshelf, he turns his back to it and leans on it 

trying to hear what they are saying. Which is easy to do when the ceiling above you is open. 

“Have you ever?” one says. 

“I know, I mean we came to her grand opening as all good friends should do and what 

does she do? She ignores us the whole night. Us!! We were all such good friends in high school. 

We allowed her in to our group remember?” said the second 
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“Oh yes, I remember, without us, she would have been a social misfit for sure. We 

breathed life into her otherwise dull life.” She pauses, “Then in college she has one bad date and 

leaves us. I mean we came to opening day to say we forgive her for that little mishap. And how 

does she repay us? She made us pay for our books remember?” the first one says again. 

“Oh, right, I remember that. It was all over campus, she had a bad date with someone who 

made a pass at her or some dumb thing and then left. I thought she was stronger than that. We 

didn’t do a good job did we? Oh well. Now she works at a book store. Imagine that? Working at a 

store.” Says the second one. 

There is a flash of something in the corner of Charlie’s eye, he sees it go towards the back 

of the store in in full protective mode, he runs back there to catch whoever it is; as he turns the 

corner he sees Jill run into the back office’s bathroom. He carefully walks over there to check on 

her. He hears her retching up her lunch and crying. Instinctively he looks back at the front of the 

store, it must be something those girls said. It wasn’t a bad date, he is confident of that. But what 

could it have been? College was not yesterday, Jill looks to be around his age. He calmly walks to 

the front of the store and slides behind the courtesy desk because a customer is there. “Can I help 

you miss?” he asks. 

He helps her with her purchase and takes a different book from her and places it in her 

cubby, the woman had been here before and showed him where the papers were for renting the 

cubby. He thanks her and apologizes explaining today is his first day and it’s hard to remember 

everything. She smiles and wishes him a good day. 

Charlie decides that the only bad thing about the half floor, is that the people downstairs 

can hear what is being said, the two girls, well probably women but they don’t deserve the title he 

decides, have not stopped talking about what they did for Jill and how rude it was for her to charge 

them. This is a bookstore, not a library, he thinks to himself. 

“As much as I like to stay and chat I do have to get to my nail appointment. Come, let’s go 

pick up the new glamour magazine on our way out.” One of them says. 

Charlie wants so badly to give them a piece of his mind, and possibly his fist, if they weren’t 

female. They come right up to the courtesy desk and place the magazine on top. To make matters 

worse, they try to flirt with him. He notices a ring on one of them, this makes him even angrier. He 

overcharges them for the magazine and they don’t even notice. The one with the ring makes one 

more pass at flirting with him. 

“Aren’t you married or engaged or something?” he says pointing to her ring.  

“Hardly a reason not to have a cup of coffee with two beautiful women.” She says. 

He writes something down on a small notepaper and folds it in half and slides it to them with their 

purchase. They walk out giggling. 

“Charlie, what have you gotten yourself into now!?” Mrs. Lancaster scolds him. 

“Nothing, I only gave them a piece of my mind. As soon as they turn the corner, they will 

read the message I wrote and probably be floored.” He says. 

“Charlie?” she drags out his name. 

“They are spoiled rotten society bitches who deserve to have a good old fashion spanking. 

But since I can’t do that publicly, I had to do something. It was the honorable thing to do 
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considering what they did.” He says. To what extent they did something he still doesn’t know but 

he will find out. Something about Jill has him in full protective mode right now. She definitely 

didn’t create this haven because she has had a charmed life. 

Mrs. Lancaster looks at him sternly, she knows he can get hot under the collar about 

people who think they are better than others; it has gotten him in trouble before. He leans over the 

counter and tells her, in a whisper, what was said and what happened to Jill. “I had to defend her, 

did I not?” he asks. 

The look of horror on her face tells him more than he wants to know. He is right, it wasn’t 

a bad date. He looks outside at the two women who have decided to open the note in front of the 

store. Mrs. Lancaster looks too, she sees them reading then they look back at the store and 

practically run off, dropping the note on the floor. 

Mrs. Lancaster looks over at Charlie then looks around to make sure Jill is not in earshot. 

“Be careful Charlie, I can’t tell another person’s secrets but I can tell you this much. Her horror is 

no typical teenage nightmare. You hear me?” she looks to him with concern. 

“Yes maám, loud and clear.” He answers her knowing full well, Jill must have been in her 

care at some point for her to know her story that well. She never speaks of clients, ever, this is a 

first. 

“So, how about you take this old lady out to dinner? Or is Alice expecting you home to 

spoil you?” she asks louder than before. 

“Why Mrs. Lancaster, are you asking me out on a date?” he says holding his hand to his 

chest in a fake insulting manner.  

“Mrs. Lancaster, how good it is to see you as always.” Jill calls from behind. “I thought I 

saw you come in. How is everyone?” she asks. 

“We are doing very well thank you. So, my Charlie has been in town for 12 hours and you 

already roped him in to work for you. Good for you doll, you need the help around here.” She 

smiles at Jill and pulls her in for a hug. While holding her she whispers, “Wouldn’t hurt a fly, you 

have my word. I love that boy as my own.” She holds Jill out at arm’s length until she is sure that 

Jill heard her, her eyes say yes. 

“Good, now Charlie is taking me out to dinner, what time does the store close, you have to 

join us.” She says to Jill. 

“Oh, no, I wouldn’t want to interrupt a reunion.” She says with a shaky voice. 

“No reunion, we’re like family. Please, I’d love to have you join us.” Charlie says smiling. 

“Well, the store doesn’t close until 8:00 tonight.” She says. 

“Good, that will give me and Charlie time to catch up with a drink or two and you can join 

us for dinner. We’ll go to the Steak house. Pick me up at 7:00 and don’t be late Charlie dear.” She 

looks him in the eye, to tell him something and he shakes his head. 

“See you at 7:00” he smiles as she walks out. 

They watch her go, she bends down and picks up a piece of paper then she laughs out 

loud, holds the paper up in her fist, looks back and Charlie and continues to laugh and walk away 

her hand in the air shaking the fist and holding the paper.  
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“I’m guessing there is a story behind that.” Jill says as she squeezes into the courtesy desk 

behind Charlie, he takes the hint easily and slips back out to the patron’s side. 

“Sorry, did I overstep my bounds?” he asks. 

“Was there a lot of people in?” she asks. 

“No, a few small sales, one person came in with a crate and filled it from the children’s 

section, that took a bit of patients to ring up but I did the best I can. Oh, and Mrs. Harding has a 

new book in cubby 42, she says it’s her number.” He says in a strictly business manner. 

“Oh, I missed Mr. Redding? Darn. He always buys some of the books the kids hate to 

read. I try and steer him towards the more popular ones. But thanks all the same. How did you 

know how to ring things up?” she asks. 

“I have been around books all my life, I helped him the best I could, remembering my 

own favorites. As far as the check out is concerned, well, I own a couple businesses of my own, 

one or two are retail, it was also my first job. Working behind the counter. Mrs. Harding showed 

me where the rental papers were, I thanked her saying it was my first day. You mind? Angry?” he 

asks. 

“Neither. Probably more surprised than anything else. I do have help, my mom comes in, 

after 12:00 and helps clean up the tables and put back the books people leave lying around, the 

ones not being rented that is. And I have a niece that walks in usually around 2:00, she only goes to 

school half a day and works the other half of the day, it’s a new program at school. Since her father 

didn’t trust her to work anywhere else he made sure my store was accepted at the school and so 

she signed on right away. Especially since I said I would only take one student. She loves it here as 

much as I do. You don’t have to stay around any longer, unless you actually want to read 

something, I’m not kicking you out.” She says quickly. 

“Do you want to know about that piece of paper?” he asks. 

“If it made her laugh that much, I’m sure it was totally inappropriate or simply none of my 

business. I’ve never seen her laugh so hard though.” She says. 

“My brother and I could always get her to laugh, we go back a long way.” Seeing worry in 

her eyes again, he quickly changes the subject, “So, tell me about the idea for the upstairs. I see 

from here that the furniture is much more formal looking than what is down here.” He says. 

“Oh, that, well. The funny thing is, my dad died years ago, and my mom could not part 

with his office chairs or his den chair. When I opened up the store two years ago, we convinced 

her that he would have loved to have people sit in them and read and relax as he used to do. I 

think she visits them every day and uses the excuse of helping me to justify her actions. It was also 

a good way to get her out of the house. Even if she sits there, at least she is out and her friends 

know where she is and come visit with her here. So, I guess you can say it is a happy accident.” She 

says. 

“I like the way you think. It’s refreshing to hear a woman talk about the big picture. In my 

experiences the women I have done business with are either the creative partner or the financial, 

you seem to have a bit of both inside of you.” He says in a complimentary way. 

“Oh, I don’t know about that. I worked hard to get here like anyone would. It took me a 

long time to get through school. My brother supported my mom and me while I was in school and 
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stuff; and by hiring his daughter and running a successful business, I am trying to repay him for all 

the years he sacrificed for me. No big mystery.” She says. 

“I suppose you don’t really understand how unique you are in the business world. Many of 

these other shop owners around here have someone else doing the books, and even some others 

have a manger so they can only do the part they like to do. So, no; not everyone does it all my new 

friend.” He smiles. Something about her is pulling him close and he is not sure what that 

something is. Her eyes? Her natural beauty with no make-up? The sincerity in her words? He will 

have to talk to Barry and Alice, they surely know who she is. 

 

~~~ 

Charlie leaves the bookstore as more people were coming in who need Jill’s attention. She 

really does need someone in there full time – the place is too bustling for one person. He will talk 

to her tonight about her ideas for hiring, maybe she will open up about her financials and he could 

help her out and show her how to afford the help of at least one full time person. 

Charlie continues to walk up and down the mile and a half of Elm Street to find all that is 

new and reminisce with the older store owners that he knows from before. But his heart and his 

head keep going back to Jill, something is haunting her and he wants so badly to help her get her 

past whatever happened. He wants to be part of the healing process, he wants to be part of her life. 

Yeah, that’s it, he thinks. He wants to be part of her life. 

He runs to his car and drives quickly over to Barry’s animal clinic. “Hey, is the doc in? Tell 

him it’s Charlie.” He says to the receptionist. 

Barry comes out a minute later, “This must be important if you’re here. Come in my 

office.” He begins to walk and Charlie follows him. 

“Spill it, I have two patients coming in soon.” He says, “Sorry, I didn’t mean it to sound so 

flippant. Bad morning, I had to tell a 10-year-old boy his dog wasn’t coming back home with him 

this morning.” He sits back and rubs his temples for a moment. 

“Barry, what do you know about Jill, the bookstore owner?” he asks. 

“Hmmmm, not much actually. The kids love the place though. Alice does too, she meets 

clients there sometimes and they are in such a good mood when they leave it’s about a 90% success 

rate in sales after a meeting there. Why do you…….Oh Charlie, really? She is pretty, that is for 

sure.” He says. 

“Did you know the whole business idea was hers? Entire thing. The whole model, she 

fashioned it and made it come to life, she is also the painter of all the walls; there is more creativity 

in that one person than I have seen in five equally successful people. But there is also danger, Mrs. 

Lancaster said there is horror behind her eyes.” He says. 

“Oh, that I didn’t know. Wow. Looks like she is already has gotten passed some 

obstacles.” He says. 

“But apparently not all of them.” Charlie begins to tell him what happened with the two 

women who came in and what he did about it. 

“She will notice that you overcharged them, you know that, right?” Barry asks. 

“Assuming they ever come back in.” he says. 
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“Ok, that’s true. All I know is what Alice has told me, that she is great at reading time for 

the kids, she has had poetry readings for adults after hours to great success, book signings with 

people out the door, and in the spring she convinced the shop owners and the business district 

council to let them have a one night street fair complete with local jazz musicians, cotton candy, 

games and closing the street. We went, it was amazing. Now the council has already been talking to 

local businesses to help sponsor next year’s so that it will be even bigger. It’s like she feels the need 

to do good for the whole community. Makes for wonderful business practices. Her own model 

huh? Great business head. You call Garret yet?” Barry asks. 

“Garret? Of course, why didn’t I think of that? My head is so clouded, I really didn’t know 

what to do. I’ve never been this overwhelmed with anyone and you know I’ve met some pretty 

influential people before that I should have been intimidated by, but wasn’t. Something about her.” 

he says the end softly. 

“Hey, Charlie, you’re here for a while. We’ll work everything out. Figure something out, 

really, we always do. Together. Call Garret, it’s the best place to start, that’s why he is your best 

friend, besides me that is.” Barry smiles. 

Charlie stands up. “I’ll go back to the house; can I use your office there? I don’t want to 

bother Alice, I know now is nap time. Oh, and I have a dinner date with Mrs. Lancaster, she roped 

me in again. That lady sure likes her steak.” Charlie walks over to Barry and pats his shoulder 

before walking out, his mind already on Garret. 

Garret is one of his oldest and dearest friends. When Charlie’s dad was alive, Garret had 

no one, he lived with his mom and three sisters, all younger than him. He needed a way to make 

money faster than going to a four-year college, he had the smarts to do it, only no money to do 

anything with. One day Charlie came home and asked his father for a private meeting, they went 

into his office and closed the door. 

“What is it son? You in some kind of trouble?” he asked seriously but with concern. 

“It’s Garret, we are going to graduate soon and he needs to get working Dad. His mom’s 

salary isn’t enough for the whole family, he wants to pitch in but he wants a life too. I would never 

ask this of you, and you can take it out of my college fund if you want but Garret is one of the 

smartest people I know, he can solve a mystery with only two out of six clues if necessary. There is 

a school not too far from here that trains people to do private detective work. He showed me the 

brochure.” Charlie took the brochure out of his back pocket. “I snagged this from his backpack, 

I’ll put it back tomorrow.” He handed it to his father and waited. 

His father picked up the phone and made a call to ask someone about the school. “Ok, I 

understand. And the other options would be what? Uh ha, ok then. Send it over tomorrow, I’ll 

deliver it by end of day along with the applicant. Yes, right away. Thank you.” He looked at 

Charlie, “Done.” 

“What’s done Dad?” Charlie asked 

“Garret isn’t going to go to some rinky dink do it yourself detective school. It has a lousy 

reputation. My old army buddy, Preston, remember him?” he asked. 

“Yes, he is the one who was in Special Forces right?” Charlie answered. 
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“Yep, he is looking for a new trainee. Says the guy has to be willing to get his hands dirty 

and learn to take and give a few punches if necessary. I told him I have the guy and he should look 

no further.” His father told him. 

“You said all that? I barely heard you say anything.” Charlie said. 

“We are as close as you and Barry, we don’t need to say much when we don’t want others 

to hear. It’s a learned trait, you’ll get there one day. You probably have it with Garret and Barry 

already. Call him now, tell him you want to study or whatever excuse you want to use, we have to 

go over before school starts tomorrow morning. He will be trained before he graduates and be able 

to work immediately, especially if he is as good as you say.” His father was finished and walked out 

of the room. 

Charlie sits in his brother’s home office remembering that day with his father. Garret 

graduated high school and finished his training at the same time. Preston hired him immediately, 

his mother never knew about the training. She also never knew he became a licensed gun carrier 

and many other things he never told her. But he was doing it early and making good money at the 

same time, he helped his mom from afar. Preston needed him to live alone and put him up in his 

own apartment, Garret sent checks to his mom once a month and it really made a difference in the 

quality of life for his sisters. 

Garret married a woman he met first as a client. She was strong enough to be the whistle 

blower in her company but needed him to do the digging she was suspicious of. Charlie was the 

best man at the wedding and Preston walked him down the aisle standing as proud as any father 

would have stood. 

Now, for the first time, Charlie really needs him professionally. Other times it was simple 

stuff that Charlie didn’t have time for but this time, well, this time its personal and he is actually 

afraid of what he might find. Mrs. Lancaster looked pretty nervous. 

“Hey Charlie you old piece of trash, how are things? Which business are you conquering 

now?” he asks jokingly. 

“None.” He says solemnly. 

“Ok, hold on. Let me get to the home office. I happen to be home right now. Ok door’s 

closed. What’s going on? Barry ok? Alice?” Garret asks with a tone of nervousness. 

Charlie finds himself nervous to talk to his old friend, he says over the story of the morning 

and what Mrs. Lancaster said. The entire time, his voice is soft. 

“Hey, Charlie. We’ll figure it out and if justice hasn’t been served yet, you can damn bet ya 

that I will make that happen.  She got right through you, didn’t she?” he asks. 

“I can’t explain mt feelings but the hardest part is the look in Mrs. Lancaster’s eyes. My gut 

knew those girls were being stupid but her reaction jarred me. It’s not a date, I know that for sure, 

and it’s done her harm physically, I can tell by the way she held herself in hearing the girls talk, she 

had her hand on her chest protectively. I have a sinking feeling that those girls are actually 

oblivious to what happened, in their own world, they only heard bits and pieces of the gossip that 

must have been going around campus, but if it didn’t affect them directly I’ll bet they pushed it 

away in their minds. They wrote off the whole thing. Ignorance is never bliss, simply ignorant. If Jill 

was in their supposed social group they should have cared more, oh damn it Garret I can’t shake 
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this gut feeling of mine and I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’ve been carrying this with me all 

day and thankfully Barry reminded me to call you. Can you believe that? I needed a reminder.” 

Charlie actually puts his hand on his stomach trying to hold down what, he doesn’t know. 

“All right, this is enough to get started with. You ok, you want me to come by tomorrow?” 

Garret asks. 

“I don’t know man, I really don’t know.” Charlie admits. 

“Ok, how about this. I’m going to go get started and find anything I can preliminarily, I’ll 

send via text. Then tomorrow we’ll meet at the old pancake house out on Bluelight Boulevard and 

I’ll give you the rest.” Garret says, trying to calm his friend. He doesn’t remember the last time 

Charlie has been so affected by someone, usually his gut is right too, which scares Garret. So does 

Mrs. Lancaster’s reaction. That woman never shares information. 

“Yeah.” Charlie hangs up the phone. There is a churning in his stomach he can’t shake 

away. This is going to be bad, really bad. Oh Jill, “I want to protect you.” He says softly. “but 

why?” he asks out loud to himself. 

There is a knocking at the door, then another, he gets up to open the door to see his nieces 

and nephew, they jump in his arms and he catches them willingly and holds on tight. This is what 

he needs, family. Barry was right, it was time to come home. He looks up and sees Alice staring at 

him lovingly. 

“We’re making cookies, come join us.” She says softly. 

“Cookies? On a random Tuesday?” he asks. 

“I love cookies.” His nephew says and his sisters quickly agrees. 

“Barry called said you may need some bake time as we call it. Baking has become therapy 

around here. Come. We will have fun.” She says. Charlie smiles and follows her, still holding all 

the kids at once. 

 

~~~ 

Before he knew the time passed Barry walks in the door. “Ooo, hey you’d better get the 

hell out of here. Mrs. Lancaster will kill you if you’re late.” He says looking at his watch. 

“I’ve got time.” Charlie says eating a cookie with a book and a child on his lap. He looks at 

his watch and almost falls out of the chair. “Damn it. Ohh, sorry Alice.” He says, he knows the 

strict rules of no cursing in front of the kids. 

“I don’t know why, but today you get a pass. Come kids Daddy is home, let’s show him 

what we made for dinner.” She walks over to Charlie and kisses his cheek, “You looked like you 

could use that.” She says and walks out of the room with her family. 

Charlie gets to Mrs. Lancaster at exactly 7:00 to ring the doorbell. “Too late.” Mrs. 

Lancaster says jokingly. “Been waiting too long for this hot date, come. Hey, did I startle you?” she 

asks looking at his shocked look on his face when she swung the door open before he could ring 

the bell. 

Charlie shakes his head, not for the first time today, “Sorry maám.” He says. He leads her 

down the steps and to his car, they get in quietly and ride over to the Steakhouse in silence too. At 

the table she finally speaks, “You called Garret didn’t you?” she asks. 
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He nods, his words are hard to find, “Why? Why do I even care so much?” he asks her. 

“Can’t explain that part.” She holds his hand across the table. “Charlie, I’m here to help. 

Been wanting to help her again, we were never quite finished. But you never heard that from me.” 

She says feeling guilty, as if she betrayed some client privilege and trust. 

“I knew long before you said anything, your words confirmed my ideas so no worries about 

leaking out that you said anything. I’ve been a nervous wreck all day. It reminds me of the time 

Barry brought home the injured rabbit that he sewed up with mom’s sewing kit. Then we took it to 

the vet and he still said it had to be put down because it was diseased. But she is successful, why am 

I hurting so much for someone I don’t know? Damn it, explain this please.” He looks to her 

pleading and her heart breaks for him. 

“Oh darling, I am not sure I can explain why it has hit you so deep, but your gut has never 

been wrong. I only sent you there because I love the place, this was not a set up I promise.” She 

says. 

“I know. I looked at all the new shops. I need to go back and get some fudge though.” He 

says. 

“oooo, don’t do that. It’s not as organic as they lead you to believe.” A voice from behind 

says.  

Charlie looks around to see Jill, he quickly stands up and pulls out her chair for her. 

Surprised she looks down at the chair and then at Mrs. Lancaster who nods. “Thank you.” Jill says 

softly. 

“What’s wrong with the fudge? How can you cheat with that? Alice makes fudge all the 

time and homemade is wonderful.” Charlie asks, thankful for the change of subject. 

“Oh, there are ways, but I’m not at liberty to say. I don’t think he will last long because of 

what he does, I think if a real chocolatier would buy the place the idea would soar. But this man? 

No, he will eek out a living for a while but his product won’t support his children as he intended. 

Trust me, I know fudge.” Jill says, “I also know I’m starving, did you two already order?” she asks. 

Charlie calls over the waiter, “House special for me. Mom?” he asks as he looks at Mrs. 

Lancaster. 

She blushes, he has only used that word a few times in his life, now she knows he is 

worried about what he will find more so than she originally thought. She trusts his gut and if he is 

worried enough to call her mom, she is scared now too. “House special but no mashed potatoes, 

can I have onion rings instead?” she asks. 

“Sure, and for you Mrs. Books?” he asks Jill. 

“Ah, so you do remember me?” she laughs. “I’ll have the meat lover’s steak with rice 

please. And when you come back I want a full report on that book.” She smiles. 

“Deal.” The waiter smiles back. 

“Mrs. Books?” Charlie asks. 

“Yes, he had an assignment to read something stupid, so I said, if he read the stupid book I 

would give him one ten times better but he had to promise to actually read both. And he did, I 

quizzed him on the finer details so I knew he read the assigned book, then I gave him an old 

classic. Now he comes in with his friends every Wednesday, I believe its 3
rd

 period and I give them 
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a note that they were there and for how long they read. Teacher is thrilled they are reading, and 

the kids are thrilled they don’t have to read what everyone else is reading, but they still have 

assignments, only they don’t have to do the same thing and that makes them feel great. Charlie, 

why do you look so glum? Did you have a bad day around town or is it a business thing?” she asks 

cautiously. 

“Business, my head is full of it and some days, even with the morning being so pleasurable, 

the rest of the day sucked. Don’t mind me. Once I get some meat into me, I’m sure I’ll be in a 

better mood.” He looks from her to his “mom”. 

Conversation flows from there, business models are discussed, soundproofing where the 

seats upstairs are, favorite flowers and definitely favorite desserts. As the waiter comes by to bring 

the large cream pies everyone ordered, Charlie’s phone begins to buzz with a vengeance. “I’m sure 

this is the business I’ve been waiting on. Do you mind?” he asks before he looks at his phone. 

“Go ahead dear, we understand. We’ve had you free of your phone for two hours already, 

I think it’s a personal record.” Mrs. Lancaster says, knowing full well who the message is from. 

Charlie opens the phone to see a picture of a college newspaper headline, he quickly reads 

the first paragraph to see its significance, “Fraternity closes” is the headline. Then he begins to 

read, “girl found bound to bed in frat house. A snitch from inside told all to this reporter on the 

promise that his name won’t be used. This is an exclusive you will only hear here first. 

One boy admitted to me, ‘I was in the house as a new pledge, I had heard a rumor that 
they do things to rule out that you are not gay, like tonight, they took us one at a time into a room 
where they showed you a porn movie and watched you react, then they sent you into another room 
where there was a girl waiting for you on a bed so that you can release the tension inside of you 
from the movie.’ 

But it didn’t stop there, boys and girls of campus B no way. There was another who spoke 
to me only from a pay phone so I could not trace his number. It was an out of state number too so 
who knows where this guy is now, he confirmed what the first boy was saying but said more, ‘As I 
moved up in line, I began hearing things, I knew I had to be wrong but then I heard it again, it was 
a distinct sound of a whip and a girl screaming in between people being taken in the second room. 
I asked to go to the bathroom and climbed out the window and ran like hell. I called the cops, they 
stormed the place and found her tied to the bed with a senior from school holding a whip over her 

head. I know this because I only ran as far as the forest, the lights went on in the room when the 
police went in and I saw him with the whip. I saw her face too, it was facing the window, her body 
was bloody.’ 

Charlie can read no more, “NOT! A…gain!!!” he screams as he slams down his phone, his 

hand shaking, his knees knocking into each other. He jumps up, drops his keys on the table, and 

kisses Mrs. Lancaster on the cheek and Jill as well, then he runs like a mouse being chased by a 

hungry cat, out of the door and he keeps on running at full speed. 

Jill stars at Mrs. Lancaster, her hand on her own cheek trying to keep the warmth of that 

kiss next to her. Then she looks around to see how many people are watching what happened. 

“It’s ok Jill. People around here know him, they know it’s important to him if he got angry in 

public. He knows it too which is why he left his keys, come I’ll drive you home. He is probably 
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running this off, literally. Really, I promise he is ok. You can trust me, and him.  Always trust 

Charlie, everyone around here does.” She says patting Jill’s hand that is on the table. 

“Something in his eyes made me feel like he is scared. Are you sure we shouldn’t find 

him? I don’t know why but I really don’t want anything to happen to him.” she asks with genuine 

concern. Something she hasn’t felt for any other person in a very long time. 

“I will give you his number, you can call him in the morning, ok?” Mrs. Lancaster asks. 

“Ok, maybe you’re right, he needs to blow off some steam first. When he is calm, I’ll 

speak with him. I’m not even sure I properly thanked him for today. By the way, if I may ask, what 

did that note say?” she asks as they walk out. 

As they sit in the car, Mrs. Lancaster rummages through her purse to find the crumpled 

piece of paper from this morning. Jill opens the crumpled piece of paper and reads: 

“You will not get my phone number if you were the last two women on earth, I’d rather the 
human race die than be reproduced by you. You are two of the shallowest women I’ve ever met. 
And by the way, she doesn’t simply work at the store, ‘poor Jill’ as you referred to her as, owns the 
store. What have you accomplished since high school?’ 

“Oh my.” Jill says staring at the paper. “Why would he defend me like that? He doesn’t 

know me, does he?” she looks to Mrs. Lancaster. 

“No honey, he didn’t know you this morning. As far as defending you? That’s Charlie’s 

way. He is honest and true all the way through. Come, I know you walked here but now it’s late, 

I’ll drive you home and bring the car to his brother. His brother will drive me back in the morning 

to my place. Ok?” she asks, hoping not to delve into anything tonight. The look on Charlie’s face, 

gave her quite a fright. If he knows even half of what she knows from her early sessions with Jill, 

then she understands, but it looks as if he may know more. 

He ran and ran until he couldn’t breathe anymore. Charlie looks around to see where he 

ran to. He finds himself all the way out at the race tracks. He walks over to a bench and sits down, 

completely out of energy, this can’t be true, it can’t be. Not Jill. Not those beautiful eyes. He put 

his head into his hands and cries, he hurts from deep inside and he doesn’t even know why. 

 

~~~ 

Barry knew something was wrong when she brought the car back last night, but now its 

6:00am and his brother is still not home. He calls Garret and Garret was kind enough to send him 

the same text, and Barry, feeling guilty for knowing what he shouldn’t know, he shares it with Mrs. 

Lancaster and she cries out; apparently, she knew some of the story but not the details. Alice 

nearly lost her dinner from the night before. 

“He could have run all the way to Garret but Garret says he’s not there. He could be 

anywhere but he never waits this long. Jill must have a hold of his heart and he doesn’t know what 

to do with the pain of love. I knew the instant I met you Alice that I would love you forever but to 

find out this kind of thing, oh my poor brother. Oh, poor Jill, and yet somehow he is hurting more 

than her right now, isn’t he?” Barry shakes his head. “If it wasn’t a fraternity thing I don’t think it 

would have hit him this hard.” He says quietly. 
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“I shouldn’t have shared this with you two women, I’m sorry. I’m simply so afraid for my 

brother, he is all I have left.” Barry’s voice begins to crack. 

Mrs. Lancaster looks at Barry, “I agree, any place else and he wouldn’t be so torn up. You 

know why don’t you Alice?” she asks. 

“No, actually but that can be explained later; the kids won’t be up for another hour, come 

let’s go find him. If he was running as hard as he can. I’ll bet he could be as far out as the race 

track by now, Barry?” Alice looks to her husband with concern. 

“Mrs. Lancaster?” he asks. 

“I’ve got this, if they wake up – we make pancakes. Go. Go.” She pushes them out the 

door. The kids have seen her in the morning before when their parents had important meetings or 

simply wanted free time. 

They drive in the direction of the race track which makes sense considering where the 

restaurant is and that if he was running hard that would be the first logical place to stop. They pull 

into the first parking lot and begin to walk keeping their eyes scanning for any signs of a person in 

distress. 

Alice stops and pulls Barry back a moment and points to her ear, she hears something. 

“over there.” She points and they walk slowly. 

As the come around the bend, there on the bench is Charlie, crying into his hands. Barry 

runs to him and without thinking why he is there, Charlie, holds his brother tightly; his pain so raw, 

so real all over again. 

Alice approaches slowly and taps her husband on the shoulder, “Come, let’s go. I’ll take 

you to the meeting place with Garret, I just called him. He will drive you both home after. He is as 

worried as we have been.” 

Slowly the men get up, Barry pulls Charlie’s arm around his own neck to help him stay on 

his feet long enough to get to the car, and lets him slide into the car. He kisses his wife and goes to 

the passenger side. All the way to meet Garret, Barry holds his wife’s hand tightly and she returns 

the favor. 

“Another time.” She says to him and he nods knowing he will have to explain the whole 

fraternity thing to her later. 

 

~~~ 

They reach the pancake place and Garrett runs out to great them. He kisses Alice through 

the car window, “I’ll get them home later today.” He says. “This may take some time.” 

“Ok, I’ll call the office and say it’s a family emergency. Keep me posted.” Alice leaves to try 

and make it home before the kids wake up or at least in time for Mrs. Lancaster’s pancakes. 

“You look like hell. What time did you get there last night?” Barry asks his brother. 

“I have no idea. I charged out of there like a bull because I know if I didn’t I would have 

grabbed Jill and locked her away for safe keeping. Does that make any sense? She will never talk to 

me again though.” Charlie shakes his head remembering he kissed her cheek, it was so warm and 

so soft. 

“I’m sure she will.” Garret says. 
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“You don’t get it, you weren’t there.” Charlie says. 

“No, but I was there the first time, remember? I do get it. The worst part to me is no one 

here was drunk, ignorant, stupid, careless, I could think of a whole slew of words, but drunk wasn’t 

one of them.” He says. 

Barry looks at Garret, “Did you find out more? More than that article?” he asks, his own 

voice a bit shaky now. 

Garret nods his head, as the three of them walk into the restaurant they pass the counter 

Garret says, “a platter of the works for three, we’ll take the back booth if you don’t mind.” He 

looks at the lady behind the counter, she simply nods in agreement. 

Once in the booth Garret speaks first, “I’m not going to lie, once I saw that article, I lost 

my lunch. Really, I did you can ask my wife. Anyway. I figured there was a trial and maybe the 

local papers carried it, but no one had a thing on this fiasco. Whomever this reporter was, he was a 

sly one and the only one to have any information on the whole incident at all. I looked him up, he 

wasn’t hard to find. 

After I spoke to him, he said the trial was closed, there was a jury, a judge, the attorneys 

and two witnesses, no one else was allowed in the room. The boy’s parents are prominent in 

society – his words not mine. Then I took a minute to tell him what I thought of that particular 

statement. 

I gave him the full Mr. Lancaster lecture about being a part of society and being “in” 

society. I’m pretty sure the message got across loud and clear.” Garret smirks to himself then he 

looks at the brothers and they actually had the same smirk on. Good, he thinks to himself, there is 

hope that they will work past this. 

“I’m sorry Barry, I really blew it. I was so enraged, I” Charlie cuts himself off. 

“Mrs. Lancaster drove Jill home, she gave her your phone number and told her not to call 

before 10:00 this morning; that you would probably be back late and tired. Jill bought that, for now 

anyway. You’re going to have to tell her that you know Charlie.” Barry says placing his hand on his 

brother’s shoulder. 

“After I screamed out, I bent down and kissed Mrs. Lancaster on the cheek and one look 

at Jill, I did it to her too because she looked nervous and I wanted to show her I was ok.” Charlie 

shakes his head, “she is going to hate me. I took a liberty I was not allowed to take. I barely know 

her as far as she is concerned.” He hits the table with his fist. 

“Hang on their tiger, I got your breakfast right here. No need to bang for it.” The waitress 

says smiling, she can tell things are tense in this booth. “You let me know if you need anything else, 

I’ll come right over.” She smiles and leaves. 

“Ok, Garret, if we eat, will we lose our appetite when you talk to us?” Barry asks pointedly. 

“The rest is simple.” He takes a deep breath, and a bite of his breakfast, he notices the 

brothers have begun to eat too; that’s a good sign. 

“The guy who called in the information to the reporter from another state? He actually is 

gay and figured out what they were doing. He snapped a few pictures of what was going on and 

sent them to the reporter but they were too graphic and he would have gotten kicked out of school 

for them. So, he played it safe. I have them now though. 
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Not only do I have them, but I reached the one who ratted everyone out, he became a 

lawyer fighting for women’s rights and he has done a fine job saving women one case at a time. He 

had a few more photos that he never sent the kid.” Garret takes out the photos and slides them 

across the table. 

The brothers look down and see the room where the porn was being shown, he showed 

pictures of the others laying around the house as if nothing was going on, and one of the room 

where Jill was tied down, he snapped it before he ran, no one saw him behind the guy who was 

going in, it’s a clear picture of a woman on a bed, tied down. Clear red marks on her body. 

Barry swallows hard on what he is chewing. “So, he is a good guy. I’m happy for him. Did you tell 

him anything about Jill?” he asks. 

“I only told him that she is still scarred and scared about hearing of the incident. He 

proceeded to tell me the whole thing was kept under wraps pretty tightly. Outside of the initial 

report in the campus paper, nothing ever was printed. Daddy is a big donor of the school. They 

didn’t want to lose his money so they played it down as a date incident. 

However, this guy, the one who reported it. Well, he wanted to make sure justice was 

served. He snooped and snooped until he found out when and where the trial was. He got himself 

in the courtroom as a juror. I didn’t ask, and I don’t want to know.” He looks at the brothers, they 

agreed. 

“Anyway, he said Jill is the strongest person he knows. At one point the defense attorney 

was trying to delve into her past and asked her about how many people she dated, which was none 

by the way, he asked what she was wearing that night. 

That clearly pissed her off, because she stood up, ripped her shirt open and exposed 

herself to the room screaming ‘this is what I was wearing wasn’t it Leon?’ she looked right at him 

and he cringed at the sight of her. She had noticed and screamed again at him ‘what’s the matter 

you don’t like a woman with scars? I wonder who put them there Leon? Huh? What? I didn’t 

hear you?’ The guy told me almost word for word the whole thing, then he sent me a copy of the 

trial script, again, I don’t know how he got that either, but he did. And now you have a copy too.” 

He slides a folder across the table. 

“What about the other guys who were there?” Charlie asks. “Indifference isn’t a crime but 

indifference while a crime was going on has to be isn’t it?” 

“Well, our whistle blower gave me that too. He gave me the list of everyone who belonged 

in the house that night and the list of pledges who participated as well. The only thing he could not 

do was find Jill herself and find out if she is ok. If she had survived without falling down a deep 

hole of depression like he had. He saw a psychiatrist for four years after that incident.  

I told him she is alive and well and that she opened up a book store that is the envy of 

every library in the state. To this he smiled. Then he apologized and said, ‘don’t tell her it was me. 

She didn’t like me in school. I was a bit of a pest up until then.’ I couldn’t believe that.” Garret 

finished and took another couple of swallows of his breakfast. 

“If you have the trial script, does it say what happened to the others?” Barry asks. 
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“I haven’t had time to read it. I was on video conference with this guy for a couple of 

hours. He sent me these docs and stuff via email, I printed them out but didn’t have time to scan 

too intensely. Charlie what do you see?” Garret asks 

“The guys got off with a misdemeanor charge, nothing on their permanent record. How is 

that fair? She is permanently scarred physically and emotionally and they walk away to celebrate 

their lives? Garret, take this list, find each bastard and make sure they pay up this time. I am asking 

for $10,000 from each one of the idiots and if they don’t pay up make it known that I will make 

sure to distribute these pictures of them and the report on what their misdemeanor was to any and 

all who will listen. That includes bosses, wives and especially newspapers and internet. There are 

18 or more names here, if they all pay up, she will have enough to finish the bookstore as she 

would like; hire a couple of people to work with her, specifically a guard. I want a guard in there at 

all times. 

It says this Leon guy, he was served with 12 counts of rape, 10 years a piece, plus 

kidnapping and torture. He won’t be seeing the light of day any time soon. However, I wouldn’t 

mind finding out where he is just to make sure he knows people out here still know what he did 10 

year ago. Then Garrett I want you to send a copy of this college article to the idiot’s sister who 

thinks her brother probably ran away from home. I don’t think she is stupid, I think her society 

parents kept the information from her so she would get married to a good boy. After she reads it, 

she can make her own choices as to what to do. 

Ok, now tell me how I make it up to Jill about finding out her life and being a jerk?” 

Charlie says in his most serious voice. 

The three boys talk until lunch, they finished their breakfast a long time ago and Garret 

pulls out his laptop and they look up each of the boys involved and those on the sidelines. 30 

people in all. Garret, the word smith, knows how to get a response from each and every one of 

them. This news could be devastating to most of them. He will have all inquiries out by the end of 

the day, he promises himself. 

“I’m wondering, it’s the 10
th

 anniversary of this whole story isn’t it? Can we contact the 

national fraternity board and ask them if any disciplinary action had been taken on the boys 

besides closing the chapter at that school? Maybe check into if their frat still allows hazing? Could 

be interesting. We can mention we know about the incident in great detail and explain how it 

needs to be exposed to make sure the fraternity has changed their ways and warn other girls about 

getting to close to these types of guys.” Barry says. 

“On it.” Garret says with a spark in his eye. He loves to stir up trouble, especially when he 

won’t get hurt. 

“Let me talk to Jill first. I owe her that much. I think it’s best if I come clean. If she doesn’t 

want to speak to me afterwards. I’ll find a way to live with that, but it may require me leaving the 

country for a while.” Charlie says. 

“Let me drive you home, you guys need a shower and I need to get working. You gave me 

a tall order my friend, but I’ll get it done. For you and for Jill.” 

 

~~~ 
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Alice spent the day at home. She wanted to be sure to be home if her brother-in-law needs 

her. Certainly her husband will, she saw how scared he was in the car. 

She busied herself in the house and had it all cleaned by 9:00, still no word from anyone. 

Mrs. Lancaster left finally deciding that she is of no help waiting around, Alice promised to let her 

know everything when they get home. 

In the car ride home, Charlie finishes reading all the papers, his speed reading has always 

helped him in negotiations in all of his work. No one actually expects you to read the fine print, 

but he reads every word of every document, only faster than the average person. 

“You’re too quiet Charlie.” Garret calls into the back of the car. 

“You guys know enough. You don’t need to read the transcript; the details won’t matter to 

you. But let’s stop by Mrs. Lancaster please. I’m sure she is waiting to hear from me.” He says 

solemnly. 

Garrett listens to his friend and turns off the main road to get to her house. “I’m only 

waiting 10 minutes Charlie. I mean it.” He says as Charlie gets out of the car. 

Charlie knocks on the door, his head hung low. She opens the door slowly and Charlie 

picks her up into a big hug. “I’m so confused right now, but we worked it out. I’m going to make 

things better. She will feel beautiful again. I promise.” He puts her down. 

“Here is the transcript from the trial. Garret is waiting, read page 8, it will answer your 

questions. Then decide if you want to save it for her or burn it, I don’t want to hold on to that 

anymore. Enough that something like that is in my memory now.” He says. 

Mrs. Lancaster reads the page he asked her too. Tears come to her eyes for both Jill and 

for her boy standing in front of her with the weight of the world on his shoulders. Charlie could 

never handle violence towards another person especially one who has no chance of fighting back. 

All of this on top of the fact that she can tell he is smitten to his core by her as well. 

She holds the papers against her chest with a nod. “I’m going to talk to her today. Full 

discloser, it’s the only way I can live with myself. I may have to leave afterwards. You’re the best 

mom ever.” He hugs her again and walks back to the car. 

Mrs. Lancaster waits to watch them leave. Barry jumps out of the car and runs over to give 

her a hug as well, a long and deep hug. This is the one that makes her tears fall again. He runs 

back to the car without a word, no words needed. 

Back at the house Alice greets the group with a smile. “Hello Garret, care for some fudge 

on your way home?” she holds out a small box of freshly made fudge. 

“You know my heart. I’ll try and save some for my wife. Charlie gave me my instructions, I 

have a lot of work to do in the next couple of days. It’s going to be ok now, we’re on the side of 

justice I promise you that. Be good Alice.” He kisses her cheek and walks back to his car. 

“Garret!” Alice calls to him. “You forgot the big box, that box is for your car ride.” She 

smiles and he runs back to get it.  

“As I’ve said before, you’re the best sister in law a guy could have.” He says laughing as he 

gets into the car. 

Alice turns to see Barry, he looks worn and lost. “Where is Charlie?” she asks. 
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“He went to shower and catch a nap, I have to deliver a message to Jill. Will you come with 

me?” he asks shyly. 

“Let me grab my jacket. I’ll drive.” She says looking at his hands shake. 

~~~ 

Jill has been so busy this morning she has hardly had time to take a breath. When she sees 

her friend Alice walk in the store, she gasps, “Oh, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes. Come, let me get 

us a cup of tea.” She says, not realizing that Barry is with her. 

When Jill comes back to the table, she sees Barry, “Oh my, I’m sorry. I didn’t see you 

there. You must be Barry. Alice has told me all about your practice and your love for animals. I 

love them from afar, I can appreciate their beauty but I’m not too fond of petting them. Here 

drink my tea; I’ll grab another one, we can talk then.” 

Jill comes back to the table with a fresh tea for herself. It is only then that she looks at Alice 

and her husband. “Alice?” she asks cautiously. 

Alice takes a deep breath. “Jill, this is my husband Barry, as you guessed.” She takes a 

drink of tea and continues with, “he is Charlie’s brother.” Alice pauses to let that sink into Jill. 

“Charlie? Oh my! Charlie, I have been so busy I totally forgot to call him this morning. I 

barely slept a wink last night thinking of him. Is he ok? Please tell me he isn’t hurt, is he? Oh, I’ll 

never forgive myself if he is hurt.” Jill says. 

Alice looks at her questioningly. “I don’t know why Alice, but I have this sinking feeling 

that the call he got at dinner last night, the one that made him run away, had to do with me. From 

the moment he met me, and I him, there has been this really odd connection. I can’t explain 

something like that. At one point last night, I was completely out of breath. Then I sat down with a 

cup of tea and I cried. I cried a cry that I haven’t done in years. It’s like I let out all of my fears 

finally.  

I know we’ve only met Barry, but your brother and I connected in a way I never thought I 

would with a man, ever. Ok you two can laugh now.” She bows her head in shame. How could she 

spill all that here in public? What an idiot. 

“No, you’re not an idiot Jill. I know that’s what you’re thinking.” Alice says. “If it makes 

you feel any better, you’re right. The call was about you. Barry?” she looks to her husband. 

He nods, “My brother is a born protector of the world. It’s his super power.” Barry smiles 

at the inside joke between he and his brother and Garret. “Mine is to save the world of animals, he 

sticks to the two-legged kind. I’m here to deliver a message.” He takes a long drink of the tea to 

give him a moment. 

“MMMMM, that’s mighty good tea, and I don’t drink tea. Anyway, I’m here to tell you that 

Charlie wants to meet you at the Old Cottage Inn for dinner. It’s out of the way, no one will see 

him that was at the restaurant last night and he has a lot to speak with you about. He asked if you 

can meet him at 6:00, Alice will mind the store until you get back and you’ll be back in time to 

close at 8:30.” He takes a deep breath and another drink of tea. 

Jill looks from Alice to Barry, “He still wants to see me? I thought for sure after last night, 

he wanted nothing to do with me. I’m very confused. Alice? You’re the closest thing to a real 
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friend I have around here. Please, be honest, what should I do?” Jill says, her hands shaking, she 

grabs the table to stop herself. 

“I think the world of my brother in law and trust him with my life, I trust him alone with 

my kids all the time too. Mrs. Lancaster loves him, loves both of them actually. She has been their 

second mother of sorts since their parents died in a car accident. So, how about it, its public, its 

well lit and they serve to die for veal cutlets.” Alice smiles. 

Barry watches his wife work her magic on Jill. He takes his phone out to tell Garret that Jill 

feels connected to Charlie. Within seconds Garret writes back ‘about damn time.’ Barry tries to 

keep from laughing. 

“Being well loved is a very good trait to have. 6:00? Oh no, Alice, can you read the 

children’s selection tonight and watch the store?” Jill hesitates. 

“No way, Barry here is the story teller, he will love to do it. We’ll bring the kids back with 

us and have a great time as a family, they won’t even realize something is off. Oh, Jill. I’m so proud 

to call you my friend.” Without thinking, Alice pulls Jill in for a hug, as soon as she feels Jill stiffen 

up, she regrets her move, but then she softens and accepts the hug. Alice releases Jill and holds her 

shoulders to look her in the eye. 

Jill has a tear in her eye, “No one has ever cared enough, accept my brother. You really do 

care don’t you Alice?” 

“With my whole heart and then some. Come, show me the ropes before we leave so you 

don’t have to later when you’re in a rush.” Alice pulls Jill away from Barry who is lost in his own 

thoughts. 

 

~~~ 

6:00 comes too soon. Jill is not ready to leave, let alone meet Charlie. She has no idea why 

she is so nervous. Well, she has some, but he is not the average guy she meets, there is something 

different about him. She is intrigued by him and that hasn’t happened since she was a teenager 10 

years ago. 

Jill forces herself out of the car and into the Cottage, she spots Charlie right away, he looks, 

well, worn out. Her first instinct is to hug him and that makes her even more nervous, why would 

she think of that? 

“Thank you for coming Jill, please have a seat.” Charlie says holding out the chair for her. 

Charlie takes a deep breath and sits down looking at Jill. She is the most beautiful creature he has 

ever laid eyes on. His lips can still feel her soft cheek on them. It will haunt him when the night is 

over. Sensing some tension, Jill speaks first, “Alice says they have great veal cutlets here. Did you 

order already?” she asks. “Funny how I’m always hungry after working all day.”  

“No, I never order for other people, well, accept for Barry, I always know what he wants at 

any restaurant we go to. Waitress?” he calls to the nearest waitress to take their orders. 

They sit in comfortable silence for a few minutes until their soup is brought out. Charlie 

can no longer contain himself. “Full disclosure Jill.” He says. 

Jill looks up at him, “Ok” she says. 
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“Please say you’ll stay until I finish, then if you want to throw your soup on me and run, I’ll 

understand.” He says. 

“Um, ok but I like eating. Do I have to stop eating while you’re talking?” she asks trying to 

crack a smile. 

Charlie relaxes a minute, then sits tall and starts at the beginning. He tells her about what 

he heard the girls say, about how he knew what she was doing in the back, how he stepped in at the 

courtesy desk and then how he overstepped his bounds by contacting Garret. 

He looks at her face, “go on, I’m enjoying the entertainment with my meal.” She smiles. 

Charlie tells her that in the restaurant the night before he got a message from Garret. He takes out 

his phone and shows it to her. Jill stares at it, she had no idea it was reported. That people actually 

knew about it, she did not suffer in silence after all, word had gotten out. 

“Is there more, or is this the only article?” she asks quietly. Hoping that there was more, 

that there was outrage or something. 

Charlie gave her all the information that Garret gave them this morning. He even told her 

about the boy who called it in to the cops and what he has done with his life. He then told her he 

was not to tell her the name. 

“It was Beany then. I knew he was gay, I talked to him all the time. Sure, he was annoying 

but he didn’t know how to act around girls really. He was more comfortable with boys. I was never 

offended by his goofiness, you should see my own brother. 

Oh, Charlie, I can’t believe you did this for me. You went out of your way to find out about 

a stranger and then when you did, you decided to do more. I don’t know what to say. I should be 

crying, I should be mortified, but somehow because it was you and not a nosey reporter or 

someone trying to get dirt on his parents, I don’t mind. Do you think there is something wrong 

with me for that?” she asks. 

Charlie sits in shock, “You’re not angry at me?” he asks 

“No, and I don’t know why. But when you left last night, I told Barry and Alice, I was at 

home and I cried and I cried, I cried as if all the bad inside of me needed to come out. At first, I 

was thinking of how scared you looked when you left, then I was thinking of that quick kiss on my 

cheek and I cried. I had never known a man could be so gentle with a woman. 

I had one or two boyfriends in high school, but their version of kissing was clearly not 

sophisticated nor was it soft and warm like yours. Then when I got to college, and who do I see? 

One of my so-called friend’s brothers. Those girls really don’t know then do they? I never thought 

of that possibility, I thought they were being their usual shallow selves. I mean I thought of it but 

then I couldn’t believe that they were so oblivious but then again, their parents. Oh, listen to me I 

keep rambling on.” She says. 

“They were, shallow that is. Garret and I thought it best to open their eyes a bit and send 

them the transcript via messenger, the kind who waits for them to read the package and report 

back. What do you think? They may never come back to your store again, or they may make 

some vain try at an apology. Up to you of course.” He says. 
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“Charlie, why is it we are so connected? Why is it I knew last night when you were out of 

breath, I couldn’t breathe myself for a couple minutes and its about the time you would have made 

it to the race tracks. You are the strength maybe I’ve been missing.” She says 

“Me? Strength? No, my lovely girl, you are the strength in this relationship.” Charlie 

quickly puts his hand on his mouth, did he just say that? 

“I like the sound of that Charlie, you and I and a relationship. You may have to have 

eternal patients but I think we were meant to find each other in this weird way. You took away the 

pain. Since this morning, after I cried it all out last night, I felt safer somehow. Do you think Garett 

will find everyone? How much money are you making them give up?” she asks. 

“Got me, how do you know I told him to ask for money?” he asks. 

“I would have. Don’t tell me, you said $10,000 each so that I can finish the store and pay 

for help. How far off am I?” Jill asks. 

Charlie turns a nice shade of red in the face, “Exact, as a matter of fact.” Charlie rubs the 

back of his neck with his hand, then puts his hand on the table. 

For the first time in 10 years, Jill reaches for the hand of another person, she puts her hand 

on top of his. “This morning my first customer asked me for a book about the 10,000 rivers in the 

world. I don’t know if he is right but the number stuck with me all day. I kept thinking, I have 

10,000 things to get done today, or I will never get these new boxes put away, there must be 10,000 

of them. I heard you Charlie.” She says softly. Then continues with, “The only other person I was 

ever connected to was my father. When he died, I was in high school. Thankfully, he never knew 

about what happened, it would have killed him. It all but killed my mom. She retreated into 

herself more and more. My big brother, Falcon, I know don’t ask, anyway, he resumed the role of 

father and mother. He started working and trying to finish college, when he saw it near impossible, 

he ventured out into the business world and made a name for himself. He supported me and let 

me live with him because my mom couldn’t look at me without crying. I went to see Mrs. 

Lancaster for a while but we became too much like friends for me to confide in her. We still are 

friends as you can see. 

Charlie, my brother and his kids, they’re my world. But I wouldn’t mind including you in 

there too.” Jill finds herself completely out of her own shell right now. Who is this woman? She 

asks herself. 

“Full disclosure?” Charlie asks again. 

“Yes, I can’t seem to tell you anything but the truth. I feel I would have told you myself 

about the incident in college. I really do. Can you ask Garret a favor for me?” she asks. 

“Anything for you.” He smiles finally. 

“Tell him to have Beany come by the store. I want to thank him in person. Tell him I only 

remember him as Beany if he has a full name I apologize for not knowing it. I should be angry at 

you, I should hate you for invading my life for going behind my back, but Charlie I can’t, I don’t, 

and I don’t know why and it scares me a bit. 

And yet when I look at you the scare turns off. I see strength, I see a person who did what 

he did out of a protective nature not out to get me. There is a bit of a mean streak in me though. 

I’ve always wanted to let it leak to the media what Leon did to me and more specifically what his 
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parents did to cover it up. I don’t feel like I need to hide anymore. Although I won’t be wearing a 

bikini any time soon, so you can forget the thought.” She grins at him. 

At that moment, as if on cue, Charlie’s phone rings, “It’s Garret. Can I answer?” he asks. 

“Yes, please do.” Jill says. “Can I listen?” she asks. 

“Hey Garret, on speaker with Jill.” Charlie says, “In public so don’t yell.” 

“Hey Jill. Good news. Leon is a weakling of the best kind. Word has it in jail he is used all 

the time by anyone who can get his hand on him. Record shows he has had a few broken ribs and 

one time one of the other inmates smuggled a belt in and began whipping his back with it. Guards 

took their time getting to his rescue.” 

Jill smiles at Charlie and squeezes his hand, “Don’t tell me how you found that out.” She 

says 

“I never reveal a source.” Garret laughs too. Must be going well, he thinks to himself. 

“Listen, about the other 30 guys.” He starts 

“30? What? Was I drugged or something?” Jill’s eyes flash with panic. 

“Oh hey nooooooo, sorry Jill. The informant gave me names of all those who were in 

court with you as well as all those who were in the house at the time ignoring the issue.” Garret 

pauses again 

“I think I lost one of my nine lives with that announcement.” She says softly. 

“Sorry, I’ll give you one of mine, you deserve it. Anywho, I contacted 26 of them. The 

other four, while they may have come from privilege, they didn’t end up there. Out of the four of 

them, two are in jail, one for attempted murder and the other armed robbery. I sort of slipped out 

the information about being in the house at the time, it’s now part of their permanent record. One 

committed suicide and the other I haven’t found yet, possible death too. 

Now that leaves 26 people. All of which I reached via social media, that’s the best part. You 

see if I can find them that means I can spread the information easily too. By the time I found the 

last few I had already heard back from eight of them begging for nothing to be posted. These were 

guys only in the house. Looking forward to pulling the chain of those who were involved.  

Jill, now that you are up to snuff, are you ok with all of this? Is there anything you want me not to 

do? You name it, I’m yours.” Garret asks. 

Jill laughs, actually laughs at the situation, she explains what she wants him to do to Leon’s 

parents. “I know its revenge and maybe mean but she still gets to wear whatever she wants and 

carry on like nothing ever happened, they made a fortune after Leon was in jail. I don’t know what 

his father does, I only know that soon after the trial, they moved to an even bigger home, the kind 

that are built with a small guest house that is bigger than most people’s first homes. With Charlie, 

Alice and Barry behind me, I think I can handle the backlash now. Yes, Garret, do it.” She says 

then puts her hand over her mouth in surprise that she said that. 

“Girl, you got mine too. It’s grit like that that has pulled you through all these years. Pure 

gumption. You have a hell of a guy in your court, I can speak from experience these brothers are 

solid gold when it comes to being there for someone but something tells me you know this 

already.” Garett says. 
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“Garret, I believe I do. Which is why I’m still here speaking with you two. Oh, wait, 

Beany!” she says 

“Who?” Garret asks. 

“Beany, they guy who turned me in, well the guys in. I don’t know his real name, but I 

knew him by Beany. Garret, tell him to come to town. I need to see him. I need to thank him in 

person. Holy Crap!!” Jill exclaims. 

“what? What is it Jill?” Charlie asks with worry. 

“He was in the jury. I remember now. There was one juror who cried every time I spoke 

details about what happened. When I had an outburst, he nearly jumped over the juror wall to 

cover me up, I saw his eyes. He wore a wig, but it was him I’m sure of it. Oh Charlie, I owe him 

everything. You want a new project Charlie, buy the fudge place and call it Beany’s place. His 

sweet gesture needs to be immortalized. With my recipe for fudge and your business knowhow, it 

will be around forever. He sat in chair number 10, I’m sure of it. Charlie, Garret, this is the first 

time I can think back and not get scared. I’m not scared anymore. Why?” she asks concerned for 

herself. 

“Maybe the passage of time, maybe its Charlie’s charm. He takes the fear out of life; did it 

for me, has done it for many. Go, finish your dinner. I’ll get on all of this. Jill, I can’t wait to meet 

you. I owe you a hug.” Garret says. 

“Garret, I may even be the one to hug you back.” She smiles. 

Charlie reaches over to his phone and hangs up. “I don’t know what to say. Jill, you’ve 

turned my world inside out in a matter of 24 hours and yet, it has never felt so right. This makes 

no sense.” Charlie says. 

Dinner conversation flows very easily from there. 

~~~ 

For weeks, Charlie has continued to work at the book store. Jill and his lives have become 

so intermingled they don’t know how to separate anymore. Garret was true to his word, he 

contacted everyone, all but two have paid up and supplied him with letters of regret to Jill, she 

promptly threw them out without reading them. Garret had read them first and said he would only 

believe half of what is written, so she chose to believe none. He did make copies in case Jill ever 

changes her mind or has rerets. 

Today, the rain has not stopped, it is coming down in buckets. “Mrs. Books!” calls a boy 

running in with no jacket on. “Yes, how are you doing? Need a new assignment?” she asks 

teasingly. 

“Haha, pretty, smart and funny too. I hope I’m lucky enough to find someone like you 

when I get older. No offense on the old part.” He says. 

“None taken, I’m flattered all the same. What do you need in such a rush?” she asks. 

“Oh, you and Charlie told me to tell you if anything ever looks suspicious, well, for the past 

two hours there has been a man in a car parked over in front of Hannigan’s pub watching the store 

front. I was at the bakery working there with Bobby now, she is no you Mrs. Books, but she is 

pretty damn great to me. Anyway, he hasn’t moved and it makes me worried. I had to come tell 

you. Am I wrong? Are you mad? You look mad.” He says still in his hurried voice. 
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“Charlie? What do you think?” she asks. 

“I’ve already called Donovan as soon I heard, they will scout it out soon enough. Hey, you 

had better be treating Bobby well son, or you’ll have me to deal with.” Charlie says. 

“You know Bobby too? Is there anyone around here you don’t know?” he asks nervously. 

“Not really, how about you Jill?” he smiles. 

“I’m pretty sure I’ve met them all as well.” She looks to her young friend. 

“Aw, come on. We aren’t doing anything wrong. But Mrs. Books, can you teach her to 

love to read? She thinks I’m crazy I told her one afternoon with you and she will be a convert.” He 

smiles proudly. 

“Ok, I can still use some extra help on Fridays, my niece is now taking art lessons on 

Friday, send her over, but she better be willing to work, I’m a slave driver you know.” Jill says. 

“Yes maám. Oh, I almost forgot.” He pulls out a book from his wet jacket. “My 

grandmother said you should read this, and if you have already she said put it by the used books to 

rent. Bye.” He pulls his collar up and darts back outside to the Bakery. 

“Charlie you have no idea who Bobby is do you?” she asks jokingly. 

“She is a girl, he is a teenage boy, I know them all.” He smiles. 

Jill nods and the two of them get back to work. 

“Excuse me, Ms. Jill?” Donovan calls over to Jill. 

She turns, “Yes officer.” Jill stops in her place. Softly she says, “Beany?” 

“So, you know him?” he asks. 

“Yes, sir, he is an old, dear friend.” Jill’s tears begin to flow down her cheeks and she runs 

into Beany’s arms. They stay that way for a while and Charlie feels a pang of jealousy. There has 

been no physical contact except for the couple of times they held hands. This is real, this is from 

her heart. 

Beany bends down and kisses Jill’s head. A better welcome he could not have imagined. 

He has been in his car for a couple of hours getting up the nerve to walk in. Being escorted was 

probably the only way he was going to make it in. 

Jill pulls away and bring him over to meet Charlie, “Beany, this is my boyfriend Charlie, his 

friend Garret is the one who found you.” She says beaming at Charlie. 

Boyfriend? She said boyfriend, Charlie stands a bit taller and puts out his hand, “I can only 

say thank you.” Beany shakes his hand but Charlie pulls him in for a hug.  

“Come, let me show you around Beany.” Jill says. 

“In case you’re wondering, my real name doesn’t even start with a B, it’s Zalmen.” He says. 

“Well, I like Beany, he is my friend Zalmen is a lawyer.” Jill says. 

“Beany it is.” He says and follows her around the store. 

~~~ 

Months later, with the money all collected, Jill decides to make good on her idea. She buys 

the fudge store, guts the insides and sits down on the floor in the middle of the room trying to 

envision what it feels like, what it wants to be. 

“It feels like an open market to me. Fudge vendor on one booth, maybe someone who 

does woodwork, someone to sell produce, a person to sell homemade wares of some kind. I think 

mailto:dailyreader.caa@gmail.com


The Daily Reader – A Commuter’s Library              The Bookstore Lady  | 27 

Copyright © 2017 by (CAA 

All rights reserved. Except for the use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, 

mechanical or other means, now known or hereinafter invented, including xerography, photocopying and recording, or in any information storage 

or retrieval system, is forbidden without the written permission of the author or illustrator directly. 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any 

resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental. 

For questions and comments about the quality of this book, please contact us at dailyreader.caa@gmail.com 

we can get in at least six to eight small booths at a time. Let’s change it up every six months, except 

for the fudge, that gets to stay, and maybe the produce. What do you think?” Charlie asks Jill. 

Jill jumps from the floor and runs to Charlie, she throws herself into his arms and holds on 

for dear life. He holds her back and finds tears in his eyes. He kisses the top of her head lightly so 

as not to scare her. 

“I’ve done it!!” Garret comes barging into the empty store, his exclamation echoes in the 

empty room. 

Charlie slides Jill down to the floor but doesn’t let go. “Done what? I’m afraid to ask.” 

Charlie says. 

Garret brings over a national newspaper, on the front cover is a picture of Leon’s parents 

being hounded by reporters, the headline reads. “Son never died, it’s been a cover up from day 

one.” 

“It seemed so pointless but I figured, hey, a little bad press will put the sting into them like 

you wanted, but then it exploded. I believe their entire empire will implode on them if it hasn’t 

already. I sent the transcripts like you asked to a few newspaper guys I know who are always 

looking for the next big scandal. Well, darling. It’s all there in black and white. My only caveat was 

that they leave your name out of it. They were happy to do so because having a son in jail is the 

story more than why he is there. I also threatened anyone trying to find the girl will be sued for 

slander so fast they won’t know what is up and what is down. They got the message loud and clear. 

They also rely on my little slips once in a while, no way they will ruin that.” Garret stands tall, he 

likes when his work helps others. 

“Shame is her worst fear. Bringing shame on the family is the most horrifying thing I could 

have done to them. Thank you Garret. I’m not really one to hold a grudge but I’m sure this one 

God will forgive. The article is long, what else are they talking about?” she asks, still holding onto 

Charlie, she does not want to let go, this is where she wants to be. 

“Once they started digging, they found other skeletons in the closet. A couple women who 

admitted to having a hot affair with the Mr., one guy who says he took their daughter’s virginity. It 

only gets better, when it rains it pours. Oh, and speaking of pouring on more good news, we are 

expecting! The baby will be here in four more months.” Garett announces. 

“I’d hug you right now but I might squeeze the stuffing out of you.” Jill says. 

“Oh, what the hell.” Garret walks over to them for a group hug. “So, have you decided 

what to do here?” he asks. 

Jill laughs, “yeah, I was thinking it while Charlie decided to verbalize it. We are almost too 

connected. We’re thinking about an indoor market with booths.” She says. 

“Can my wife sell her jewelry?” he asks. 

Jill and Charlie smile at each other. “she will be first on our vendor list.” Charlie says. 

“Great, I’m going to tell her to crank up the production. Love you guys.” Garret calls to 

them as he leaves. 

“Would you be scared if I told you that I am madly in love with you Jill, and that I would 

be the happiest man alive if you and I could share moments like this the rest of our lives, 

together?” he says softly while still holding her. 
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“Why Charlie, are you asking me to marry you?” Jill asks a bit caught by surprise. 

“I’m not too romantic. Standing in an empty store front and asking you over your head not 

even to your face.” He says. He pulls out a box from his pocket. “From Mrs. Lancaster. She 

insisted on giving it to me. It’s from her first husband, her one true love.” He says. 

“The second one was fun to be around.” Jill says, knowing the story herself. “Full 

disclosure Charlie, she isn’t really your mom, right?” Jill asks. 

“No, my parents died in a car accident, killed by a drunk fraternity boy dared to drive the 

car after having had four drinks. Another reason I want haywire at knowing it was a hazing thing 

with you.” He bows his head. 

“Charlie, don’t be afraid to tell me. I understand believe me I do. And Charlie, from the 

moment we met I believe my heart leaped up in my body and took over my head. We are one, we 

were meant to be meeting now. I wasn’t ready before. Now look at me, I came to you today. I 

hugged you from my insides and all through my body. Kiss me Charlie, make me feel real love.” 

Jill says softly looking up into his eyes. 

Charlie looks down at Jill and slowly, ever so tenderly, kisses her on the lips. He puts a 

hand behind the small of her back and pulls her in closer, then he lifts her up and twirls her 

around, all without taking his lips away. Slowly, he puts her down. “Is that a yes?” he smiles. 

 

~~~ 

Mrs. Lancaster, Alice and Garret’s wife, Pauline, are all gathered together in Mrs. 

Lancaster’s home. It is the night before the wedding and everyone is excited. They decided to have 

a small wedding, family only. 

Some family is blood and some is by choice but family nonetheless. All the women get 

along famously, you would have thought they knew each other all their lives. The knock at the 

door startles them. 

“You expecting someone?” Alice asks Jill. 

“No, everyone I know is already here.” She answers 

They watch as Mrs. Lancaster answers the door, she brings in three women, some carrying 

what looks like an old fashion doctor’s bag, and one dragging a larger than life bag of colorful 

pillows. 

“Ladies, this is the bride.” She says. 

“Ahhh, you are so beautiful but your husband to be has sent us over to make you even 

more. I hope that is even possible.” The first woman says. “I am Karah, my job is a henna 

specialist. I paint a woman and get her ready for her wedding day, and night in some cases.” She 

points to the floor and the women begin to spread out large silk pillows, the kind you would see in 

a palace in far off places. 

“Each lady will receive traditional art on one part of their body, many like it on their hand, 

some like it over their heart. It will be your choice. However, you my bride, are getting the full 

beauty treatment. 

Come, sit here on this large pillow with me.” 
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Jill obliges. “Your future husband tells me that you don’t like to wear a bikini. That is a 

shame for one so beautiful. Please take your shirt off for me.” She says in a soft and calming voice. 

Alice grabs Pauline’s hand and grips it. They watch as this perfect stranger is able to get Jill to take 

off her shirt in front of her. It is the first time anyone has seen the effects of her night of terror. 

The scars are there, but thankfully, not as prominent as Jill sees them. 

“Ahh, I see that you don’t see how beautiful you are. You, come join her please. Take your 

shirt off too.” She points to Alice, who sits next to Jill. Now the two of them are sitting with only a 

bra on in front of each other and this stranger. 

“You see Jill? I see beauty in both of you, one has scars of nature and one from something 

else. It is skin of different hues is all. One may be smoother but the other is darker toned. Look, 

choose what will make you happy.” She brings a book in front of them and shows them pictures of 

women she has painted. One has an oak tree from her navel to her shoulders, one person has 

vines intertwined and flowing freely, one looks like water, still another has birds and branches. 

Alice points to the birds of course, “Yes, these will suit you very well. Now you dear bride, how can 

we make you feel beautiful?” she asks. 

Jill looks again at all the pictures. Charlie clearly knows she is not a virgin but he also knows 

she may not want him to look at her and he wants to see her, not in the darkness but in the full 

light of the room. Jill knows he has it all planned out. “Can you create something unique to me?” 

Jill asks. 

“My beautiful bride, I will do you myself.” She claps her hands and more women come in. 

Some sit in the back and humming a soft melody. Another goes into the kitchen and starts to brew 

some special herbal tea, still another lights some incense to burn to help set the mood of total 

relaxation. 

Pauline and Mrs. Lancaster are getting a design on both hands. There are many women 

working now. Alice and Jill holding hands throughout the whole evening. Connections, it’s all 

about connections. 

“Ladies, I believe we are done. What do you think?” she shows Alice and Jill a mirror. 

Jill’s tears are quick to fall. She has never seen herself as beautiful, but with all those flowers, and 

branches and even a small bird, how can she not be? “I have done well?” the woman asks. 

“Yes” Jill whispers. 

“You will sleep well then tonight. All of you.” She kisses each woman, gathers her 

belongings and leaves as softly as she came in. 

“This must have cost a lot of money to do. Who needs diamonds bracelets on your 

wedding night, my husband gave me back my confidence; there is no price on that.” Jill says with 

happy tears. 

The women walk together upstairs to go to bed. Tomorrow is a big day. 

~~~ 

In the morning Pauline is the first to wake, she prepares a quick breakfast and then goes 

back upstairs to wake everyone. She stops by the doorway to Jill’s room. Jill is standing without her 

shirt on looking in the mirror. Alice sees Pauline and rushes over, then she stops and lets a tear or 

two fall before walking in to Jill. 
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Jill turns to her soon to be sister in law and hugs her dearly. “I can never repay him for 

this.” She says. 

“Oh, Jill, you are marrying him. He probably doesn’t think he deserves you right about  

now.” The women laugh. 

On the other side of town, Charlie is doing just that. “Barry, why on earth is she marrying 

me? Look at me? I’m a mess. I can’t eat for three days, I’ve taken two showers already and it’s 

only 8:00 in the morning. How am I even supposed to handle today? Let alone tomorrow and the 

next day?” Charlie takes a long hard breath. 

“Charlie, you’ll be fine. Alice sent me a message last night that Jill was overwhelmed with 

your offer of the henna, all the women have it now. I for one can’t wait to see it. Alice says, hardly 

anyone will know hers is there. That women sure can drive me crazy. 

Garret, did you hear from Pauline?” Barry asks. 

“Yeah, but I can’t repeat it. We don’t send g-rated texts to each other when we are  

away.” He laughs. 

“Not helping!” Charlie yells at him 

Barry and Garret laugh even harder. “Ok, breakfast is on, and no talking wedding night 

here, its my sister we’re talking about.” Jill’s brother says. 

“Ok, fair enough. Your wife didn’t want to join the girls last night?” Garrett asks. 

“Naw, too hard to get an overnight sitter. My mom can’t do it and certainly I’m not flying in 

my in-laws – sorry.” He says smirking. “and before you ask, no I would not trust my 16-year-old to 

be there all alone overnight. She may be 16 but she isn’t the quickest when it comes to 

emergencies and with three younger brothers there is bound to be something.” He laughs. 

“Jill said she wants a big family. She definitely has enough love to go around, but me, I’m 

worried about me.” Charlie says. 

“I thought the same way bro, but I love my wife even more with each child. And you love 

my kids too remember. It multiplies.” Barry says. 

 

~~~ 

The ceremony is simple, the reception at the Cottage Inn, then Charlie and Jill are 

escorted to their car where they hug and kiss everyone before they leave. With the new business 

opening up soon, they agreed on a 48-hour honeymoon for now, they will vacation later when 

things settle down a bit. 

Jill is annoyed that Charlie’s car doesn’t have a front bench seat, but she will deal with it. 

When she put on her dress this morning, most of the henna design was covered up. There were a 

few choice spots where it showed through, and it made her gown that much more beautiful. Jill felt 

like a queen all day, as it should be. 

When they arrive at the hotel, Jill notices that it is not the one she picked out, in fact, it’s a 

much fancier one indeed. “Charlie?” 

“It was too simple. My queen deserves a palace. We have the top suite. We never have to 

leave the room if you don’t want to.” He smiles at her. 
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After being brought up to the room, Jill stands at the window and looks out over the pond 

area and swimming pool.  Charlie walks up behind her, “One day at a time.” He says thinking she 

is longing to get back into the water. 

Jill leans her head back onto her husband. She likes the sound of that. She turns around 

and swings her arms around his neck. “Kiss me.” She says softly. 

Charlie bends down to kiss his wife, he swoops her off her feet and carries her to the 

bedroom. One of the reasons he wanted to get married early in the day is that he wanted his wife 

to be comfortable in the wedding bed, during the day. He was thinking night time might be harder 

for her even if she doesn’t think so any more. 

The happiness of the morning does not even compare to how Jill feels now laying with her 

husband after discovering everything there is to know about each other that they didn’t know yet. 

She hears his rhythmic breathing and it calms her. 

She is married, she is loved, she is cherished. Someone should write a book about this. She 

says to herself. 
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