Chapter I
REVELATIONS

Although electrical storms have frightened me since early childhood, on that day the raging storm inside me was more horrifying, and far more of an oddity than the freak winter storm raging outside my window. With my knees pulled up against my body and my arms wrapped around my legs, I sat in my white wicker rocker trying to find relief from the mixture of raging anger and unbearable sorrow. My cheeks were already tear-stained. I was beyond consolation. Suddenly, the tears began to form once again.


Earlier that morning, I had called several of my friends, but as much as they wanted to help, there seemed to be little comfort they could provide. As I reached for yet another tissue, I let out an uncivilized scream. The primal noise reverberated in the room, competing with the thunder outside. The sound and the pain emitted in that noise startled even me.


As I sat there, in the miserable daytime darkness of the storm, my thoughts were of the time leading up to the night before. I questioned myself, “Had I missed any clues that would have given me forewarning?”


Finally realizing there had been several unmistakable indications of what was to come, I felt stupid and gullible. There were all the hang-up and wrong number phone calls. The one on New Year’s Eve should have told me something. Joe and I never celebrated New Year’s Eve, so he went to bed early that night. The children were spending the night with friends to bring in the New Year, so I curled up on the sofa with a quilt and a cup of hot chocolate to watch an old movie.


The phone rang and I answered. There was silence on the other end. When there was no response, I hung up. Seconds later, it rang again. Again, there was silence, so I said, “Who are you? What do you want?”


The reply was a string of expletives from a muffled, but angry-sounding female voice. The unidentified caller called me by name, and then proceeded to call me every dirty name for a female that I had ever heard. My mind raced with questions. Was this some sort of obscene phone call? Would one woman place an obscene phone call to another woman? The person knew my first name. That seemed even more than odd. After the initial startling moments, I again said, “Who are you? What do you want?” That was followed by a hideous laughter on the other end. I was frightened, so I quickly hung the phone up with trembling hands.


The phone rang again. I jumped, and then stared at the phone as if my staring would make it stop ringing. It did stop, but then within seconds, the thing began ringing again. This time I picked up the phone and yelled, “Who the hell are you? Damn it! Tell me who you are besides a coward.” I was trembling all over when Joe entered the room.


“What in the world is going on? Why are you talking like that? I heard you all the way from the bedroom.”


I explained to him what had just transpired. He said, in a very calm voice, “Must be teenagers. I’ll get it if it rings again, okay?”


I was on the verge of tears as I nodded my head in the affirmative, just moments before the blasted thing rang again. I watched as Joe answered and, after a few moments of silence, hung up.


He reported, “There wasn’t anyone on the other end. Just silence.” He turned away and added, “I’m going to take the phone off the hook so we don’t have to deal with this all night long. Now, try to relax. I’m sure it was just a prank.”


“But the woman knew my name, and then called me all kinds of ugly names. She was so hateful. Why would anyone do such a thing to a stranger?”


“Marla,” Joe said, as he turned to go out of the room, “it’s just a bunch of kids staying up late on New Year’s Eve. You take things too personally. Now, just try to relax. Watch your movie. I’m going back to bed.”


“But Joe….” Before I could say anything else, he disappeared down the hallway.


As I sat there in my solitude, I recalled that incident, and several other things that gave me pause. Joe was the type who did not care if his shirt matched his slacks. He was definitely a far cry from being a Mr. GQ. Several months before, he had begun asking me for advice on what to wear. I remembered one day when I literally scratched my head and rolled my eyes, and then said, “Well, it is about time.”


Something else that was different was Joe and the wearing of cologne. Fragrance was something in which he had never shown any interest. Any old kind of after-shave was all that Joe ever wanted. It used to irritate me just a little. I wanted him to have some nice-smelling cologne, but Joe would tell me that just was not his style. Then one day he told me about Pete, a coworker, receiving a bottle of cologne for Christmas. Joe wanted to know if I would buy a bottle for him. Since I had always wanted him to show an interest, I quickly agreed and made a hasty trip to Gayfer’s the very next day to purchase the requested bottle of cologne for my husband. Joe thanked me, and began using it daily, even wearing it to work.


There was another thing that puzzled me. Several months before, Joe had suddenly started running errands more frequently. It seemed to me he used flimsy excuses to go somewhere, anywhere. On his days off, he would leave fairly early in the morning and not return until late in the afternoon or early in the evening. On several occasions I had dinner waiting for him, but he would decline, saying he had eaten a large lunch with his cousin, or his uncle, or his friend, or a co-worker.


I somehow found courage one day, and finally faced him with the question that a wife dreads asking. We were standing in the bedroom, in front of the armoire, as I placed his clean underwear in the drawer. There was something about the underwear that made me mention my fears. With my heart pounding, I asked, “Joe, are you having an affair?”


He replied, in an angry tone, “No! Absolutely not.” He hesitated for a moment, and then added, “What would even make you think something like that?” His face became flushed with anger. It appeared to me that he was shocked that I could even think something that ridiculous.


Innocently, I replied, “Well, you are just gone so much lately.”


“Marla, you’re acting ridiculous! I’m hurt you’d even think such a thing.”


For the moment, I felt relieved. Joe had come from a broken home, and his sentiments regarding extramarital affairs was one of the major reasons I had fallen in love with him. No matter what else was not right between us, I knew I could always trust Joe regarding other women. Because Joe had used such an angry voice with me, I backed down and gave my apologies for asking such a stupid question.


In the daylight darkness of that stormy afternoon, my mind raced with the thoughts of the hours before my world had come to a sudden, jarring halt. Joe had a day off from work, and he had done his now fairly expected errand running. My day was routine and uneventful, except for the fact that my childhood friend, Susan McNabb, had called from Clearwater, where she lives. It is a four-hour drive from her door to mine, in Jacksonville, so we visit more frequently by phone than in person. The twins came in from school, had an after school snack, and then scurried off to visit with neighborhood friends. That evening it was dinner as usual. There was the usual after dinner prompting for Jan and Joey to do their homework. I helped them with some Spanish V vocabulary, giving them each word in English, with the children responding with the correct Spanish word. About eleven o’clock, Joe and I decided it was time to turn in for the night. 


I was tired, and just wanted to sleep. Just when I was about to drift off, Joe reached over and pulled me close to him. He turned my face towards his, and kissed me. I welcomed his attention and touch, but wished he would brush his teeth more frequently. The kissing and hugging began getting more passionate. We made love for the first time in a very long time.


It had been weeks since Joe had shown any interest in me at all, and this night he was so gentle and loving with me, which was very unlike Joe. For most of our twenty years of marriage, Joe was usually concerned with what Joe needed and what felt good to Joe.


We lay there together as Joe stroked my body. He told me how warm and soft my skin felt. I was delighted to hear his words. It had been so long since I had heard anything like that out of Joe. He definitely lacked romantic skills, and could never, under any circumstances, be classified as a Romeo. Years earlier, I had come to grips with the fact he would not tell me he loved me before, or even after, we made love. After years of that attitude, I just reasoned that was selfish Joe. Now, he was behaving so lovingly towards me. It seemed strange, but pleasing. I enjoyed the intimacy.


He suddenly said, “Marla, there’s something I need to tell you.”


I answered him in an affectionate tone, hoping he would tell me something sweet and loving. I purred, “Honey, what is it?”


Without warning, Joe pulled away the hand that had been stroking my body still in the afterglow of making love. Then abruptly sat up on the side of the bed and planted his feet firmly on the floor.


“Joe, what in the world do you have to tell me?”, I questioned.


Joe hesitated, but I kept prompting him for an answer to my question. His back was turned to me. I reached over and touched his shoulder and questioned again.


After agonizing minutes of questioning and waiting for an answer, Joe finally spoke. “Marla, I want a divorce!”


I was stunned. I am sure my green eyes were as large saucers. I know my mouth flew open. I was in total shock. I could not begin to comprehend what was just said to me. My mind raced. Was I hearing him correctly? Joe was not known for being the best with words and, for a moment, I thought I might have misunderstood him.


“Joe, what did you say?” I inquired in a tone of absolute disbelief.


“I want a divorce. I want to be happy. I don’t love you anymore,” Joe said, emphatically this time.


By this time, I was sitting up in the bed. Feeling as if I were in a drunken stupor, I reached for my gown that Joe had removed during lovemaking, quietly pulling it over my head and adjusting it. I was trying to give myself time to think, but my brain felt numb. No matter how hard I tried, I could not think. It was as if my brain were a blank piece of paper. When I finally heard words come out of my mouth in rapid-fire succession, I was startled.


“Is this really happening? What in the world? Joe, talk to me, tell me what is going on. Is this a joke? It isn’t funny. Joe, we have been married for twenty years.” I thought for a second, glanced at the clock and noticed it was after midnight. “Damn it! It is Valentine’s Day! How could you? What is wrong with you? I have a gift for you that is wrapped in paper that says ‘I love you’ all over it.”


I could not comprehend all that was happening. The words, the questions continued to spill out of me.


I looked directly at his face and asked, “You are kidding, right? You are teasing me for some reason, right? Joe? Joe? Please tell me this is not happening.”


With his head hanging and his chin almost upon his chest, Joe said, “This isn’t a joke. I want a divorce.”


I was once more speechless. Disjointed thoughts rattled around in my head. Suddenly, I remembered how much Joe had been on the go lately.


“Joe, are you having an affair? Is there another woman?”


I could hear some garbled words, but was not quite sure what they were. I took Joe by the chin, and lifted his head. Looking him squarely in the eye, I repeated my question.


“Joe, are you having an affair?” Then in a disgusted tone, I asked, “Is there another woman?”


Joe replied, in a hushed tone, “Yes.”


I was overwhelmed, a mass of confusion and pain. Tears rushed from my eyes and I could utter only loud, pathetic sobs. I felt dizzy. Nausea began to inundate me. Quickly, I moved from the bed and ran to the bathroom. I sat there on the cold, tile floor hugging the toilet, heaving and crying, crying and heaving.


I felt as if I were going to die. My head spun like a top and ached as it had never ached before, and felt as if it were going to explode. I was weak. My body trembled and my hands shook like the leaves of a tree on a windy day. It seemed I could not stop the heaving, or the crying, or the shaking. I was a mass of confusion and pain.


Time passed, but to me it was as if time were standing quite still. Eventually, I found the strength to stand and wash my face. The cool water soothed the burning feeling on my face. That was the only good feeling anywhere on my body, in my mind, or in my soul. Agonizing pain dominated all that was Marla Simmons.


I walked ever so slowly back to the bed. My feet felt as if they had heavy weights attached, and my crying had not stopped, but was a bit more controlled. Joe looked at me and then reached out to touch my shoulder. After cutting him a piercing glance, I withdrew from his touch.


I sat on the side of the bed with my arms wrapped around myself. I began rocking to and fro. The only word that came out of my mouth was, “No.” Over and over again, I repeated that word. In the beginning it was uttered so softly that it was almost like a prayer. Little by little, it came out in a stronger tone, then moments later even stronger. Finally, I stood up in front of Joe, looked him directly in the eye, and with all the strength I could muster, said, “No!”


Joe mumbled something. At that moment I did not care what was coming out of his mouth. I continued to hear the word “divorce.” It rang in my ears.


I repeated the “No,” and added, “You are not going to do this to me, to our family, to our children. No! I refuse to accept this.”


Joe muttered again as I, somehow, found some more courage, and added, “What is wrong with you? Have you lost your mind?”


“No, I haven’t lost my mind. I am not happy. I just want out of the marriage. That’s it, plain and simple.”


Questions began to fly from my mind and mouth with rapid-fire precision. “Who is the woman? Where did you meet her? How long have you been seeing her? How long has this been going on? Have you had other affairs? Is she prettier than I am? Is she more intelligent?” I gulped, and then questioned, “Is she better in bed?”


“None of that matters. The fact is that I want a divorce.”


“Hell’s bells, it doesn’t matter! It matters to me. It matters a whole lot to me. Now, tell me who is this tramp?”


“That’s not important.”


“Does she live here in town? Does she live close by? How old is she? I’ll just bet she’s younger.”


“She lives here in town. Yes, she is a few years younger.”


“Knew it. I just knew it! I venture to say that she lives close by here, too.”


Joe did not reply to that remark.


“Are you trying to protect her? Why? What are you afraid of?”


“I’m not afraid of anything. I just don’t think you need to know anything else. I want a divorce. Can’t you just accept that?”


“No, I cannot, not like this. Why aren’t you answering my questions? Are you too much of a coward? Look at you, brave enough to have an affair, but not brave enough to answer my questions. This is ridiculous!”


I paused for a breath. “Tell me about her. What color are her eyes, her hair? What is her exact age? Is she married? Does she have children? Does she work outside the home? Is she rich? Is she poor? Do you feel sorry for her? Tell me. Please, tell me. Please!”


She’s thirty-two, and she’s a very nice person.” He stammered for a moment before adding, “Under different circum stances, I think you’d like her.”


I raised my voice significantly. “Oh, you think so? Let me be the judge of that!” As a quick afterthought, I added, “If you don’t mind!”


“Quiet down! The kids are asleep just down the hall. Don’t you care about them?”


“You have a nerve, Joe Simmons. You dare ask me a stupid question like that. Who does not care? Could it possibly be their father who is screwing around with a woman other than their mother? Now answer that for me, Mr. Can’t Keep Your Penis In Your Pants!”


“Scheisse! That’s uncalled for. Stop it. Get yourself together. You’re acting so childish. Watch your mouth.”


I really thought my head would detonate with those remarks. Anyone who knows me at all knows I only use strong language on rare occasions. I am not claiming that I am above it, but there has to be something severe to prompt me to do so.


“You are the one who uses all the expletives around here when you get angry. You’ve been my teacher, and I will give you this much, you’ve taught me well, or else I have been a good student. Oh, and while I am it, you might as well know that it’s clear those German words you picked up in the Army are curse words. You seem to think that saying them in German diminishes their vulgarity. Well, it does not!”


He threw a look my way that was icy and hostile. That he was not appreciating my comments was an understatement.


That reaction spurred me to add, “Joe, this is the twins’ senior year. Why couldn’t you have waited, at least until after their graduation?”


“Quit asking questions.”


“Oh, this is ridiculous! You tell me you want a divorce and then expect me to not ask questions!”


Joe had a disgusted look on his face as he said, “Listen, let’s both calm down. I have to go to work in the morning. Let’s see if we can just calm down and talk about this tomorrow. I think we should keep this quiet for a while. I know you probably feel like you want to talk to someone about this, but could you just tell one of your friends, not the whole pack of them?”


“Do what?” I threw my hand up to my forehead, and slid it down the side of my face. “The ridiculous has now become the ludicrous. What in the world are you asking me to do? You really do have gall, unmitigated gall! You tell me the most devastating thing of my entire life and then tell me to keep it quiet. Give me a break, Joe Simmons! If you think for one stinkin’ minute that I will make this easy for you, then you have another thought coming.” I paused, then added, “Oh, and do not let me ever, ever hear you refer to my friends as a ‘pack’.” I let out a sound of disgust. “You certainly have used them to your advantage from time to time when their position, or something, could be used for your personal purposes.”


“Well, I just thought that....”


I cut him off in the middle of his thought. “Well, if that is the best you can do, then do not even bother to think. This is my pain, and I will share the burden with whomever I please. You cannot take my friends from me. At least they love me. You, on the other hand, do not.”


He just shook his head with that remark. I could not even think as I watched Joe put his pajamas back on and slide back under the covers. My mind was paralyzed with confusion, and my mouth was cotton dry.


I opened the door to our room and walked to the kitchen where I got a glass of cold water. With only the eerie light from the refrigerator illuminating the dark room, I stood shivering from nerves and just shaking my head. I wondered if I was having a nightmare. To be certain, I pinched myself for, if it was a dream, a nightmare, I surely wanted to awaken.


Eventually, I wandered back to the bedroom. I heard the clock radios playing in each of the children’s rooms as I passed their closed doors. I sighed a sigh of relief, for that probably meant they had not heard the words that had been exchanged by their father and me. When I entered the bedroom again, I saw Joe in bed. He appeared to be nice and cozy under the comforter. That very sight totally infuriated me. I have not a clue as to where I got the nerve to ask in a halfway sweet tone, “Joe, are you nice and warm?”


He grumbled, “Yea.”


“Well, you can just get cold again! You get out of that bed right now…this instant!”


“What the hell are you talking about?”


“You heard me, Joe Simmons. You get out of that bed! I have given you twenty years of my life. I have borne your children. I have been through hell and half of China with you.”


He pulled the pillow over his head as he said, “Damn it, just shut up and go to sleep. I’ve got to get up in a couple of hours.”


“Do not tell me to shut up, you lousy excuse for a man. I refuse to allow you to take one more minute of my life.” I walked closer to the bed, jerked the warm covers off Joe, and threw them on the floor. “Now, get your cheating ass out of my bed! Do it now!” I began throwing a few of his things on the floor.


He gave me a look that was nothing less than one intended to cut my soul in half. “Marla, what in the hell are you doing? This is ridiculous. Just where will I go at this hour?”


Neither the look, nor the words, made me back down. “With the bomb you just dropped in my lap, do you think I really care? If it were up to me, at this moment I would like to see you walking down the street in your bare feet, wearing nothing but your underwear…and only that for the benefit of any poor observer. At least you have your truck, so get yourself up and get in it. Go stay with your hussy. Let her keep you warm. Get out of that bed...my bed...now!”


Joe mumbled, but finally began to stir. He pulled his pants and a sweatshirt on over his pajamas. He was angry, but by this time I was livid. I meant business, and he finally recognized that fact when I said in a most emphatic voice, “I want you to get out of here. Get out of this room! Get out of this house! Do not ever come back! You’re a snake! Get out of my sight, and do it now!”


With my anger expressed, I fell onto the bed, again sobbing. Joe looked at me, and again attempted to touch me, as if his touch would help soothe me. I flinched, and again withdrew from his touch. “Do not ever touch me again! Your hands are dirty! They have been all over her! Get out of here and, Joe, I mean this very minute.”


Joe had never heard nor seen me like this, but then he had never revealed anything like this to me. He quickly dressed, picked up a few personal things like shaving gear, his coat, a change of clothes and left.


He left while my head was buried in my pillow, now wet with tears. I did, however, hear the front door close, which prompted me to look at the clock on the bedside table. Through the tears, I could barely make out that it was almost two o’clock in the morning. I hurt from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. Everything ached. My eyes burned. I wanted to sleep, to escape from reality. It was my only hope for relief from pain. Slowly, ever so slowly, my tears ceased. I fell into a fitful sleep, but at least it was a partial escape.


I awoke with my mind racing and my heart running a close second. I would have to face the children with the most life-altering announcement of their lives. Dread began to consume me, and fear was dread’s companion. My mind wandered through a myriad of possible ways to tell the children…my flesh and blood…that their parents were getting a divorce. With the children, I had to be careful how I broached the delicate subject. I wanted to be as fair as possible, not place blame, but not take blame either. I decided early on that spitting venom Joe’s way would not be fair to them. After all, he was their father and, as much as I detested Joe at the moment, I knew he cared about our children.


Tossing and turning, I flailed around in the bed with each new thought. Truly, I was in agony, and it was a pain only I could bear, and only I could ease. When I heard the children rising, I decided to just bite the bullet and do the best I could.


I washed my tear-stained face and patted a soothing, cold cloth to my swollen eyes. After donning my terry cloth robe, I went to the kitchen. There, I prepared a cup of instant hazelnut cappuccino for myself, and placed glasses of juice, a carton of milk and bowls of cereal on the table for the twins. While I waited for them to enter the kitchen, I tried to busy myself with reading yesterday’s paper. 


Laying the paper aside, for some reason, I began recalling when I bought the very table where I was sitting. I had found it at a yard sale. The solid oak table was a steal at the asking price of $75, but I talked the lady down to $60.


I recall telling Joe, and asking him to pick it up for me. He said something about it probably being a piece of junk. I ran for my antique price guide and showed him it was worth over $500. His attitude began to soften. He not only agreed to pick up the table for me in his truck, but also reimburse the $60 I had spent.


When Joe brought the table into the house I was so excited I began cleaning and polishing it immediately. As I worked, I could picture in my mind years and years of future gatherings around the table. I could visualize holidays with fragrant aromas wafting through the room. I could see the children grown and married, with children of their own, sitting there. It gave me a wonderful feeling.


Now I sat at the table by myself, waiting for the children to tell them their parents were getting a divorce. My stomach did somersaults at the very thought. Suddenly, I heard the twins in the hallway and knew they would be in the kitchen shortly.


Joey was the first to come to the table. He greeted me with a hug and a kiss. Shortly behind Joey came Jan. She greeted me the same way. My mind continued to race while I tried to appear normal. I wondered if they had heard any of the argument last night. I closed my eyes and said a silent prayer that they had not. I let the children have their breakfast before I took a deep breath and blurted out, “Jan, Joey, I have something I need to talk about with both of you.”


Jan replied in her normal easygoing manner, “What’s going on, Mom?”


Joey looked up from the last bite of cereal, saying, “Sure, what’s happening?”


My stomach sank. I felt somewhat paralyzed. I wondered how I was going to tell them. All the approaches that ran through my mind earlier now seemed to be distant memories. I found myself stumbling around, but finally said, “Children, your father wants a divorce from me.”


I paused, waiting for a response, but neither one of the children responded. I finally said, “Did you understand what I just said?”


Jan and Joey were very solemn. They looked at each other, then at me. Joey nodded to Jan, and she nodded back. I was completely confused. I asked, “What is going on?” Joey pointed to Jan.


She took a noticeable gulp. “Mom,” she stammered, “we kind of thought something like this might be coming.”


I was stunned by this revelation. “But how?”


“Well...” she hesitated, then added, “Some of our friends saw Dad with another woman a couple of months ago.”


She turned to Joey, and he quickly added, “They were in a restaurant on the other side of town.”


I began to cry. Suddenly I was overcome with yet another type of confusion, for I was now hurting that my children had to find out this awful thing the way they did and, at the same time I was feeling a little relief that they already knew. “Oh, my babies. Are you two okay?”


Both the twins grinned. Joey replied, “Mom, you know we aren’t babies any longer.” He sat more erect in his chair and reminded me, “We are 18, you know! Eighteen-year-olds go to war, get married and have babies.” He leaned forward, “Since we found out, Jan and I have talked this over many times. We came to a decision.”


“Honey, you two will always be my babies, but what is the decision?”


“Well, we decided that we love you both. We despise what Dad has done, but he is our dad. Truthfully, we don’t respect him as much anymore, but he is our dad, after all. We’re here for you, Mom. We knew you would need our support if this ever got this far.”


“Oh, my word. You two are not babies, are you? You have such a grown-up attitude. I am so proud of you, but I feel so bad that you could not come to me with your heavy burden. It must have been hard beyond comprehension for both of you.” Tears were streaming down my cheeks by this time.


Jan chirped in with her viewpoint. “Mom, you must always remember that we’ve experienced life with Dad, right along with you. We know he is moody.” She rolled her eyes. “You always went to bat for us when he was in one of his moods. Now it’s our turn. We’re here for you. It’s only right.”


I began to sob. The twins rose from their chairs and hugged me, kissing me on top of my head just as I always have done when I consoled them about something. Tears flowed freely down my cheeks. Jan got the box of tissues, offering them to me. After a few minutes, I collected myself and said, “Listen, if you two are upset, I can write an excuse note for school. You can go in late, or just not go. It is up to you.”


“We’re fine.” Jan turned to look at her brother. Right, Joey?”


“Yep, I’m okay. Besides we have a review for that big Spanish exam.” He paused, and added, “You know I’ve had enough problems with that class. I don’t need a poor grade on a test.”


“If you are absolutely certain you are all right. Just know I love you both with all my heart, and I am so very proud of both of you. You can come and talk to me about any of this, at any time. Please understand that, okay?”


Simultaneously the twins responded, “Sure thing!”


I remained in the kitchen as the children left for school. My head was whirling, filled with both relief and sadness. In some strange way, it seemed to me the children were more adult than either Joe or myself. Of course, their relationships were totally different, and it was not their twenty-year marriage on the rocks. Still, I admired the two of them greatly.


After again reviewing everything in my mind, the entire spectacle of Joe’s revelation the night before, and my announcement to the children, I took a sip of my watered down Coke. It was then I noticed the storm outside had come to an end. I abruptly sat straight up in my rocker. I reached for the telephone and dialed a number that I knew by heart.


“Susan?”


“Hey girl, are you feeling better today? Are you okay?” was Susan’s reply.


“Not too good. Nothing has changed since earlier today. I am still in shock, I guess. I am still worried about the children. I am, I guess you could say, having a pity party, and you know I despise that.”


“Hey, if anyone is entitled to one, it’s you.”


“Susan, I am having problems believing this is happening. You know how I always trusted Joe. I know you always thought we were mismatched, but you know how the issue of trust was always paramount in my life. Right now I feel like a fool on top of everything else. I am so angry. Susan, a little while ago, I let out a blood-curdling scream.”


“That’s good. You needed that. Did it help you feel any better?”


“Just a little.” I sighed. “I wish I could have done that last night when Joe delivered his big news. Gee, Susan, what is wrong with him? What is wrong with me? Am I so awful that he had to find someone else?”


Susan said, in a most adamant voice, “Marla, I don’t want to hear any more of that kind of talk. You know, you know very well, that it’s Joe’s problems that are at the root of all of this. It isn’t you. Marla, think a minute. Has anyone ever told you that you two were a match made in heaven, in other words, soul mates?”


I thought for a few seconds. “No. Honestly, I cannot say I recall anyone ever saying that. Most of the time, people commented on how different we are. Susan, I know what you are trying to tell me. I know we are different, but that does nothing to make the pain any less intense. After 20 years of marriage, I would have thought that I would know him like a book. Apparently, I was very wrong.”


“Ladybug, there are some people that we can’t ever know completely.”


“Today is Valentine’s Day, and over there are the fishing lures I bought for him, all wrapped up. At this moment, I wish he were caught on one of those lures. I am so angry that I can only think bad things. I cannot feel, not one iota, of warm feelings toward the scumbag. Susan, do you think he is with her right now?”


Susan said tenderly, “Marla, in all honesty, he probably is.”


“Gosh, I hate him! I hate what he has done to me, and what is happening to our family!”


“Everything will be okay. It is just going to take time for things to sink into your head, and then you’ll learn to accept. Right now you’re in denial.”


I raised my voice as I said, “I don’t want any of this to sink in. Damn it! Don’t you understand? I don’t want to accept any of this!”


“Gee, you are angry! You used three contractions, and one right after the other. I haven’t heard you do that in ages and ages.”


Susan knew I was upset, to say the least, by that infrequent slip of the tongue. On a personal challenge that was basically a game at first, I began avoiding contractions while speaking whenever possible. It started years before when I was in college and, before long, it had become a habit. Occasionally, I will use a contraction such as ‘don’t,’ but, generally, I say ‘do not’ when speaking or writing. Because it is a rarity, my friends and family do notice when a contraction slips out of my mouth.


Susan continued trying to soothe me, but it was to no avail. She then tried another tactic. “Marla, have you thought about an attorney?”


I was still steaming. No matter how I tried to control my anger, it was not subsiding. I replied, “Not much, but I can tell you I will find one who will burn Joe’s butt. I will not get some wimpy little unknown…I want the best in town. Money is a definite problem, but somehow I will do it. Somehow I will burn Joe’s butt. Oh, I want to choke the jerk right now! Susan, can you believe that he chose Valentine’s Day to deliver this great news?”


“Yes, I can believe just about anything you tell me about Joe. You know I’ve thought for years that you deserve better than that illiterate clod.”


“Illiterate clod,” I chuckled. It felt so good to laugh.


“Marla, you know he has the sensitivity of a bull in a china shop. He is, and always has been, so far beneath you in every way that I can see. You get the best attorney you can find. You do everything you can to get what you deserve. You’ve made so many sacrifices for him and the children over the years. He has taken advantage of your generous ways for too many years now. Gee, Marla, you know how he has kept you on that ridiculous budget and how he has always made you feel insecure about your creative abilities. He’s flat out jealous of you. He needs to be with some little tramp that will build his ego, and can’t encourage you to use your mind and talents because he’s so jealous of them. Marla, can’t you see that Joe wants this divorce because you are too good for him?” 


Susan let out a sinister little giggle as she said, “Marla and Joe. Joe and Marla. Those two names shouldn’t even be used in the same sentence together. It’s like mixing fine wine and beer. Gag!”


The mere thought of mixing those two things made us chuckle, and it felt so good to do something besides cry.


“I know you are right, but that still does not make it any less painful.”


“Honey, he’s kept you on such a tight leash. I really don’t know how you’ve stood it all these years. He’s had you accounting for your time, your money, and everything else.”


The mention of money brought another thought to mind. “I know you have always teased me about how tight I am with my dollars.” I paused for a moment and questioned, “Susan, you do know why I have been that way, correct? You do understand he kept me on a small cash budget all these years.”


“I know. I do know, but what I don’t know is how you managed to do all that you have done on that pint-sized budget. I know I’ve probably aggravated you when I teased you about how you kept track of every dollar you spent, but I didn’t mean to offend you. It just angered me that you had to watch your money that closely while he was spending as if there was no tomorrow. I’ve never known a man that could waste more money than Joe.”


“I know it was not your intention to hurt my feelings, but every single time I pulled out my pen and my little notebook you would come unglued.”


“I just hope you understood what I was irritated about. It wasn’t you, or even your keeping track of everything. It was that you had to do it just to be able to halfway make ends meet. I’ve been shopping with you too many times to not notice how you always put your own needs on the back burner. You saw to it that the children had their needs, and most of their wants, fulfilled. You saw to it that Joe got what he needed, and you even gave him lots of his wants. Meanwhile, you very rarely bought something for yourself. I recall one time that you bit the bullet and bought yourself a new non-stick skillet. It wasn’t even anything for you on a personal level. When we were taking the packages out of the bag, Joe commented, “Why on earth did she buy this? She doesn’t need this. She just wastes money.” Marla, do you remember why you bought that skillet?”


“Yes, the old one was worn out. It could have passed for a relic from some other time. Did he really say that? Boy, he has a nerve. That riles me. I would like to bop him over the top of the head with that old skillet, or the new one, either one. He just needs to be bopped over the head with one of them.”


Susan giggled. The image she saw, of my taking a skillet and introducing it to Joe’s head, was more than funny. “Marla, I can just visualize that scene. I’d pay to see you do that. I venture to say that lots of people would pay for that privilege.” Susan laughed out loud.


I began to see the humor in the scene, which caused me to snicker a bit. “I guess that would be a funny sight.”


“Sure would! You are too easy-going for something like that, and I know it will never happen, but it does tickle my funny bone to think about that scene. Marla, I mentioned Joe’s jealousies earlier. Do you recall that?”


“Yes, but I did not elaborate because, to be honest, there is no reason for Joe, or anyone else, to envy me.”


“Girl, you make my head ache. Can’t you see anything about yourself that is positive?”


“Actually, I see very little. I am a failure at my marriage. That is it, plain and simple. I am a failure.”


“Marla, give me a break. A twenty-year marriage is not a failure. If people knew Joe the way I do, they’d say you deserve an award for bravery beyond the call of duty.”


“Susan, could we discuss my courage, or lack of it, at some other time? Right now, I feel the only award I deserve is one for stupidity.”


“Sure.”


“Thanks. I am just so damned confused.”


“Marla, let me refresh your memory about something. Do you recall the time you fell last year when I was up there for a visit, or have you somehow, in that forgiving mind and heart of yours, found a way to forget? If you have…or haven’t…I am going to remind you of that right now, and that’s whether you like it or not. Marla, I was never so shocked! Remember how we were shopping at the garden store?”


I replied with a very weak, “Yes, but do we have to talk about this right now?”


Susan continued, “Yes, we do. You and I were looking at the baskets. I was on one aisle, you were around the corner on the next one, and Joe was on the next aisle over from you, in the area of the garden hoses. Remember?”


I answered Susan with a nod that Susan could not hear nor see.


Susan went on, “In other words, Marla, he was exactly the same distance from you that I was. I recall hearing this awful noise. It was deep…sounding something like a cat screaming in pain, but deeper. The noise kept coming, and then I realized it was you. When I ran over, there you were on the floor. You were white as a sheet, and just frozen with your hand over your mouth. I reached down for you, but you couldn’t move. Remember?”


Another weak, “Yes,” came from my mouth. “Susan, is this really necessary? I remember all of that. Do we really need to talk about all of that again?”


“Yes, we do,” was Susan’s adamant reply.


“You were in such pain you couldn’t move. Your eyes were pathetic looking. They were pleading for help, but you couldn’t talk. When you set purse on the floor, then tripped over it, you fell directly onto your mouth…not your face, but your mouth. God, Marla, I don’t know how you didn’t break every tooth in your head.”


I relaxed and commented, “I know, I was very lucky. My teeth are still not right. They were thrown out of alignment but, at least, they are all still here. That was so stupid of me to set my purse in the floor like that. I put that thing down so I could reach for that heart-shaped basket that was on a shelf above my head.” I shook my head in self-disgust as I said, “Dumb me! I forgot about my purse and just turned around, and BAM! Next thing I knew, I was in pain like I had never known before. I really thought I was going to pass out. It was the worst pain I have ever felt. Susan, I am so very lucky that I did not lose all my teeth. Gee, do you know how lucky I am?”


“Marla, you are missing my point. That wasn’t stupid of you! You did a very ordinary thing, something that could have happened to anyone. My point is that Joe didn’t even bother to check out the noise. He had to hear it. I know you weren’t able to talk but, my God, Marla, the noise that came from you was horrific and terrifying in itself.”


“I am so glad you heard me.”


“When I went over to the next aisle to get him, he acted as if I was joking. Then, to beat it all, he became angry when I told him how badly you were hurt. Marla, do you remember how he talked to you? Do you remember? He was pure mean! It was as if you were an imposition, and now his shopping trip would be cut short because you were hurt! Do you remember all that?”


I replied in a sheepish voice, “Yes, Susan, I do remember it all. It is so painful to re-visit some of those things. I have tried so hard to put that stuff behind me or, at least, off to the side where I do not have to deal with it all the time. I wonder if he had that bimbo in his life then. I bet he did. What do you think?”


“It’s highly possible. Marla, you’re the best friend I have in the whole world. There is no way that I would lead you astray on anything. It is as obvious as the nose on my face that Joe does have a cruel heart. Hon, he isn’t like you. He doesn’t know how to really love. He only knows how to buy people, or try to impress them. You, on the other hand, are just who you are and people are drawn to you. They see that you are sincere in your feelings, and they just love you for who you are. Joe wants to blame everyone…anyone…for any problem that he has. You, unlike Joe, always blame yourself for a problem. You even go overboard on that. Most of the time, things aren’t your fault, but you take the responsibility anyway. Gee whiz, girl, you sometimes make me sick. You are just too good for your own good!”


Susan’s words hurt my feelings. “Well, thanks a whole lot, Susan. That is just what I did not need to hear…that I make you sick.”


“No, you don’t understand. What I mean is that you are just too generous sometimes. You need to stand up and tell the whole world that you are not responsible for everyone else’s problems. Ladybug, you have given and given and given where Joe is concerned. You have put up with his moods, his sour face, and his neglecting you for far too long. Where, for Heaven’s sake, has it gotten you? Nowhere! That’s where. He now has a girlfriend and wants a divorce. Marla, wake up! Smell the coffee! He has used you like the proverbial doormat. Aren’t you sick of him taking you for granted?”


“Yes, I am. Susan, I am fed up with that, but it still hurts. I tried so hard to make him happy. One thing that I have finally realized is I cannot make someone else happy. They have to be happy, and then I can enhance that happiness, but I cannot, absolutely cannot, make another person happy, if they are not happy within themselves.”


Susan sighed. “It’s about time you realized that. Thank God! Marla, you are such an upbeat woman. You have such a great attitude and happiness written all over you. You look for the good in every single person you meet. Usually, you find it. With Joe, you dwelled on the fact he would be faithful because of his own parents. Marla, he is no longer the faithful partner. He is having an affair…sleeping with…no…he is having sex with another woman. Marla, he even broke the news to you after having sex with you. He doesn’t know how to make love…only sex. Apparently, it’s all for self-gratification. If he had really made love to you, and with you, there would have been no way he could have chosen that time to tell you about his other life. Marla, am I correct?”


I let out a deep sigh. “Yes, you are correct. I know what you are saying is absolutely accurate, but it is just so hard to comprehend. I know Joe has never truly been in love with me. I realize that he probably, and only probably, loved me for a while. He was never madly in love with me. Susan, why in the world did he even ask me to marry him?”


“I can only guess at that. I think it had something to do with the fact you are what he would like to be. He saw things in you…characteristics…of what he wanted for himself.”


“What in the world would anyone see in me they wanted to imitate? Susan, I am just a very average woman. There is absolutely nothing all that special about me.”


“There is, too…lots of things in you that many would envy. For instance, you have a happy and upbeat personality. He liked that lots. Who wouldn’t? Gee, Marla, you don’t even know what is so beautiful about you, do you?”


“Beautiful? Me? I am not beautiful. I am very, very average.”


With an exasperated tone to her voice, Susan said, “Don’t get me upset. Marla, you are a beautiful woman. Everyone knows that but you…and Joe. Your outside wrappings are attractive, but there is more to you than that. The inside of the package called Marla is deep. You have more depth to your character than ten other women put together.”


“Susan, I try to see what you are talking about but, for the life of me, I cannot. You only say these things because we have been friends for so many years. You love me. We are buddies…best buddies.”


“Marla, wake up! Do you really think I would’ve been your best friend and stayed in touch with you all these years if you weren’t a wonderful person and a terrific human being?”


“I guess not. You know, you are a pretty terrific person yourself. I feel the same way about you.”


“Thanks, Ladybug. I know you feel that for me. You make me know it all the time. That is another of your attributes. You have the ability to make people know they are loved and appreciated.”


“Susan, you almost make me blush. I am such an ordinary woman. There are millions just like me. They are a dime a dozen.”


“Marla, you are beginning to irritate me. Get the drift. You are a very special person, an extraordinary woman. You deserve better than Joe. Do you think no one else will want you? Tell me that is not what you are thinking.”


“Well, I know I need to love, and to be loved. I also know that it is probably very difficult for anyone to understand how that is such an integral and necessary part of my being. Just thinking about never loving, or being loved again, scares me silly. Susan, I have a great capacity for loving. I admit that about myself.”


“Marla, you just told me that you were doubting Joe ever really and truly loved you. If that’s so, then you haven’t had love. You have given love, but you haven’t received it. You don’t really know what it feels like to be loved, do you?”


I replied in a very hushed tone of voice. “I understand what you are saying, and it may be that is truly the case.” 


“Well, it is my belief that somewhere out there is a man who will appreciate all the wonderful characteristics that make you the person you are. There is a man that will know immediately that you are a treasure. He will recognize you at once. Marla, he’s out there. He’s not Joe. I don’t know his name yet. You don’t either, but trust me, he is out there, and he is looking for you.”


“Do you really believe that? Do you really believe that I have a soul mate out there? I cannot imagine what that would feel like, to know that someone feels like I feel, and thinks similarly to the way I think. Susan, I am forty-two years old. No one will even want me. I am over the hill. I have had children, and the resulting stretch marks. My body is definitely not that of a cover girl.”


“I can’t believe you said that. You make it sound like you are 102. Gee, if you lived to be 102, I think someone would still desire you. You have so much to offer. Besides, how many middle-aged men have bodies that look like they did when they were twenty?”


I giggled, as did Susan. “So, you think an old lady in a nursing home, at age 102 could attract the fellas?”


“Hey, maybe I will just tuck this Valentine’s Day gift back and save it for my boyfriend when I am 102. It will be an antique then, as will I! Maybe we will both have appreciated in value,” I said with a bit of strained laughter in my voice.


“Now, that’s my Marla! That’s the Marla everyone loves. The one that is witty, and happy.”


Susan and I giggled. I was feeling a little better now. Although my eyes were swollen from crying, I had a smile on my face. I could always depend on Susan to make me see the funny side to things. This was far from a funny situation, but there had to be a place for some laughter.


“Susan, when are you going to come up for a visit? I really do need your companionship now. I need to talk things over with you. Could you work it into your schedule to come up here for a few days? It would really help me out. I need my best buddy.”


“Let me take a closer look at my schedule. I’ll see what I can do. I want to be there for you. Will you be home tomorrow? I’ll call you then.”


“Yes, I will be here. I hate to sound like I am demanding your time, but these phone bills are going to get out of hand. We can talk until we turn blue if you are here. Do what you can and, Susan, you know that I appreciate you and love you, do you not?”


“Sure do! Marla, you’re the best. Remember that! I’ll call you tomorrow and let you know my schedule, okay?”


“Okay. You take good care. I love ya, Susan.”


“Love you too, Marla.”


I put the phone down. I smiled. It was a weak smile, but at least it was a smile. I felt some better. I appreciated my friends, and Susan was my best friend. I felt so fortunate, even under these circumstances. I had so many wonderful friends. I truly felt blessed. They were always just a phone call away, and I could always depend on them for emotional support. I offered a silent prayer of gratitude for each one of them
