* * *

I don't know how long I stood rooted to that spot in the Seattle airport.  Four hours and three time zones earlier, Debby and I had watched and waved as my best friend, Curt Fields, boarded the doomed flight in Atlanta.  Now Curt was dead -- burned and mangled in a heap of twisted metal somewhere -- and I could have been killed, too.  The thoughts were too monstrous to comprehend.  Sagging against the pay phone, I rested my forehead on my arms.  I could barely breathe.  It felt like the time I’d absorbed a major hit in the solar plexus during football practice my sophomore year of high school and had the wind knocked out of me.  Finally, once I caught my breath, I slowly exhaled through pursed lips like a safety valve releasing pent up steam.  

This can't be real.  What should I do?  

A million thoughts and feelings swirled within me, but the most persistent among them were memories of the last time I'd seen Curt; it was also the first time I'd met Debby.

Curt and I had been late for the 3:30 flight out of Atlanta.  We'd made a bet -- a six-pack of Heineken -- to the first person to arrive at the departure gate.  Since Curt is . . . was . . . a tad overweight, I'd given him a generous head start.  Briefcases cradled against our sides, we raced exuberantly down the crowded concourse, dodging and weaving just like O.J. Simpson in those Hertz  commercials.  Curt almost beat me, but I began easing past him twenty-five yards before gate D-28, arriving a few feet ahead of him -- both of us out of breath, sweating and laughing.

We got our boarding passes from a skinny, severe looking gate attendant who seemed too frazzled to appreciate the virility I'd just displayed.  There was no place to sit.  Most of the people crowding into the gate area on this Friday in 1986 were disheveled businessmen, like us, on their way back to Seattle.  The air was smokey and stifling.  Every few seconds an overmodulated voice on the PA system interrupted the Muzak to announce a flight or page a passenger, adding to the cacophony of a thousand conversations.  I leaned against the wall and took out a crushed pack of Marlboros.

"You know you should quit, don't you?"  Curt said gently.

"Yeah, I know," I said, lighting up.   As I took a deep drag, I imitated the inebriated elegance of W.C. Fields.  "It's easy, my boy. I've done it hundreds of times." 

"I mean it, Paul."  The look on his face was not disapproving, but one of wide-eyed concern.

"I know.  And if you hadn't had that extra burrito at lunch, maybe you would've won the race."  I didn't intend for it to sound so mean.  

Curt simply smiled his crooked, embarrassed grin.  "You're right."  He patted his soft pillow-and-a-half sized gut.  "I eat too much.  I need to do something about that."


"And I need to do something about these cancer sticks."  Disgusted with myself for snapping at Curt, I stubbed out the cigarette in a huge circular ash tray.  "Besides, they're beginning to lose their appeal," I grumbled.

That's when the grating voice of Miss Friendly Skies broke into the din to announce that our flight to Seattle was over-booked.  She asked for ten volunteers willing to be bumped in exchange for a free round-trip ticket -- valid for a full year -- to anywhere in the lower forty-eight states. 

"Sounds like a great deal,"  Curt said wistfully, "but I promised the kids I'd take them trick-or-treating tonight if I get home in time."

Just then, as we lounged against the wall, a stunning brunette walked past on her way to the check-in counter.  She exuded leggy self-confidence; I couldn't take my eyes off her.  She wore a thigh-high, tight-fitting Navy blue suit.  It was elegant, accentuating her form yet keeping most things tastefully, but enticingly, out of view.   

"Man, would I like to spend the rest of the night getting to know her," I remarked with a lecherous smirk.  I tugged at my wedding ring and gradually eased it over my knuckle.

"Come on, Paul.  Go home to your wife," Curt pleaded as he watched me slip the gold band into my pocket. 

Ignoring him, I sidled over to The Brunette who was ninth in line to claim her free ticket.   What can I say?  I love beautiful women.  And most of them have loved me too.  They tell me I look like Tom Wopat, the dark-haired "Duke Boy" on that silly "Dukes of Hazzard" television show:  thick wavy hair, strong chin, bedroom eyes, great physique.  I've never had trouble getting women. 

I stood behind The Brunette for a few moments looking her over before I made my move.  I gauged her to be in her late twenties -- maybe five years younger than me.  She was gorgeous enough to be a model, but not like those scrawny, sexless ones with the bored expressions; she was like the sensuous, full-bodied babes in the Victoria's Secret catalogues Marie gets in the mail all the time.   

  
"So,"  I said quietly, leaning close to the dainty diamond earring on her left lobe, "where in the continental United States do you plan to go with your free round-trip ticket?"

I caught the scent of Chanel as she turned to look at me.  Her green eyes seemed to answer the playfulness I tried to convey with my raised eyebrows and an almost-smile.  (I hoped my expression resembled Ronald Reagan's puckishness when he was about to tell a joke.)  She brought her left hand (no ring) to her chin and pretended to weigh a momentous decision.  "I just can't decide.  Do you have any suggestions?"  Her voice was whisky-smooth with a musical lilt that contained a hint of Scarlet O'Hara.

"Well," I began, "if you like a quiet beach with dazzling white sand, warm water, and a cool breeze, I recommend the Gulf Coast of Florida in the spring.  But if you like a cozy fire in a stone fireplace and the sound of the Atlantic Ocean crashing against a rocky shore, I recommend Maine in the fall."

"What if I like both places?"  The beginning of a sly smile tugged at the sides of her full mouth. 

"Then you'll just have to pay your own way to one of them," I laughed.

She laughed, too, and held out her hand. "Debby Driscol," she said.

Her hand was warm, her grip firm.  "Paul Davenport."  I held her hand a beat longer.  "Well, Debby Driscol . . . it looks like we're going to have a couple hours to kill before our flight.  Mind if I buy you a drink, or two, or ten?"  It was a line from an old John Wayne movie.

She giggled. "That would be grand, Paul Davenport."

After we got our tickets for the 5:30 flight to Seattle (and, of course, our free coupons), I brought her over to meet Curt.  He scowled through his thick glasses as he fanned himself with a newspaper.  A stranger would think he was simply uncomfortable, but I could tell he didn't approve of what I was doing.  Deep down I knew he was right.  

There were many things about Curt I admired.  He was smart, funny, and he had a well-developed sense of right and wrong.  More important, he wasn't sanctimonious about it.  He'd let me know what he thought, but he'd also listen.  And he'd ask questions that would make me think.  Lately, the questions he'd been asking were prompting me to think that I needed to make some changes in my life.  As I was beginning to realize, however, knowing you need to change is quite different than really wanting to change.

"Debby, this is Curtis Fields, my best friend," I said.  "Curt's decided to rush right home to the wife and kiddies rather than get a free ticket to anywhere."

"How many children do you have, Curt?" Debby asked, smiling, as she shook his hand.

"Two," he beamed.  He reached into the breast pocket of his shiny-elbowed burgundy sport coat.

"Watch out," I joked, "Curt's the fastest draw in the West when it comes to showing people pictures of his kids."

"Oh, they're adorable," she gushed as she looked closely at the snapshots.

"That's Sarah," Curt said, pointing at a freckle-faced youngster with a huge smile -- mostly gums and fangs.  "She's six, going on sixteen," he chuckled.  

Debby laughed.  Her perfectly shaped smooth lips mesmerized me.  "And this little guy?"  She pointed to a tow-headed tyke, his eyes twinkling and his lips twisting into an impish grin.  "He looks just like his Daddy."

"That's Thomas.  He's four and a HALF, as he insists.  And this is my wife Stephanie."  He pointed to a plain-looking woman with a pleasant expression.  "We're coming up on ten years together."  He stood next to Debby and smiled admiringly at the color pictures.  "I'm a lucky guy." 

"I can see why you're in such a hurry to get home,"  she said.  As she handed the photos back to Curt, she turned to look at me.  "And what about you, Paul?" 

"Oh, I haven't found the right person, yet -- until now," I joked, wiggling my eyebrows at her.

She laughed, but out of the corner of my eye I saw Curt slowly shake his head and sigh as he returned his family to its place in his wallet.  When his flight was announced, Curt surprised me.  Impulsively, he surrounded me in a strong embrace.  As he pressed me to himself, he whispered into my ear so that Debby couldn't hear: "Don't be dumb, man."  

The smile froze on my face as I automatically mumbled something to Curt that I hoped would sound jovial.  For just an instant, an inner shiver went through me -- a premonition that my detour with Debby would have hideous consequences.      
Debby and I watched as Curt carried his battered black leather briefcase to the gate.  Before walking down the ramp to the plane, he turned and waved at us.  I'd never seen him look so forlorn.  I shuddered.

I turned to Debby.  Her smile was eager.  "Shall we?" I asked, offering her my arm in an exaggerated show of chivalry. 

"We shall," she said, slipping her arm through mine.  Her fingers gently stroked my arm.

As we walked, she told me she was born and raised in Atlanta and was going to be in Seattle for a week attending some sort of fashion convention.  I steered her to a nearby airport lounge.  Although it was only late afternoon, the windowless place was dark except for light from the bar and candles flickering on a few small circular tables.  A man in a wrinkled suit sat at the bar watching an interview on CNN.  One stool over was a guy wearing bib overalls and a dangling silver earring that resembled a fishing lure.  While Debby found a tiny table in a corner, I went to the bar to get a bottle of Scotch and two glasses.

"I can't tell you how much I appreciate your offer to keep me company," she said after she took a big gulp of her drink.  "I was dreading the thought of a couple hours with nothing to do."

"Well, I'm sure you would have found someone to pass the time with.  I bet there would've been guys hitting on you all night."

"Actually, you'd be surprised.  I've been told that men find me . . . ah . . . intimidating," she said almost sheepishly.

I laughed -- guffawed, actually.  "Are you kidding?  You're a knockout."

Blushing a little, she looked down.  "Um, thanks.  It's nice of you to say."

"You don't seem too thrilled that I said it."

She touched my hand and looked at me with doe eyes.  "I probably shouldn't tell you this, but I find your directness to be very . . . " she paused and looked at the ceiling as her mind groped for the right word, "overwhelming."

"Well, I didn't mean to come on quite so strong.  I apologize.  It's just that when I saw you, I told Curt that I had to meet you -- so I did."

"No. No.  Please don't apologize.  I don't mean overwhelming in a bad sense; I mean it in the best sense possible, Paul."  Her eyes seemed luminous, as if covered by a film of fresh tears.  "You can't believe how . . . well . . . lonely I've been."

"I would never have guessed, Debby," I said softly. "What happened?  Did your boyfriend dump you, or something?"

"Now there's a laugh," she said bitterly.  She took another drink, nearly draining her glass.  "It's been a long time since I've been with a man."  She rolled her eyes as she stretched out the word long.

Debby’s motor was doing more than idling; I squirmed as I felt my own engine rev.  This was going amazingly well:  usually, I have to engage in plenty of verbal foreplay before hitting pay dirt.  

"So, enough about me," she continued, "tell me about you. What brings you to Atlanta?"

She'd knocked me off balance.  I was used to being the one in control, asking the questions, getting the other person to talk so I could sit back to observe and strategize.   My current strategy was still evolving.  If things continued to cruise ahead with Debby, I'd excuse myself, make a quick call to Marie and tell her I'd been bumped from my flight and wouldn't be home until the next day.  That would free me to spend the night at Debby's hotel in Seattle.  

I laughed uncomfortably, the process of formulating my plan interrupted.  "Well, ah . . . I'd much prefer to talk about you, but in due time, I guess."  Stalling, I took a sip of whiskey.  "Me?  Not much to tell.  Curt and I were in town for a computer fair.  We sell computers.  Pretty boring, actually."

"I don't know nuthin’ ‘bout usin’ no computers,” she Butterfly McQueened.  I laughed.

“They're too intimidating . . . and expensive.  But," she sighed, "I suppose the time is coming when I'll have to join the land of the computer-literate."  She paused to take another swig.  "Funny, though."

"What's funny?"

"I never would have thought you were a computer geek.  You don't seem very geeky to me."

"Well, now it's my turn to blush," I smiled, but my eyes held hers.

"You must be pretty good with the ladies."  She eyed me coyly and fingered the lip of her now empty glass.  Slowly, her bright pink tongue slicked her lips.

"Um . . . buy you another drink?" I asked.

"Sure, sailor. Thanks."  Her gaze was a laser into my soul.

I lowered my eyes, concentrating on pouring more of the single malt drink into her glass.  Debby, I realized, was a lot different from Marie.  Debby seemed vulnerable yet direct -- a combination I found highly combustible.  But she seemed to operate out of a sense of supreme confidence -- unlike Marie, who doesn't realize how attractive she really is.  Marie's insecurity has always caused her to cling to me in a naively trusting way, as if she's afraid I'll leave her.  Debby, on the other hand, seemed to possess the ability to get to the truth -- and truth was not something I was interested in telling just then.

Before I could fill the smoldering silence, Debby lobbed another question into my bunker.  "So, tell me about your friend Curt.  Have you known each other a long time?"

I relaxed.  I could talk about Curt for hours.  "Curt's my best friend," I began enthusiastically.  "I really love the guy.  He was one of the first people I met when I joined the company six years ago.  I still remember the big smile he had on his face the day we met.  I was blown away by his friendliness and -- the more I got to know him -- his wisdom."

"Hmmm.  Wisdom.  What do you mean?"

"Well, you know.  He's solid.  Always seems to know the right thing to do in any given situation.  He's got a strong sense of ethics."

"What is he, a Jesus freak?" she laughed, contemptuously.

"Not really," I said with an edge of defensiveness.  "I mean, he's religious, I guess.  You know, takes his family to church and all that, but he's never been real pushy about stuff like that.  I can talk with him about anything and I know that he understands and accepts me, yet wants the best for me.  It's a friendship like I've never had with another man."  I sat back in my chair. "Geez, listen to me," I laughed self-consciously.  "I sound like I'm queer, or something."

"No, it's touching, really," she said, leaning toward me.  "It's not often that men talk so lovingly about other guy friends."

"Well, until I heard myself use the word, I never would have thought it was 'love', but I guess that's exactly what it is."   

What I didn't tell her, but what I remembered, was a talk Curt and I had during our week together in Atlanta.  I'd decided to spend the evening at one of those topless places where the gyrating women are really classy.  At lunch the next day he turned the conversation to our wives.  It got me thinking about my habitual unfaithfulness to Marie.  He told me directly that it saddened him that I was taking advantage of Marie's love for me.  I was hung over at the time, yet his comments didn't offend me.  I began to realize what I'd been feeling subconsciously for some time: my hedonistic lifestyle was barren and, to tell the truth, unsatisfying.  Oh, sure, there were aspects that were incredibly thrilling, but I confessed to Curt that feelings of emptiness were a deepening chasm, adding: "I don't know what I can do to change, man."

"Have you thought about prayer?" he'd asked.

His question struck me as odd.  I hadn't prayed seriously since I was a kid and then it was no more articulate than "God bless Mommy, God bless Daddy."

"What are you thinking?"  Debby's question brought me back to the dim October ‘86 reality of an Atlanta airport lounge.  "You look like you're a million miles away."

"Sorry," I said as I took a sip. "I was just thinking about something Curt asked me earlier this week."

"Oh?  What was that?"

"He asked me if I ever prayed."

Debby laughed.  "I knew it.  He IS a Jesus freak.  So, now I'm dying to know: do you," she snickered, "pray?"

"Well, I really hadn't given it much thought.  It just seemed like kid stuff.  In a fumbling way, though, I sort of did try it, but I'm not sure I got through.  God's pretty busy, after all,"  I chuckled.

"I don't think there's anything to it."  Her demeanor hardened.

"Why not?"

"I think it's mumbo jumbo.  People use prayer like it's magic. It's really pathetic."  

"A week ago I would have agreed with you, but now I'm not so sure," I said.  "When I did pray, even in my stumbling bumbling way, I felt a calm inside me that hadn't been there before."

"If it feels good, do it, babe.  That's my motto."  She took out a cigarette and lit it with the flame of the candle on the table.  

I did the same.  As I touched the flame to the tobacco I tried to assess this new element of Debby's personality.  On the one hand, she was fun-loving, mischievous, outgoing; but now I was seeing a darker side.  "You seem a little bitter," I observed.

"My father molested me when I was in my teens."  She was matter of fact.  "It went on for several years.  I hated his guts . . . and mine too." 

"What happened?"

"There was this guy I knew at school -- Jim.  He kept pestering me for a date, so finally I went out with him.  We went to a movie, then to get a quick bite to eat.  Afterwards, he took me to a lover's lane to park.  I freaked.  

"I really didn't want to be there.  The idea of sex repulsed me.  Even though Jim just wanted to get laid, he stopped putting the moves on me when I told him 'no'.  I was really upset -- almost hysterical, but he got me calmed down.  There was a gentleness and understanding about him, so I told him the whole disgusting story about my dad.  

"We became friends . . . more than that, really.  We dated all summer -- the summer before my senior year in high school.  By the end of the summer, I trusted him enough to let him make love to me.  It was wonderful."

“Did you stay friends?”

She bit her lip.  Tears came to her eyes.  "We began talking about getting married, but then‑‑" her voice broke.  She bit her knuckle to keep from crying.  

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to blunder into such painful territory for you."

"No, that's okay; I need to talk," she said, recapturing some of her composure.  "It was a chilly autumn night at the beginning of our senior year.  Jim and a bunch of his friends had been out drinking.  They were on their way home, driving on a winding two-lane road."  She plunged ahead automatically, with almost no emotion in her voice.  "The driver was going too fast, they missed a curve and plowed head-on into a truck.  There were five guys in the car -- Jim was in the back seat.  They were all killed.  The cops said the blood steamed as it flowed on the pavement."  She stared blankly at the candle.  “It was ten years ago today.”

I touched her hand.  "You must have been devastated." 

"Yeah," she said, focusing again on me.  She tossed her head, as if to clear it.  "You could say that."

I didn't know what to say, but Debby filled the silence.

"Since then, I've never let anyone get that close.  This keeps me going."  She raised her glass, sloshing the liquor around the inside.


* * * 

"THERE you are!  Where have you been?"   Debby stood next to the baggage carousel, waving at me.  "I can't find my garment bag," she complained.  I must have looked sick, because her exasperated expression changed to one of concern.  She walked toward me quickly.

"What's the matter?"  She peered at me and grasped me by the sleeve.  "You look shell-shocked."

"They're all dead," I muttered, dazed.

"Who's all dead?  What are you talking about?"

"Debby, the plane we were supposed to be on crashed," I said, looking at her sternly.  "Everybody on it was killed.  We should be dead right now."

She recoiled from me.  "Oh my God!" she gasped.  Both her hands shot to her face in horror. 

"Curt's dead," my voice broke.

As the luggage carousel went round and round, Debby Driscol and I hugged and wept.

A few minutes later, we sat in my Corvette in the long-term parking lot of the Seattle airport.  She'd accepted my offer of a ride to her hotel.  My mind was a blur.  I was exhausted.  It was only seven o'clock at night, but my body was still on Atlanta time where it was three hours later.  I turned the radio to an all-news station.  As I expected, the coverage was wall to wall:

Repeating our top story:  A Pacific Airlines jetliner crashed and burned ten miles Southeast of SeaTac International Airport about two hours ago.  There were no survivors. Live on the scene is News Radio's Nicholas George with this update.  Nick? 

Airline officials say flight 675, which originated in Atlanta, suddenly disappeared from radar screens as it was making a routine approach to the Seattle-Tacoma airport.  There were -- to use the vernacular of air traffic controllers -- 158 souls on board.  Police--

I reached over and violently switched off the radio.  We drove in silence through the darkness to her hotel, each of us lost in our own thoughts.  I felt claustrophobic, trapped in a slick, blue-upholstered, bucket-seated cage, equipped with a five on the floor.  I needed space; I needed to think.

At her hotel, I took her carry-on bag out of the trunk and placed it at her feet.  "Do you mind if I just drop you off?" I could see my breath in the chill night air.  "I really need to be alone."

"I was hoping you'd stay, but you're welcome to stop by later if you need to talk," she offered.

"Thanks.  Maybe I will," I said.

"I hope you do."  She squeezed my hand.

Before driving away, I hugged her and kissed her on the forehead.

I drove aimlessly, lost in thought.  Why Curt?  Why not me?  Now what?  I felt guilty for living -- but I felt relieved, too.  Then I felt guilty about feeling relieved.  

On impulse, I drove to the crash site.  It was in a wooded area just beyond a suburban subdivision.  I got as close as I could before the red flashing tangle of police cars, fire trucks, and rescue vehicles stopped me.  I parked along the side of the road across from a gas station.  As I got out of the car, I smelled strong, sickeningly sweet jet fuel.  A cluster of teenage boys in trick-or-treat garb stood nearby, talking excitedly.  One wore a Reagan mask and a baseball cap turned backwards.  

"I was one of the first people on the scene," one pudgy boy bragged to his buddies.  His face was painted a hideous white with black highlights.  "There was bodies everywhere.  One didn't even have no head!"

"Wow," breathed a couple of the others, cleverly.

Disgusted, I walked on.  Now that I was out of the car I could think more clearly.  I couldn’t believe Curt’s body was lying out there somewhere.  I could picture him holding the hand of his seat mate to comfort her as the plane plummeted to the ground.  What a waste, I thought, as fresh tears came to my eyes.  
I considered calling Curt's wife, but rejected the idea because it would only be a painful reminder to her that I had lived while he had died.  I also worried about what I should do about Marie.  I'd lied to her, telling her I was still in Atlanta.  She'd endured a terrible shock and needed comforting, but I couldn't suddenly show up at home without making her wonder how I'd gotten to Seattle from Atlanta so quickly.  Yet I found myself longing for the comfort of her unconditional love.  She’s a very physical person  – lots of touching and hugging.  Sometimes, her clinging-vine tendencies irked me, but tonight I needed her to stroke my arm, bury her face in my neck, and coo in my ear that everything would be alright.   

Parked haphazardly near the road to the cordoned off crash site were no fewer than four television news vans, their satellite dishes angled skyward.  I paused to watch a reporter getting ready to go on the air live.  He wore a double-breasted blue sport coat and nervously strutted back and forth in front of the camera.  Two stark white lights blazed down on him.  He stopped prancing and squinted into the camera lens to admire his reflection.  In one smooth motion, he pulled a canister of hair spray out of his jacket pocket and zeroed in on his errant cowlick.  He coughed as a white cloud engulfed his head, then billowed toward the ozone layer.

I felt a tap on my shoulder.  I turned.  A short, cute blonde with an earnest expression on her face looked up at me.

"Sir, did you see the crash?"  

"Yeah . . . I mean, n-no," I stuttered.  "I was supposed to be on that plane, but at the last minute I took another flight."

"You're kidding!" she squeaked excitedly.   Then I saw the microphone in her hand and the cameraman standing next to her.  She turned to him.  “Chris!  I need this guy on tape.  You rolling?”

Chris hefted the camera to his shoulder and snapped on a high intensity light attached just above the lens. 

Panicking, I wheeled and trotted toward my car. 

"Wait!" the reporter called.  “How do you feel?”

Her cameraman came after me, but I quickly outdistanced him.  Scrambling behind the wheel, I gunned the engine to life and squealed away from the troubling scene of death and vultures.

Fifteen minutes later I was in the almost deserted lobby of Debby's hotel.  It was after ten.   Incongruously cheery piano music coming from a speaker in the ceiling bounced off the shiny floor and walls.  Sitting in a studded leather chair, I stared at the white plastic house phone next to me on a mahogany credenza.  I hoped Debby could help me make some sense out of this tragedy.  Is that the ONLY reason you're here? an inner voice prodded.

"What the hell," I sighed, picking up the receiver.  

Her voice was low, sultry, sexy.  "Hello?" she purred.

"Hi, Debby.  It's Paul.  I just called to see how you're doing . . . and to t-talk, if you still want to."

There was a slight pause.  "Where are you?"

"In the lobby."

"I'm in 310." 

Two minutes later she opened the door to me as I knocked.

She wore a white terrycloth robe with the light green arabesque logo of the hotel over her generous left breast.  Her luxurious dark brown hair was no longer swept back into a tight bun.  Parted in the center, it cascaded onto her shoulders, framing her beautiful face in the shape of a heart.  She looked lovely.  My stomach turned to jello.

Debby took my hand and pulled me into the room's narrow entry way.  Kicking the door shut behind me, she put her arms around me and rested her head against my chest.  "Oh, Paul," she began to weep, "I'm so glad you came."  

When she raised her tear-stained face to look into mine, I saw that her eyes were dreamy.  She'd been drinking. I felt a light-headed realization that I could do anything to her I wanted.  

"Maybe I should go," I said.

"No, please stay.  I need to talk, too."  She brightened. "Buy you a drink?"   Taking me by the hand, she led me, unsteadily, deeper into the spacious room.

The covers of the king-size bed were turned down invitingly. The only light in the room came from a small candle on the bedside table.  Next to it, a tiny clock radio played soft jazz.  

"Have a seat," she said, gesturing haphazardly toward one of two easy chairs flanking a round wooden table at the far end of the room.  

I sat.  

"I'm afraid all I've got to offer are the remains of our Shcotch."  She nodded at the third-full bottle on the table.

"That's fine," I managed to croak.

Mustering as much dignity as possible, she weaved into the bathroom, emerging an instant later carrying two glasses.

"Say when," she said as she poured the amber liquid, splashing a splotch of it onto the table.

"When," I said after the second glub.

After filling her glass, she raised it.  "What should we drink to?"

"To life?" I asked.

"Ha HAH!  That's a good one," she bellowed, "to LIFE!"  She took a gulp.

The whiskey warmed and relaxed me.  Letting out a long sigh, I stretched my legs, crossing them at the ankles.  

Debby also seemed to relax and sat in the other chair.  "How are you doing?" she asked gently, placing her glass on the table between us.  

"Good question."

"Well, lemme guess.  You feel stunned."

"Yup."

"Relieved?"

"Uh huh."

"Guilty?"

"That especially."

"I can understand,"  she nodded.

"Can you?"  I glared at her.  "You don't know the half of it."

"I don't?"  She cocked her head, confused.

"I told my wife I'm still in Atlanta."

"Your wife?"  She sat up, alarmed, but quickly recovered.  She thought for a moment.  "That's not so bad."  

"What do you mean?" 

"Paul, don't you see?  We've been given the gift of our lives."  Debby leaned toward me, imploringly.  "We should make the most of it while we have the time."  Reaching across the table, she stroked my arm.

"It seems to me that the gift I've been given is the opportunity to get things right this time."  I got to my feet. "I think I'd better be going."

I strode across the room, but before I could open the door I felt Debby tugging at my arm.  I turned to face her.

She was intense, insistent.  "I really need you, Paul."    

"I'm sorry, Debby. I have to go."  But I didn't leave; I just stood there, my back against the door.

"Why are you becoming such a prude all of a sudden?" she asked angrily.  "I want you, Paul.  I'm begging you."

 
I hesitated.  The familiar urges came rushing back.  I considered sweeping her into my arms like Rhett Butler and carrying her to the bed.  Then, unbidden, I thought of Marie -- loyal, trusting Marie.  My wife needed me, too.  But what would I tell her if I arrived home hours before she expected me?  What if the pain of the truth finally caused her to reject me?

Curt’s voice echoed in my head.  Don't be dumb, man. 

"I'm sorry, Debby,"  I breathed.  "I can't."  I groped for the doorknob.

Her face became wild.  "Jim! You can't leave me!" she shrieked.  "I NEED you!"  

She tore open her robe and stood exposed before me.  Her melon-breasts swayed.  Her nostrils flared.  Her breath came in fierce bursts.  "Take me, damn you," she commanded, "take me!"

I froze -- afraid to stay.  Afraid to go.

She sank to her knees, sobbing, her face in her hands.

Kneeling in front of her, I held her shaking body firmly in my arms, rocked her, and caressed her hair with my fingers.  

"I'm sorry," I whispered, "I'm so sorry." 

I hugged her tightly for several more minutes, silently rebuking myself for being so selfish, praying that somehow Debby's fragile psyche could be repaired, and wondering what I was going to tell Marie.

After awhile, Debby stopped shaking.  

With my right hand I brushed damp hair away from her cheek.  Anxiously, I leaned closer, searching for her face.  

"Are you okay?" I asked.

She nodded curtly, biting her lip.

"I'm sorry," I repeated.  "I'm such a selfish fool."

"I know," she said, the beginning of a smile on her mouth.  "I am, too, sometimes.  I think I lost it there for a sec."

"I have to go," I whispered.

"Go," Debby said softly.  "She needs you."   Retying the cloth belt of the robe, she added, "I'll be alright."

As I slipped out the door, closing it quietly behind me, I resolved that my next lie to Marie would be my last.

THE END

