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      Ten days from now I'll look back and wonder if there wasn't something about my encounter with Monica Reyes that should have sent up warning signals. There probably was, but I was a smitten man, and a smitten man is no more in touch with his common sense than a jihadist chasing 72 virgins.
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        20:15 Hours, Saturday, 30 August.

        JFK International Airport, New York.

      

      

      
        
        
        Love at first sight is not for the blind.

      

        

      

      At 7:15 PM, on Saturday, August 30th, I was kidnapped. It wasn't voluntary. I guess if it had been you couldn't call it a kidnapping. No, wasn't voluntary, at least not at first.

      I was minding my own business when I came upon these two lush green pools, a green so rich and deep like I'd never seen before or, maybe they came upon me. Doesn't matter. Thing is, I fell in. Didn't mean to fall in; just did. Like I said, this wasn't a voluntary thing, but once in, I stayed. Not only stayed, I swam around; splashed, did somersaults, played Marco Polo. I dove for the bottom several times, each time deeper, like a pearl diver, until I could no longer hold my breath. Never did find bottom, so I floated. Put on my Ray-Bans, laced my fingers behind my head and kicked back and floated on those fathomless pools of liquid under the fiery rays of a crimson sun. My world had reduced to just two colors--green and red, the only colors that mattered. Green, red, green, red--a traffic light without caution because with a woman like this, there is no caution. It's stop or go, your choice. Either you're in, or you're out.

      Now I'm no neophyte when it comes to life and all the trials and tribulations. I've not only been around the block more than once; I've been kicked around the block, a couple of times. Been married more than once, raised children, more than one. Even created businesses. Destroyed 'em too. You might say I've seen it all and had you asked me even yesterday, if I believed in love, at first sight, I would've told you, of course, but those are miracles reserved for the young--those naive little creatures still virtuous and deserving of such wonders.

      So, is it possible that someone like me--someone cynical, jaundiced and thoroughly jaded--could be so utterly mugged by that sneak thief, love? My pre-smitten self would've said, out of the question, a thoroughly ridiculous idea. But ask me now, and I'll admit that as totally cliché, and stupidly impulsive as it no doubt is--yes, I am at this moment happily plummeting those verdant pools of promise.

      I have been kidnapped and please do not post a ransom.
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        20:15 Hours, Saturday, 30 August.

        JFK International Airport, New York.

      

      

      
        
        
        Men hunt, women lure.

      

        

      

      We're introduced, and as my hand presses into hers, I want to tell her to keep it as a small token of my...well, you get the idea.

      "Look, she's got him, stunned in her headlights," Janet says and Ebba my flight attendant girlfriend launches her Aerosoles into my shin.

      "Ouch! Sorry," I say, reluctantly breaking my grip with those emerald greens holding me hostage and now stepping away, a mischievous smile playing over her face.

      Coughing a grin into my fist, I turn my undying attention toward the woman I signed up with on this trip.

      We're at gate E-08 waiting to board American Airlines flight AA-114 for Barcelona, Ebba and Janet are working the flight, Monica, (my now soon-to-be bride), and I riding their companion passes.

      As Ebba and Janet split off for crew boarding, Janet giggling and explaining how her girlfriend has this effect on men, blah, blah, Ebba's throwing daggers over her shoulder at me even though Monica's evacuated to the far end of the waiting area.

      To allay her concerns I remain dutifully anchored in place blowing air kisses until she and her jealous insecurities disappear into the Jetway leaving me confounded with this dating dilemma about changing horses in midstream.

      But surely love trumps all, right, I ask myself? Yes, even to the clouds. Wherever it tells you to go. Where'd I hear that? Oh yeah, Urinetown, the musical.

      And if you don't believe me just ask the kryptonite peepers at the other end of the waiting area already sucking my heart out like marrow from a bone.

      

      "I was beginning to wonder if you were going to come over and talk to me, or just leave me here in doubt," she says, lacing in a little pouty to shame me that I'd ignored her.

      You'd think I'd know better. Beautiful women working men's egos like Play-dough. Am I immune? No. She's got me, and she knows it. Hell, I know it, and she knows I know it. So for the next forty-five minutes we lose ourselves in each other's company, sharing everything but spit, while, one by one, the paying passengers disappear into the maw of the Jetway until only six anxious, but ever-hopeful, standbys remain in the lottery for those last unfilled seats in business-class.

      And what did we talk about? You could've taken out my brain and pried open my memory banks and all you'd have found would've been empty accounts. We talk about everything and nothing I'm so lost in the Nitrox depths of those verdant pools of pleasure. Even when B-L-U-E rolled across the monitors clearing standbys, I still can't extricate myself from her gravitational pull.

      "Go, go," she says, "I'll meet you on board, and if we're not seated together maybe we can persuade our neighbors to switch."

      So I go. Grudgingly.

      "Congratulations, Mr. Blue," welcomed words from a gate agent any other time, but with Monica's chances still in doubt, they rang as hollow as a preacher's promise.

      "Thank you, Marci," I say stealing a glance at her nametag. "Say, could you pull a few strings, so the lady over there makes it aboard too?"

      When you're flying the friendly skies on standby, it's right here, with the gate agents that the power lays. Trust me. This is bona fide insider knowledge. The gate agents own this velvet rope; so don't even think about crossin' 'em. Just be pleasant and show lots of appreciation.

      But all Marci gives up is a well-trained smile, and with the last of my charm having been spent on Monica I didn't push for fear Marci might not punch her ticket on purpose, knowing I'm riding Ebba's companion pass. They do that, women, working the little things.

      So here I am dragging my feet through the Jetway, mulling over the idea of jumping ship should Monica not make the cut and wondering how I'm going to accomplish that without placing my life in mortal danger with Ebba. Got to find a way out of this dilemma without spilling blood. Mine preferably.

      As I'm grappling with the intricacies of how to pull this off, I come to the end of the Jetway where God Almighty himself, the infinite jokester, has placed one gorgeous prize at entry door number one. The same exquisite brunette that'd caught my eye earlier while in the company of two other flight attendants during crew boarding. No chance I'd forget this one, and even less after she'd thrown me a fetching smile. Now here she is again. Nanette, her nametag reads. Greeting me like this rendezvous had been planned all along.

      "So glad to see you Mr. Blue. May I take your coat?" And like any bewitched man would, I hand it over like an offering to Aphrodite.

      Retrieving a hanger from the small closet behind her, and, without diverting her milk chocolate eyes from mine, she shoves the garment into the overstuffed cupboard.

      "Your coat will be right here when we land."

      I want to tell her to keep it as a gift, but my voice deserts me, refusing to obey any commands that don't come directly from her.

      Then leaning in as close as a whisper, and with one slender finger, she turns my face like a puppet on a string. "Your seat is halfway down the second aisle," she points.

      "Yes," and it's all I can do to suppress the urge to add Madame and beg for twenty lashes.

      "Would you like for me to bring you a drink? Single malt over rocks with a splash maybe?"

      "Why that'd be... How'd you ..."

      "This is first-class, Mr. Blue. We're here to please," her words licking me like an opiate.

      "And I have every expectation you will. Heck, I'm ready to fill out my customer satisfaction survey right now."

      She laughs and leaning into my ear whispers, "But you haven't even been serviced yet?"

      Holy shit!

      "Uh, right," I stammer and stumble my way over to aisle two, thinking this is all too weird not to be some alternate reality. I mean come on. First, there's Monica, who has me making wedding plans before I even know her name. Now, five minutes later, I'm intercepted by this Nanette creature that scares the hell out of me and has me considering Mormonism for the sake of bigamy.

      To my new window-seat neighbor, I offer up a smile and a nod hello and go about shoving my bags into the overhead before dropping my six-foot, one-eighty-pound load into a recliner big enough to stow away a family of small-boned Asians.

      As I'm pondering how much I love flying first-class the beautiful Nanette leans into my intimate space purring, "Here, Tucker, this should help you relax while we're underway," and hands me an amber-laden crystal tumbler.

      "How'd you know my name?"

      "Why Ebba of course. We've all been anxiously awaiting for you to board."

      Anxiously?

      "Oh. Well, thank you," turning to face her and flinch that she's hovering only a kiss away. And just as I'm about to give in, wouldn't you know it; she draws back the tease, and gives my arm a little squeeze.

      "Gotta run sugar, but I'll catch you later, okay?"

      Sugar?

      In a swirl, she vanishes, her scent the only evidence remaining, and I inhale deeply and chase her with a draw on my Glenfiddich before surrendering to the glove leather surrounding me telling myself to forget the futility of understanding women though it's an impossible temptation to resist. Just ask Adam.

      Like a half-asleep child pushed along by his parents to bed, my mind slips between the crisp, clean bed sheets of tranquility, and I think, if this is how death feels, what's not to like?

      My mind drifts and when approaching those familiar crossroads where serenity intersects with harmony, a paw clamps onto my shoulder and a maw assaults my ear with, "you're off the plane, Tucker. Someone's shown up with a higher-priority pass, and they're taking your seat."

      "What?" I ask, knowing exactly what I heard the first time but needing to ask because it's too stupid a thing not to.

      "You're bumped," says Ebba.

      "You're kidding."

      "No, I'm not. There are priority levels. You're holding an S-2, but she's got an S-1, so you're bumped," and with every word the cabin pressure increases and we're not even off the ground.

      "So, bump someone else."

      "You're the lowest standby in business."

      "Wonderful. Now, what am I supposed to do?"

      "Catch an Air France to Paris and make a connection to Barcelona."

      "I can't believe this."

      "Just do it Tucker and please don't make a scene."

      "Fine," and I'm up yanking my bags from the overhead.

      Standing in the doorway with a sad smile on her pretty face is Nanette to send me off.

      "Sorry about this, Tucker, but you can still make it. Go to the Air France desk and take their next flight to Paris. From there you can grab a connection to Barcelona. Do it, and I'll see you in Barcelona."

      That takes me back, and I notice Ebba flinching too.

      "Yeah," is all I can manage?

      "Oh," she says, laying her hand on my arm, "Janet's friend, Monica, she didn't make it either." Turning to Ebba, "Didn't I see you introducing Tucker to them?"

      Ebba says to me, "You remember, the other FA (flight attendant) and her companion?"

      "Sure, I remember." How could I forget? (Hell, she's my new fiancé.)

      "Find Monica, she knows the ropes. She's probably at the Air France counter now," Nanette says.

      "Or, the nearest bar," quips Ebba pushing me out the door. "See you in Barcelona, Tucker," she sings out before grabbing my arm and pulling me back with the threat, "you stay away from that Monica woman Tucker, you hear?" Then back into the plane, she returns to stand next to the captain who has appeared and is offering a small wave good-bye.

      "We'll save a seat for you on the return," he says giving me the thumbs up.

      "Gotta get there first."

      Back through the Jetway, I pass the woman who'd hijacked my seat and start to give her my, I'm not a happy camper frown, but on second thought, "A hundred dollars for your seat?"

      "Sorry, I'm going to my mother's funeral."

      Ouch. "Oh... sorry."

      That's how it is with these companion tickets. I don't know if every employee of the airline is eligible, but those who are, are given a certain number of passes each year. You might have five with S-1 priorities (the highest), eight S-2's (next highest) and so forth on down the line. The idea is to use the lower-priority passes for those flights you're pretty sure will have available seating and save the higher ones for flights that are likely to be tight--the popular destinations, like Barcelona.

      Still, it's a gamble because you never know for sure how a flight might turn out until the last minute. Revise that, until the plane is in the air. Ebba gambled an S-2 would get me onto this one, and while it did beat out Monica and others holding lower priorities, it couldn't top the last-minute S-1.

      So, now I'm back where I started--standing at an empty Gate E-08 watching my fourteen-day getaway get away without me.
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        21:25 Hours, Saturday, 30 August.

        JFK International Airport, New York.

      

      

      
        
        
        I never argue now with a woman, I just take my beating like a man.

      

        

      

      As the plane taxis out to the runway, my cell phone rings.

      Ebba. 

      "What the hell was that all about?" 

      "What was what all about?" 

      "Your little thing with Nanette. What'd she mean, 'see you in Barcelona?'" 

      "How do I know? She's your friend, ask her!"

      "Ask her what? Why my boyfriend's tongue was hanging to his knees?"

      "I don't know her from Adam; you're the one who knows her." Though I can't deny Nanette sparked visions of hotel rooms and massage oils. 

      "I don't know her. She's a slut who collects men to eat. Okay, whatever. Just go to Air France and book the next flight to Paris then connect to Barcelona."

      "And if Air France is full?" 

      "Try again tomorrow." 

      I pause.

      "It's up to you if you want to try again, Tucker." 

      "Air France will accept my companion pass?" 

      "Yes, they will. Look, I'm sorry for all this, really I am. I need to go. Oh, and, Tucker," her voice drops to an angry whisper, "you stay clear of Monica, you hear? You're supposed to be with me. Not Nanette, not Monica. Me, Tucker. Goddammit," and she's gone. 

      My enthusiasm for this trip is vacating like a tenant making a midnight move. If I do make Barcelona what will I be walking into; a catfight with me the sacrificial mouse? The idea of re-booking on Air France, maybe making the flight, or not, chancing the same hit or miss to make a connection out of Paris... And if I get stuck?

      What the hell? I'll be in Paris, for crying out loud! Can there be a better place to be? Maybe I'll go to Paris and bag Barcelona. Wait! Aren't I forgetting something?

      Sure enough at the nearest bar, I meet Monica, for the second time. Perched on a barstool with a cell phone pressed to her ear, her eyes scan the room until they lock on me hovering at the edge of the fray. She folds away her cell, tosses me an inviting smile, and with one beckoning finger ...

      Thank you, Jesus. 

      I return the smile and affirming with a nod, start making my way toward her.

      "You were on, what happened?"

      "Came back for you, what else?" And with that, she jumps off the barstool, wraps her arms around my neck and squeezes me into her like I'd returned from the war.

      Holy shit! Had I known I'd get this kind of welcome I'd have shown up earlier.

      "That's sweet of you to say. I'm glad you got thrown off."

      "How'd you know?" I eye her. "You had something to do with that?"

      "Why? Would you be angry if I did?"

      "No, course not... You didn't... How'd you do that?"

      "I didn't. Nanette called. She told me what happened and asked if I would look after you."

      "You're kidding. You know Nanette?" 

      Why would Nanette be taking such an interest in me, I wonder. That little encounter on the plane was over the top for sure but to call on Monica like she's passing the baton? 

      "I was a flight attendant with Pan Am in a previous life as was Nanette." 

      "Guess I should consider myself lucky with such connections." 

      "Yep, you're with me now," she says and wraps her smile around the slim cocktail straw of her drink, her green eyes dancing with mischief. 

      I laugh. "Yeah, I suppose I am at that," and even though the mere thought of Ebba induces shivers up my spine, how can I ignore this near perfect, albeit temporary, solution to the dilemma I was wrestling with earlier? S'pose I should be thankful and not look a gift horse and all, right?

      Still, I can't shake the feeling all this is a little too convenient. Wait! Isn't this exactly what I would've arranged myself if I could have? Why am I complaining? Okay, I'm not complaining. I've got to give up this cynicism business and let the good times roll. I'm on vacation. The important thing, now, is what's in front of me. Remember? The woman I'm going to marry? Gotta keep my eye on the prize here.

      "So, Nanette said I should see you about catching an Air France flight to Paris and making a connection to Barcelona. Is that what you're doing?" 

      "That's one alternative." 

      "And the other?" 

      "Find a hotel and try again tomorrow." 

      That set off a dozen wisenheimer remarks clamoring to jailbreak my mouth, so I divert. "Can I buy you a drink?" And I'm reminded that ten thousand years of hardwiring bridles 'em not to come off as easy and don't start thinking this one's an exception. Just remember, no matter what she says it's all a dream, a fabrication. Nothing's real. Any minute Alan Funt'll jump out and yell, 'smile, you're on Candid Camera sucka!'

      Her cell phone rings. She plucks it from her purse and checking the screen says, almost in afterthought, "I'm good, thanks," then stands to take the call.

      "Hi, Lloyd. No, I didn't make the flight. Full. Yes, I'm going to try to catch the Air France." She turns her back and takes a step away seeking privacy. 

      My heart sinks and falls out of my chest, splat, onto the floor. A ten-year-old sitting at a table with his parents has his eye on it and is moving into position to kick the thing like a soccer ball. 

      "No," I yelp jumping to my feet to stop him. She turns clearly wondering if I'm certified. 

      "You okay?" 

      "Yeah, sure. Sorry," I say flushing a beet red before turning back to my barstool. "Tell Lloyd hello for me." 

      "What?"

      "Nothing. Just kidding." Idiot! Why the hell'd you say that I ask myself swiveling around to the bar and bartender. "Glenfiddich on rocks with a splash please." S'pose I can forget any further designs here. Lloyd huh? Maybe Lloyd's her dad. 

      A minute passes, and she's still talking. Two minutes. Giggling now. I wait another thirty seconds before deciding to neutralize this with a call into Speed. Is this high school or what? Doesn't matter, fifteen or fifty, nothing changes. We're either preening and posturing to win them over, or we're working overtime to show our disinterest, so they'll think we've got boo-coo other choices waiting in line.

      Yeah but, this one... This one's special. And the dilemma I was facing earlier, the elephant in the room? That one's now wheels up and airborne. Wait! Could the elephant now be... Hey, who is this Lloyd guy anyway? 

      My cell's ringing through, and Speed picks up. "Hey, Bluesman. You're not airborne? What gives brother?" 

      "Hey, Speedster. Yeah, didn't make the flight man. Got preempted by a higher priority at the last minute." 

      "So, whaddya gonna do?" 

      "Catch the Air France to Paris and make a connection to Barcelona are my instructions. I dunno. I'm so tired of all this waiting. I've been doing this since six this morning, and it's now going on... What? Eleven?" 

      "Eight for you brother. You started in San Diego, remember?" 

      "Yeah eight, right. I'd like to see Barcelona, sure, but this flying standby is starting to suck."

      "What the heck man? What else you gotta do? Catch the Air France man and go. A Paris detour; I can think of worse things. You might meet a hot little flight attendant on the way over, and you'll be on a dream detour come true." 

      "I dunno man. I think I've met a couple too many already." 

      "Uh-oh. Ebba bust you?" 

      "S'pose you could say that." 

      "So, what bar are you hanging at now?" 

      "The airport bar." 

      "Oh, yeah, that one. Sure. That's my bar. There're only a hundred bars in JFK, Bluesman! Do you even know where you are?" 

      "International terminal." 

      "Oh, yeah. One's there. Any chicks?" 

      No surprise. Speed's right on point. 

      Having both come out of long-term marriages at about the same time and now finding ourselves in this bizarre Neverland of mid-life dating; we are the Lost Boys. The blind leading the blind in a land where the one-eyed man is king, if only we could find him and learn. But we haven't, so we improvise because our prior dating experience dates so far back it's listed in Webster's under courting. 

      Anyone who saw us might mistake us for a couple of girls because with almost every date, we're on speed dial, passing back and forth critical details, examining and debating every mile marker, comparing notes, and sharing our experiences in the hopes of obtaining even a minuscule of understanding the female mind. And every time we think we've uncovered some heretofore-secreted gem of knowledge and begin postulating a theorem; a subsequent female encounter cancels it, and we're back to square one.

      I can't say we're not having a grand time of it though, and if we happen to commit a dating faux pas, unlike with marriages, there's always another fish in the sea. If there's ever a right time to be a kid in a candy store, for us, now's it. 

      "So, Bluesman, any chicks at the bar?"

      Monica's winding down with ole Lloyd, telling him she'll see him in Barcelona, so I sign off with Speed, announcing loud enough for her to overhear, "Okay Lucille, we'll talk again later honey," so she'll be wondering who Lucille is. Funny enough, so will Speed. I hit END. 

      "Sorry for the interruption," she says. 

      Right. 

      "Yeah, flying standby on these companion passes can be a little nerve-racking sometimes. You need to keep reminding yourself that most of the time you're getting on the plane and best of all, it's free," she says picking up without missing a beat. "Take a flight, like the one we missed." 

      "I tried." 

      "A first-class seat costs nearly five thousand dollars, and that's no chump change. Yeah, I know you tried." 

      "I guess we can put up with a little bumping now and then, huh?" 

      "You betcha," she says finishing off her drink. 

      I signal the bartender, then turning to her. "You ready for another?" 

      "Sure, Cosmo, please," batting her eyes to show me she's cute. And she is. God is she ever.

      "Who could resist?" To the bartender, "and another Cosmo for the lady please." 

      Monica extends her hand to me, "I'm sure you don't remember my name, Tucker." 

      "Monica," I say. 

      "Ooh, right. You're good." 

      "You remembered mine. How'd you do that anyway?" 

      "How'd you?" 

      "I wanted to." 

      "Wow, you are impressive Mister?" 

      "Blue." 

      "Ooh, Mister Tucker Blue," she says rolling it around in her mouth like she's tasting for smoothness. "I like it. Blood blue too?" 

      "Through and through darling. Want me to open a vein?"

      "Not unless you want me to open one of mine and see who's bluer."

      "Holy moly girl. You are out there aren't you? So tell me how does the Air France backup work?" I ask thinking that was weird. Who's bluer?

      "They're American's codeshare partners." 

      "Codeshare?" 

      "It's an arrangement between two airlines to share the same flight so if you've purchased a ticket on one airline and somehow miss it ..." 

      "Like we did," I say. 

      "You can go to the codeshare partner, and they'll honor your ticket." 

      "Even a companion pass?" I ask already knowing. 

      "Yep. They're treated like regular tickets. Well, they are tickets, only not purchased."

      "So, you haven't checked out Air France yet?" 

      "Not yet. I thought I'd liquor up first in case it's full. That way at least I won't give a shit," she laughs and gives my knee a little touch. 

      That's the signal. She's interested. The woman doesn't mind a little potty mouth either. She's not a prig. Good. Willing to lube up too. Another plus. Just keep drinking honey, I'm thinking. 

      "You're not offended by a little potty mouth are you, Tucker?" she asks interrupting my leering. 

      "I was potty trained long ago, Monica... Miss ...?" 

      "It's missus. With an "R" in the middle. M-R-S," she spells and holds out her hand with a round-cut diamond about the size of Texas. 

      "Wow, missus with an 'R' it is." 

      "Reyes. Missus Reyes," she says. 

      "Missus Monica Reyes. Okay. Well, nice to meet you again Missus Reyes," taking her hand in utter disappointment and giving it a single pump, "And Mister Reyes?" 

      "There's no Mister Reyes. I kept my maiden name. Al's home with the children... At least he'd better be," and the kid wallops my heart through the goal posts, and the crowd roars.

      "Is this where you get off Tucker?" 

      Biting the inside of my cheek, I tear my eyes from the pull of hers and take a sip to collect myself before turning back. 

      "Course not. Actually, I'm relieved." 

      "Why's that?" 

      "Well, if you're taken, I won't need to come up with a rock bigger than the one already decorating your hand." 

      "Wow, that's quite a leap for someone you met only five minutes ago." 

      "I'm a champion leaper, and besides, it's been more than an hour now." 

      "Oh, right. Still ..." she laughs reaching out and touching my arm. 

      "It's a fault. I'm impulsive. No, marriage is a wonderful institution," I say, "and one I've brushed with a couple of times, the last one a twenty-year-long brush." 

      "So I take it you don't date married women?"

      "Nope, afraid not." 

      "Not even to fool around?"

      "Hmm, you got something in mind?" 

      "It's a hypothetical." 

      "Oh. A hypothetical. Okay, then the hypothetical answer is... can you repeat the question?" 

      "Truth is, I'm divorcing," she says ignoring my humor.

      "So you're still married." This takes her back a bit. 

      "I suppose. Technically, yes. I'm married. Well on my way to not being married though. Doesn't that count?" 

      "For what?" 

      "You know... count for ..." 

      "Not being married?" 

      "No," she says. "Oh, never mind." 

      "Yeah, it counts. Truth is, my divorce isn't complete yet either," I half-lie. 

      "Why you son of a... " she pulls up catching herself.

      "I fibbed. My divorce is done, but we still have to get a ruling on property division."

      "So, why're you giving me such a hard time?" 

      "Because I don't date married women. Divorcing women... Well, that's another matter. Can't blame someone for wanting to date around while a divorce stretches out for years." 

      "So, we're birds of a feather... Look, I'm sorry if I put you on the spot. It's not often I run across a guy with principles anymore and... Well... It's refreshing. Al and I've been separated for over a year. I've dated a little, and you wouldn't believe the men who'll tell you anything. I'm beginning to think all the men with any sort of principles are snatched up.

      You'd be astonished how many married men try to pass them off as single. It's incredible. So, to hear you'll take a pass on a married woman who's obviously hitting on you, and to be so emphatic about it; I don't know; it's nice that men like you still exist." 

       "We don't. I made it up," and she stares at me dumbfounded. "Only kidding. Some of us still have limits on fooling around with another man's wife."

      "You're a jokester aren't you, Tucker?"

      "Not always."

      "I think it's how you said it that makes the difference."

      "How I said what?"

      "You said when it comes to fooling with another man's wife."

      "Yeah?"

      "Well, you could've said, 'fooling with a married woman,' but you didn't. You phrased it in personal terms--'another man's wife'. Your emphasis was on the husband, not the woman. Your concern is doing the husband wrong. By doing that you've made it more personal, more wrong than fooling with a married woman. A world of difference Tucker. That tiny bit of phraseology tells me that you take this seriously."

      "Wow. I would've never picked up on that, but you might be giving me more credit than I'm due."

      "So, what about fooling around with someone's girlfriend or boyfriend?" she asks.

      "Boyfriends yes, I have limits."

      She laughs. "And girlfriends?"

      "Girlfriends are not wives. I draw the line at married women. Actually, women married to men with guns. If someone's girlfriend wants to make herself available, that's her business. Just don't give my name to your boyfriend." 

      "Going out on your girlfriend is not a problem?" 

      "You mean Ebba?"

      "She's your girlfriend isn't she?" 

      "Never seen the woman before in my life. Met her for the first time going through security."

      "What?"

      "Okay, I confess."

      "To what?"

      "I don't know, I thought women like men who confessed. It's a pickup line. Did it work?"

      "Uh... "

      "We date other people. Does that make her a girlfriend?"

      "How does she see it?" 

      "However it suits her at the moment would be my guess."

      "Then you're her boyfriend. At least on this trip."

      "But she's not on this trip. This trip is now our trip. Does that count?"

      "Good point. You might've found a loophole."

      "So we're free to fool around?"

      "Free? Pshaw. Nothing's free, Tucker."
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        22:23 Hours, Saturday, 30 August.

        JFK International Airport, New York.

      

      

      
        
        
        If she doesn't say no, then it's a yes.

      

        

      

      Still...

      The possibilities. My brain's overwhelmed with a rush of possibilities and the scene where a man and woman--two strangers--find themselves, by pure happenstance, alone together. The world's at war, bombs are dropping, and they know they're going to die any minute; when, without a word between them, they begin tearing each other's clothes off and make love with abandon because it'll be the last thing they'll ever do.

      Gazing at Monica, I can only think, if this were Troy, she'd surely be Helen, and we'd all be going to war. Ah, to be her Paris...

      Paris? Hmm.

      Yeah, Air France is startin' to sparkle. There's one thing though. A six-hour flight is not enough. Six hours and we're nearly face-to-face with that dilemma again--the one who flew off a little while ago. No, we've somehow got to push that off even farther and... hmm... Maybe there's a way.

      "Would you excuse me for a moment?"

      "I'm not scaring you away am I, Tucker?"

      "No, but there's still time."

      She laughs, and I turn and walk out to the concourse and down to the departure's board to check on an idea that's percolating.

      What we need is something to put us together and make us a couple, and I think I know just the thing. May as well run it up the flagpole. Let's face it. She knows what I want, and she knows I know she knows, so there's no skirting it.

      She's game and wants the same thing. She wouldn't be hanging in here this long if she didn't. At least, that's what I'm counting on. I could be wrong, but I doubt it, my instincts are usually pretty right on.

      The thing is, you've got to give a woman a reason to go along, a good reason. It's got to be appealing, and not simply a romp in the sack, which of course is the end game, but you've gotta dress it up.

      When I return to the bar, she's sitting expectantly atop her barstool with a killer smile hitting me like a brain freeze. And suddenly I'm a child drawn to the enchanting colors and captivating music of Monica the carousel; every fiber within me awakening to the simple joy of being near her and alive.

      "Where'd you go?"

      "Huh?"

      "Snap out of it, Tucker, where'd you go?"

      "Oh. Yeah," stalling to right myself, shaking off this weird thing she does to me.

      "Okay... uh... Oh yeah. I was thinking maybe we could make something out of this little setback with the Barcelona flight, you know... Turn it into a real adventure. That is if you're game of course," I say regrouping my nearly misplaced enthusiasm.

      "Uh huh," she says eyeing me warily, "and you're thinking what exactly?" Her eyebrow cocked with the practiced suspicion of females.

      Didn't hear no.

      "Always wanted to take a train across Europe, you know, like the Orient Express or something. Like in the old movies. Seems like such a cool thing to do--riding the rails, watching the countryside pass by from a seat in first-class, washing down a rare steak with an even rarer scotch. Totally enjoying the whole experience.

      Still don't hear no.

      "Anywhoo. I walked down the concourse to check the departure's board, and I noticed an American Airlines flight leaving for London at 12:30.

      "So I'm thinking if we were to catch that flight, we can, from London, take the Eurostar through the Chunnel to Paris and from Paris catch another train down to Barcelona. See the French countryside the whole way down and cross over into Spain through the Pyrenees. Now, how cool would that be? We might lose a day or so," I keep selling, "but it'd be a lot more fun than hassling with a connecting flight in Paris. Sooo whaddya think?" offering up my best smile. "You up for an adventure like that?"

      "Chunneling... hmm... Sounds interesting. Hmm... Never gone down through France that way," she says giving the idea enough consideration it sounds like a yes to me. My heart's thumping.

      "It'll be fun," I prod. "You do like adventures don't you?"

      She turns her kryptonite greens on me, duly assessing my little challenge without suggesting she's easy. "Okay, sure, why not?"

      Whoa, I'm knocked over, and I'm doing all I can to maintain some semblance of nonchalance. Hey, am I a salesman or what? The gods are with me tonight. This girl's game and I'm about to become the guy who makes every guy's fantasy come true; two ships in the night and all.

      In a poor attempt at hiding my shock, my international, debonair and dashing self blurts out, "Really?"

      "Sure," she says pausing, "Hey, wait a minute. This isn't some sort of trick is it Blue? You're not thinking this might be your little opportunity to... "

      "To what? Get laid?"

      "Yeah, that." Like she sees right through me, which of course she is.

      "Pshaw," I ignore and check my watch. "We should head up to the American counter and see if they have seats."

      "You didn't answer my question," the little terrier refusing to let go.

      "Didn't I tell you I'm a priest? What do you want me to say, no?"

      "Maybe."

      "I could, but you're a woman so you wouldn't believe me anyway. Let me put it this way. Guys don't say no. That's for girls."

      A second passes before she rights herself.

      "Yeah, right. Well, watch yourself, mister." She pauses, looking me over for the trick. "So, what are you waiting for? Let's go," like now it's her idea.

      We drain the remains of our drinks, and I drop enough cash on the bar to cover the tab plus a healthy tip for my good luck, and with rolling bags in hand I step aside and offer a polite 'ladies first,' being the gentleman I am, and fall in behind. A little chivalry never fails. More important; it gives me a few moments to admire the sway and curve of her hips.

      Like a Geisha in tow, I would gladly follow her all the way to the American counter, but that would only reveal me for the lech that I am. So I pick up the step until we're a couple and take her hand in mine. Her head turns. She smiles and surprises me with a peck on my cheek. My heart does a giddy-up.

      We must look like two kids skipping down the concourse as giddy as we are, talking up the whole crazy idea and how no one would ever guess we'd be taking such a bizarre detour.

      "We'll tell 'em, we missed the Air France, that we got bumped again and in our panic grabbed the last two seats on the American to London to get across the pond. Then, we'd figure something out, and we did--we took the train," I offer up with a snicker and a grin.

      Monica comes back with, "Sounds perfectly believable to me. By the time we get to London, they'll already be in Barcelona fast asleep. Can we wait until Paris before we call them?"

      "I don't think there're phones in England anyhow."

      "Should they ask, we'll say we didn't want to wake you," she says without skipping a beat that she'd heard anything I said.

      Damn, I like this woman.

      She pulls her cell out, inspects it and says, "I'm low on battery. By the time we arrive, it'll probably be dead, and I doubt there'll be an opportunity to charge it along the way."

      "Probably not. I don't think Paris has electricity yet either."

      "Isn't that what the Eiffel tower's for?"

      "Radios," I say, "it's a big antenna."

      "Oh yeah. Don't remember Janet packing her walkie-talkie so I guess radio's out."

      I stop and say, "I like how you think."

      "Are you coming on to me, Blue?"

      "That obvious, huh?"

      

      Before we approach the lone ticket agent at American Airlines counter, I pull Monica aside. "Listen, I've been thinking over this whole companion pass thing, and I'm going to buy a ticket."

      "Why? A first-class ticket is a fortune. Five thousand dollars," she says. "You have a free pass."

      "I know, but things have changed. I'm with you now, and I'd feel better about making this trip on my dime and not use up one of Ebba's passes. When she finds out we've made this little detour together, she'll be upset enough."

      "Cause she's a woman."

      "Right, so you understand how that works."

      "Cause I'm a woman."

      "There is that," I say, and she gives me a little punch in the arm.

      "Oh Lord what have I gotten myself into?" she says taking my hand, and we walk up to the American Airlines counter perfectly disguised as a couple.

      "We were slated for business class and would like the same for London if you have availability," Monica tells the ticket agent giving me the you-gotta-be-specific-with-these-people wink-in-the-know.

      I nod impressed.

      The agent punches a few keys on her computer and says, "Your luck's changed. Got two together on the last row in business, and you're the only standbys."

      "Great," Monica says, and we hand over our passports. A few more keystrokes and we're holding two new boarding passes--one for seat 6-A, the other, 6-B.

      "By the way," the agent says, "I should tell you Gatwick has a new arrival's suite for Business Elite passengers where you can freshen up with a shower and change clothes. See any American agent, and they'll direct you to it. Your flight will begin boarding at Gate E-10 in about forty-five minutes," she says with a smile. "Have a nice flight."

      We thanked her for the information and make our way back down the concourse to E-10 stopping by a newsstand along the way to arm up on gum and mints.

      Another quick stop by the men's room and I put in a call to Speed. He doesn't pick up, and it goes to voicemail.

      "Hey, Mike, sorry for the sudden good-bye-Lucille buddy. There's been a development, and it's turned into... How can I put this? The Promised Land brother! I met a chick at the bar, and we're now about to catch a flight to London and then train down through France to Barcelona. Can you believe it! Lady luck's smiling on me after all. Hey, don't forget I'll be out of touch on this trip. Like I told you earlier, my Verizon service means no service in Europe, so I'll give you a thorough debriefing when I return in a couple of weeks.

      "Take it easy brother-man and in the meantime, onward and upward pussy soldiers because ours is a noble cause!" I sing, and it doesn't have quite the ring it usually does. Doesn't fit with the woman I'm gonna be marrying. Must be that ole love voodoo twisting me up.

      Coming out of the men's room I nearly... Never mind... When I almost run into Monica standing against the wall. Jesus, I hope she didn't hear me. You don't think she's out here eavesdropping on the men's room, do you?

      Naw. No way. Men? In the bathroom, talking? This ain't the ladies. She'd be wasting her time over here.

      Now the ladies... prob'ly lots of juicy stuff going on with them. I asked a girl once why they took so long. She said that's where they do coke. Asked another, another time why they always went in pairs and she said, for group sex.

      Think they were fucking with me, these girls?

      She throws me a smile, and I catch it.

      Whew, guess she didn't hear anything after all.

      "So, what brought you around to go with this adventure?" I ask flushing my mind of all the other stuff.

      "Guess I drank till you got cute."
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        00:30 Hours, Sunday, 31 August.

        36,000 feet above the Atlantic.

      

      

      
        
        
        La Petite Mort (The Little Death)

      

        

      

      At first glance, seats 6-A and B didn't strike me as the best seats in the cabin being the last seats, but as it turns out in the clarifying light of my more base intentions, they couldn't have been better.

      Despite being across from the galley, privacy was what the moment called for, and for that, these seats were the best in the house. Completely out of the line of sight of everyone other than the occasional flight attendant bopping in and out, and she was so busy making sure everyone had whatever they needed--this is business class after all--she barely took notice of the two of us cuddled up under a blanket playing patty cake.

      Yep, that's what we were doing all right.

      When the flight attendant finally does come over, I tell her we'd just gotten married and are off to honeymoon in Barcelona. Yep, flying to London, then training down through France to Barcelona. Thought it might be best to give her fair warning so she wouldn't be surprised by anything going on back here in the cheap seats. What was Evelyn-the-flight-attendant's response? Nothing and everything. She drew the curtain across the aisle blocking off steerage behind us then brought us a bottle of Dom to celebrate our mid-life consummation.

      "You are inventive Mr. Blue," Monica says.

      "Might notch up the service a bit."

      "Which service?" And Nanette's words, and you haven't even been serviced yet flash across my mind like a reader board.

      

      By the time dinner arrives, it was a good thing because our little ménage à trois with Dom and we're well on our way to smashed and in dire need of something to stabilize the plane. Two rare filets did quite nicely, but with this particular dinner my epicuriously talented traveling companion not only taught me that mignon in middle French means love, but she demonstrated the proper way to make love to a filet.

      And let me tell you it was epicurean foreplay at its finest. So provocative and sensual, I could've destroyed every smoke detector in every lavatory on the plane to smoke a cigarette afterward and it would have been worth it.

      On her final swallow, I was so mesmerized watching the little lump of meat making its way down her throat like a tiny mouse doing backstrokes beneath a surface of pure white cream; I wanted to be the little creature.

      When I started applauding her performance she flashed her Kryptonites at me with enough heat to peel skin, so I quickly capped my enthusiasm, and Evelyn began removing our dinner plates.

      I can't honestly say Evelyn witnessed the show. I have no idea. But as soon as the plates were cleared Monica came out of her seat with such a start, going for the lavatory, you'd have thought I told her she was the prettiest black woman I'd ever met, and she had to go check the mirror for herself.

      You moron, applauding? Stupid thing to do. Probably blew whatever chance you might've had for a little post dessert coital-ing, I chide myself. This woman is not some barfly pick up. Show some respect for crying out loud! Treat her like your mother. Wait... Okay, not like Mom. You know what I mean. Treat her like a princess.

      When the lavatory door opens, and she's coming back down the aisle, I rise out of my seat to allow her in, whispering, "Sorry if I upset you." She slides through and into her seat returning a, don't-be silly. Then, to my utter amazement, she pulls the blanket around us both, and the next thing I know, her hands are fumbling with the ring and hook buckle of my belt.

      Whoa, Kee Mo Sabi!

      I started to stop her, but thought the better of it and instead offered, "May I help you, Miss?"

      She shot out her index finger with a reeling motion for me to continue and of course, compliance being my better nature...

      The impatient digit starts up again with don't stop, keep going, and I raise my butt off the seat before settling back with a little teepee springing into the blanket.

      Oops.

      Her Irish greens jump with humorous alarm at first, then morph into the hungry, naughty-girl we guys love so much, and my teepee stands a little prouder.

      Drawing closer, nearly nose-to-nose, my reflection expands across those dilating black pools of pupil pushing aside their emerald rings, inviting me in. My eyes close and my mouth parts like the Red Sea, for the expectant kiss, but she comes up short and hovers while her hand reconnoiters.

      "You're a tease," whines my inner baby-self-in-need to which she feigns hurt, then she offers up her naughty girl again, and I'm toast.

      Every guy likes a little slut in his woman. Make no mistake. Under the spell of a slutty woman, a guy will betray his wife, his children, even his country.

      When her head begins descending I'm, naturally, expecting the obvious, but no, her hand goes to her mouth instead, and she expels something. Her mouth moves to my ear and exhales a warm moist breath behind which follows a tongue wiggling its wet way in like an earwig, determined, sending shivers sprinting over my scalp and down my spine. Her hand, in the meantime, resumes its prior position squeezing like a constrictor making love to its prey before devouring. Something's different. Wet, slick, oily.

      Ohh.

      And her tongue. Oh, my God. Continues exploring my ear, pushing its way in and around, setting off even more waves of pleasure racing down my neck where the wispy hairs jump to attention like shocked nerve endings.

      She locks onto my earlobe pulling like a suckling infant. All this, and the jackhammering below, and I'm exploding like the cannon finale of Tchaikovsky's 1812. Ears ringing and lungs burning from holding my breath to stifle the howls and wails that would surely call everyone's attention to the sticky wetness back here in row six.

      She holds on until the end; the maid milking the udder. And with my last heave-ho, her auburn mass drops into my lap and washes me clean before making her way back to my ear whispering, "good to the last drop."

      "I think my brain's been sucked dry," I say.

      "Wasn't your brain sucked dry... though," she pauses considering, "some might disagree."

      "I love when you talk dirty," but thinking, this was not my doing here. Not this time. I was the perfect gentleman, at least for a while. It was she, Mrs. Robinson, who seduced me though I'm not complaining mind you. Just want to set the record straight, and I can only thank her.

      "Err, 'scuse me, you two love birds back here." It's Evelyn with the dessert cart.

      "Could I entice either of you with a nice dessert to top off your evening, a cigarette perhaps? A cup of coffee with cream?" she asks knowingly.

      Christ, these women pick up the scent, don't they? No wonder guys get busted so easily.

      "No thank you, Evelyn, none for me. I'm going to call it a night," Monica says curling up under the blanket.

      "I, on the other hand, would be delighted to relieve you of a piece of chocolate cake and a glass of milk if possible."

      "Mr. Blue, it's all possible. I'll be happy to give you the finest piece of flour-less chocolate cake on this cart," she says reaching underneath the cart and returning a little white China plate with a slice already waiting. She peels off the cellophane and from a small silver teapot dribbles warm chocolate over the cake.

      "Enjoy, and I'll be right back with your milk. Would you like me to warm it?"

      No question, superior olfactory.

      "No, but thank you, Evelyn. I think I need a little cooling down right at the moment. A cold glass of milk should do the job."

      "Yes, sir, I understand." When she returns with the glass of milk, Monica's already lights out.

      "Any good movies tonight, Evelyn?"

      "I believe I have something you'll enjoy," she says leaning across me to play with the controls on the arm of my chair while generously offering a complimentary view of the treasures her still crisp blouse fails to hide completely.

      A seductive waft of perfume comes over me like a late-night tease while she fiddles with the controls until the small monitor jumps to life. I know she's doing this on purpose.

      Women. They're irresistible for sure, and they love to remind us they are the keepers of our desires.

      "I think you'll enjoy this one," she says.

      "Thank you," paying no attention at all to the monitor, which could be Sponge Bob Square Pants for all I care.

      "Can I get you anything else, Mr. Blue? Coffee, tea or... Something else?"

      "I must beg off, for now, Evelyn, but thanks," wondering what it is about being with a woman and displaying a little affection that broadcasts feeding time to the rest of the pod? Is it the smell of sex drawing them in like blood in water?

      Twenty minutes or so later Monica stirs. Her eyes open only to snap shut again from the glare of the monitor.

      "Sorry," I say turning the screen away from her.

      "What's playing?"

      "The Spanish Prisoner," and you'd have thought a firecracker had gone off in her seat the way she jumped.

      "What? What's the matter?"

      Dropping back into her seat, I see she's pushing whatever it was back inside. Her face blooms pink. She looks away, guiltily almost.

      "What gives? Something I said? This Spanish Prisoner movie?"

      "No, it's nothing. I had a thought is all, and it startled me."

      "What sort of thought?"

      "Nothing. It was nothing. I think I was still half asleep, dreaming."

      "Looked more like a nightmare the way you jumped."

      "Sorry, Tucker, it's nothing, just silly me. So, what's the movie about?" she asks changing the subject.

      "Well, I haven't exactly figured it out."

      "Who's in it?"

      "Campbell Scott, Steve Martin, Ben Gazzara. I don't recognize the others."

      "You'll figure it out," she says and leans over and gives me a peck on the cheek, "I'm going back to sleep."

      "Okay, I won't be far behind. I might cut this short."

      "You should finish it, so you'll know what happens."

      'Why?"

      "So, you'll know what to do if I'm ever the Spanish Prisoner," she says.

      "Okay, then I will. But, what if I'm the Spanish Prisoner?"

      "Don't worry you won't be."

      "Why do you say that?"

      "Because the Spanish Prisoner is always a princess, and you wouldn't make a very good princess. No one would come rescue you," she says.

      "Not even you?"

      "Well... No. I can't because I'm the princess. You'll have to rescue me, don't you see?"

      "No."

      "Finish the movie. G'night honey."

      Honey? Whoa.

      Now that was one weird conversation. Women. Strange creatures. Wait a minute. I thought she didn't know what the movie was about? I start to ask but decide to let it go.

      Slicing through inky heaven with the moon hanging in full smile amongst a fairy dusting of winking stars outside our little porthole of a window and it doesn't get any better than this. I think the old man had seen it all, so I reach over and pull down the shade.

      "Good night, John Boy."

      "Night, Lloyd," she mumbles back.

      What?
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        09:45 Hours, Sunday, 31 August.

        Arrival Gatwick Airport, London.

      

      

      
        
        
        "If women didn't exist, all the money in the world would have no meaning."--Aristotle Onassis.

      

        

      

      A couple hours of shuteye, nice breakfast and enough coffee to reanimate the dead, and we're touching down at Gatwick airport, thirty miles outside London.

      It was fun fooling around on the flight over, but now we're both anxious to find the promised arrivals suite and jump into a hot shower and a fresh change of clothes, but first, we must clear customs.

      Two other flights arrived about the same time as ours, which puts us into an impossibly long line, and I'm so wired on caffeine and the idea of getting into the shower, and into Monica, I'm as jumpy as a chicken dancing on an electrified floor.

      Standing behind her, I'm lost in a visual fantasy of pressing up against her from behind, all naked and soapy under a hot stream of water when the chicken nickel drops, and a shutter erupts through me like a current, and I twitch, catching her attention.

      "You okay?"

      "Sure," I lie, "a little short-circuiting from all the caffeine, I guess." She has no idea we're under a shower, slippery as two eels, my hands cupping her breasts and I'm taking her from behind.

      To stand behind such a shapely female posterior and not be caught up in the gravitational pull is simply impossible. I notice too, nearly every other nearby male is listing in the same direction.

      Nothing's sexy about the way she's dressed, business suit and all, being the suggested uniform for anyone traveling on a companion pass in business class, at least according to Ebba. Monica doesn't need sexy clothes to look sexy. In a Gumby suit, her sexy would still ooze out like cherry flavored KY. The woman could stroll through British customs clutching a SAM and I doubt anyone would even notice the missile. Makes me proud to be an American.

      Turns out the promised arrivals suite isn't coed, and despite my best lying, cheating and manipulative ways, the Brunhilda posted at reception's not about to let anyone crossover from the boys' side to the girls'. You'd think she was guarding no-man's land between the GDR and Checkpoint Charlie. Doesn't matter that we're newlyweds on our honeymoon; she's making no exception. Now would not any sane person agree that such an embryonic state of matrimony qualifies as an exception? But no, not with this woman. She's a bulldog, Churchill in drag. Probably has lampshades at home sporting tattoos.

      Okay, fine. My lusty, soapy imaginings with Monica might be circling the drain, but they're not flushed, not by a long shot. A sleeper car still awaits us somewhere in Paris with possibilities boarding like commuters scrambling onto the last train to Clarksville. In the meantime, I can only hope the shower has plenty of soap.

      "Why were you playing with the pen in your pocket when we were talking to that woman," Monica asks.

      "You mean the Brunhilda at reception?"

      "Jesus, Tucker, she was only doing her job. Answer the question."

      "You mean this?" I ask removing the pen from my shirt pocket."

      "Yes, that."

      "This my dear is a Stealth Pen. I use it to take photos or videos on the sly."

      "Photos and videos? You were photographing her?"

      "Sure. I'm photographing lots of stuff on this trip for my travelogue."

      "That little thing takes pictures?"

      "Yes, and videos. Pretty good quality too," I say pulling it apart and showing her the USB port to connect a computer for downloading. "Pretty cool, huh?"

      "Why don't you use your regular camera?"

      "I do but the Stealth Pen is good when you want a quick photo, and the camera's not readily available. And in a museum or some other place where photography's not allowed, the Stealth Pen is unobtrusive."

      "So, it's handy for breaking the rules."

      "I like to think of it as being courteous and not disturbing others."

      "That's considerate of you, Tucker. Stealing images of people and things you're not supposed to be photographing," the sarcasm drooling from her chin. "Just promise me one thing."

      "What?"

      "Promise you won't photograph me or us in any compromising positions."

      "Promise," I say with a Scouts honor salute. And I'll take that as a promise for compromising positions to come.

      Next, we need a taxi to get us to the Eurostar. The taxi's easy, which is how we must appear because ninety British Pounds Sterling later, including tip, the black Austin drops us off under the glass canopy of Waterloo Station thirty miles away. Sure, that was a $140 rip off and yeah; fury's eating away at my insides, working its way toward my perfectly composed facade. But whaddya gonna do ruin the whole day? Bugger the Brits.

      Stepping into the 150-year-old Waterloo station, the glass canopy greeting us outside follows overhead and expands to encompass what appears to be either a small city or a colossal indoor mall. Even on Sunday, Waterloo is filled with travelers crowding the shops and the quasi-outdoor cafes sprawling beneath its panes of blue sky.

      We locate the departure board and study the schedule.

      "A train departs for Paris every hour or so. We should be good, right?" I say.

      "Just missed the three o'clock. How about the four-thirty? We can purchase tickets now then find a cafe and a cup of coffee. I need a shot of wake-me-up to keep going. I'm fading like yesterday," Monica says.

      "I'm with you. You know we're going on thirty-six hours now, nonstop."

      "Yeah, and it's startin' to feel like ninety."

      "I'll happily procure the tickets while you sit here, but I suspect they'll want to see you along with your passport."

      So, we drag ourselves up to one of the ticket windows manned by a lanky agent I swear to God could double for Terry Thomas, the gap-toothed Brit actor from my youth in, It's a Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad World.

      "Two one-way tickets on the next Eurostar to Paris please."

      "Sorry mate, next one's full up. Fact is they're all bloody well full up," smiles the agent through the gap. "No, wait," he says, tapping away on his keyboard, "Two's available on the 5:27. Last two. First class though."

      "We'll take 'em. How much?"

      "Let's see. That'll be... together... five-hundred-thirty-seven-pounds."

      "You're kidding." Unfuckinbelievable I'm thinking.

      "Sorry. No. Fraid that's the going rate, mate."

      Oh, puh-leeze, tell me this isn't your favorite line. It's obvious Terry's disappointed that I didn't "take the bait mate." But the good humor I'd been propping up for the sake of my designs on Monica is wearing thin, and I'm not in the mood for a second mugging coming on the heels of the buggering I've already taken on the bloody cab fare.

      I look over to Monica, and she's framed by a large poster advertising the Euro Millions lottery that hangs behind her on the far wall. All I can think is, I need to win.

      She shrugs Whaddaya gonna do? And offers, "I can help with this."

      I let a beat pass then man up, "Thanks but I've got it covered."

      "You sure? I don't mind."

      "Not a problem," I assure her and turn back to Terry Thomas.

      "So, what does first class get us--dinner, drinks; massages?"

      "Club Duo," he says as if I'm supposed to know what a Club Duo is. "Dinner and a glass of wine and comfortable seats in a nice car. You'll like it, and nodding toward Monica he adds, with the universal guy-to-guy know-what-I'm-saying subtlety, "and the missus will too."

      I give Monica a wink, "and she's worth it," then back to the agent, "Okay. Two for Club Duo."

      Club Screw-O. I'm now down almost a thousand bucks, and all there is to show so far is a twelve-hour-old hand job, a damn fine hand job but a hand job nonetheless. I'm not belittling it, mind you. No guy would ever turn down a hand job, but come on; no one knows hand jobs better than a guy.

      Hold that. Here I am with a beautiful woman who may be my one and only, and a thousand clams should mean nothing to make her happy and comfortable. And I'm in this for love, right? I'll simply take a gaze into those emerald depths of hers, get my fix and all will be as it should be.

      "Gotta hit the loo, Tucker." And she heads off to the ladies' while I finish up with Terry.

      

      Turning to a bench to sit and wait for Monica, I notice a tattooed skinhead following her toward the ladies' room where another one is already standing outside next to a "sorry we're cleaning" sign. The one next to the sign says something to Monica and moves the sign aside, and she walks through. When his buddy arrives, they move the sign back in front of the entrance and walk in. This doesn't look good.

      I pull two hundred from my wallet and stuff 'em into my front pocket, get my flask from my bag and slip that into my inside coat pocket.

      The skinheads startle when I come into the ladies' room and see Monica bent over a sink with her bare ass exposed, one skinhead pushed up behind her while the other one's holding a knife to her throat. Seeing me the one behind says fook then zips up and starts toward me when I pull out the bills and hold them up telling him, "Look here, buddy. This is my bitch of a wife, and I would so much like to see you fellows fuck her that I'm willing to pay. Whaddya say?"

      The punk pulls up stunned and uncomprehending then laughs and turning to his friend says, "You believin 'his ma'e? Lor' luv-a-duck 'ere wan' us 'o hump 'is old lady. 'E wan's 'o wa'ch."

      "Then whaddya wai'in faw? Take 'is bees and honey." He snatches the bills while the other slides around behind Monica keeping his knife on her and unzips. I reach into my coat pocket startling the one nearest me. "Whisky," I say holding up the flask. "Need a drink for this."

      "You're one mental old hump," he says.

      I unscrew the cap and take a swig while Monica's green eyes are burning enough hatred at me to turn Medusa to stone. Then I reach into my pocket and bring out a cigarette lighter, and when the skinhead turns to see what I've got, I spray a mouthful of 18-year-old Glenfiddich into his face and shove the lighter to it.

      The whiskey explodes into flames, and he's screaming. When his hands shoot up to beat 'em away, I kick him into an empty stall and slam the door. Now his buddy's coming at me; knife in hand and with his cock bouncing out his fly. When I point at the ceiling and yell, "coppers," the idiot looks up. They always do, and I jab his Adam's apple a good one, two knuckles out. He drops the knife, and when he grabs his throat, I place two hard downward stomps to his kneecaps putting him on the floor. He tries to scream, but it's hopeless with a shattered larynx.

      Monica's pulled her pants up and loses no time coming over to kick the shit out of the guy. And as much as I'd love to watch her take her revenge, we don't have the time, so I take her gently by the arm and walk her toward the door. "Come on. Wait for me outside and let no one in."

      "What're you going to do?"

      "Nothing. Gonna have a little chat with the boys, now go," I insist, and she does.

      Snatching up the knife the skinhead dropped, I pull open the door to face-burns stall where he's on his knees busily splashing toilet water into his face. I slam his head hard into the tiled wall until he's limp then flip him over, pull the laces from his combat boots and tie his legs and hands. That's not nearly enough for this creep, so I take the knife and carve rapist across his forehead, and when I'm done with him, I go to his buddy and do the same. In less than two minutes, I'm back with Monica and our bags.

      "Come on, let's get a coffee," I say pointing to a little cafe where we hurry over and take a table.

      "No one was in the ladies' room? Not even a janitor?" I ask her.

      "No. What did you do?"

      "Bet you didn't have time to do your business did you?"

      Her face scrunches. "Be right back."

      She returns when the boarding announcement for our train sounds. "Come on," I say and on the way out apologize to our waiter that our train's boarding.

      Quick-walking down the concourse toward the Eurostar platform a woman's scream freezes everyone. Turning toward the source we see two policemen sprinting toward the ladies' room, so we turn back and continue walking.

      "Are you okay?" I ask. "I know it's a stupid question, but are you all right? They didn't hurt you... I mean... I don't know how to ask you because... It all sounds so stupid asking the obvious."

      "They didn't hurt me, but they would have if I had tried to fight them."

      I'm so pissed I could chew nails.

      "It's okay Tucker. I mean I'm all right; I am. I learned a long time ago in these situations you let 'em do their business, and you'll live. It makes no sense giving up your life over getting fucked. It's not worth it." And just hearing her say this makes me want to go back and finish the job, and she can see it.

      "Let it go, Tucker. Neither of them got anywhere. I'm all right, and you're fine so forget it. Don't let it ruin our day," she says, and I can't believe what I'm hearing. I want to kill them, and she doesn't want it ruining our day!

      Monica leans in and whispers, "You're my hero Tucker. I've never had a hero, not a real one."

      "Your hero has issues; you might want to reconsider."

      "We're over forty Tucker. Everyone over forty's got issues."

      "Hell, anyone over twenty-five's got issues. Wait." I stop and look at her. "You're over forty?... Ouch!" And my foot lights up like a horse stepped on it.

      

      If Club Duo is Eurostar's idea of first class, steerage must be on the order of a cattle car to Auschwitz because comfortable would be a rave review. When our first class feast turns out to be poitrine de poulet sec sur nouilles or dry chicken breast over noodles and a cheap bottle of claret, I consider making a formal complaint to Club Screw-O management. The only thing that saves 'em is that I'm sharing it with someone I'm so nuts about, they could serve fried Spam for all I care. My hunger is reserved for the beguiling one sitting next to me. Can't help but wonder if the food on the return run from Paris is typically fine French though.

      It's three-and-a-half hours to Paris, and our first twenty minutes is spent speeding through the Chunnel before shooting out onto French soil at over a hundred-miles-an-hour under a setting sun. A damn romantic evening if your name is Mario Andretti.

      Off to the left we barely can make out the lights of Calais bursting over the horizon like faint artillery fire. Sixty years earlier it might've been exactly that. Hard to imagine the horrors this part of the world witnessed over the previous century with two World Wars fought on its soil. 

      Minutes later we're decelerating through the station at Lille but once through the train accelerates again, this time to over 150 miles an hour, and we're riding atop a cushion of air following the contours of the French countryside, rising and dipping and lulling us both to sleep where we're able to reclaim at least a little of what we'd lost over the past 24 hours. 

      The high-speed rail line into Paris ends short of the Gare du Nord, and the Eurostar moves seamlessly onto a final stretch of conventional rail to complete the journey. 

      We disembark onto a platform that takes us into a glassed ceiling concourse every bit as impressive as Waterloo's except, for some reason, I like this better. Must be something in the air because my libido's alliterating fantasies of French fellatio and that trumps a British buggering in my book any day.

      On our way to the ticket counters, we come across a rack of pocket schedules with maps for the various lines arriving and departing Paris, so we stop and peruse until we locate those trains southbound. Of the six train stations in Paris, including Gare Du Nord, each serves a different region of the country and trains destined for Spain depart from station Gare d'Austerlitz, located on the other side of town. Figures. 

      It's now when my better side taps me on the shoulder and points out that I should offer a reprieve for the night after dragging the poor woman across forty hours of planes, trains, and automobiles. And my libido's also advising that if she accepts I'll win her favors. And isn't that the point of this crazy detour? And if she doesn't, the mere fact, I'd shown consideration for her comfort my currency will surely rise, and she'll reward me in kind.

      It's a win-win Blue. Don't you see? Both my sides tell me and I do and make the hotel suggestion.

      "You're not getting any Blue."

      It always amazes me just how quickly a woman can shred a man's creativity. Still, these are only words. Women use them all the time. The thing to remember is: a woman wants to be a catch, not a pickup.

      So I tell her all we need to have is a reasonable story for our friends. "Something like we ran ourselves into the ground trying to get to Barcelona and in the process became so sleep deprived, our only choice was to spend the night in a Parisian hotel. You think that sound fishy?"

      She pinches her nose, grimacing.

      "Smelly, huh?"

      "They'll never buy it. Even with a receipt for two rooms, they won't buy, and if I were them, I wouldn't either."

      "Not even with a two-room receipt?"

      "Not even. It's too good, too pat and therein lies the problem."

      "Okay, I'm lost. Wherein lies the problem?"

      Rolling her eyes, she tells me that I've got to track with her here because she's going to take me on a tour of woman-think, and if I'm not paying close attention, I could easily get lost, and she's not going through it twice. I agree, and she takes a breath before launching in.

      "If you give her the story we spent the night in a Parisian hotel, all innocent, like a brother and sister thing. But it's not a brother and sister thing because you're her boyfriend, and I'm the other woman, and this is the story she has to pass along to everyone else. Who's going to believe her? No one, because no one's that gullible. Even if true, no one would believe her at the risk of appearing gullible. And no one would believe she believes it either. And if she can't believe it, then she can't pass it along."

      "I think I need a drink," I tell her and she laughs. "And I'm pretty sure I won't be needing another tour like that again but thanks anyway, I guess. So you vote to press on?"

      "After my little nap on the Eurostar, I'm feeling pretty good," she says.

      "So, how about a sleeper car?" There, I said it.

      "Hmm," she nods her head like she's been expecting this.

      "Is that a yes? It's just an idea."

      "Yeah, sure Blue."

      "It could be like in the old movies--me Cary Grant, you Gina Lollobrigida. We catch the midnight train out of Paris and ride the rails through the night and the French countryside over the Pyrenees into Spain watching everything pass from our private compartment. We'll order room service, drink Champagne and make love to the clickety-clacking of the track rolling beneath us. What's better than making the most romantic story ever told--the kind you find only in the movies--come true?"

      "So tell me, Cary, how long has this sleeping car idea been incubating?"

      "Hatched it back on the Eurostar when you were nodding off, and I was overcome with guilt that I hadn't provided a bed for you to sleep."

      "Sleep, huh?"

      "Yeah, that too."

      "I'll bet."

      "Hey, I'm a guy."

      "I'm aware of that. I held the evidence, remember?"

      

      "You think we should get our tickets to Barcelona here since there's hardly anyone at the ticket counters? Who knows what it's like at Gare d' Austerlitz?" I say. 

      "Probably a good idea," and we walk over to one of the few counters open this time of night. 

      Along the way, a large wall poster in French with what appears to be Uncle Sam catches my attention. 

      "What?"

      "The poster," I point. "Reminds me of an old Army recruiting poster with Uncle Sam pointing his finger at you with the words, 'Your Country Needs You'." 

      "Yeah, it does." 

      "Thought Uncle Sam was out recruiting again for a minute there."

      "It actually says, don't you (she points a finger at me) get caught in a lottery scam." 

      Hmm.

      We continue to the ticket counter where the lady agent takes our little map and traces a route south to Toulouse-Matabiau where we connect to Carcassonne. From Carcassonne, we're to make another connection for Barcelona, arriving around seven-thirty tomorrow night. Her English is a little skippy, and whenever I'm stumped, I look to Monica to see if she gets it. She does. She speaks the language. I can sense Monica getting a little antsy when she leans over and says she's going to visit the WC and walks off. 

      Now I'm busy looking out for any French skinheads lurking around the Ladies' Room while also trying to bridge the language gap with the ticket agent. Guess I can't go with her every time she goes to the bathroom. Not that I'd even want to but at least in France nobody seems to care one way or the other who uses what bathroom. When you gotta go you gotta go and anybody stupid enough to make a big deal about who goes where... Well, I guess they just never had to go bad enough.

      On top of worry about Monica and trying my best to act like I know what this ticket agent is saying I take a shot and inquire about sleepers. 

      The ticket agent nods a "oui" and goes on to rattle off something about a compartiment privé to which I respond no because I could care less if there's a toilet in the compartment, and that's where I unwittingly commit fuck up Part A. Part and parcel to fuck up Part A is fuck up Part B where I assume the agent sold us tickets for a sleeper, but fail to verify. The mere fact that I'm assuming anything at this point should've send up red flags, but for me, red flags don't always turn up red enough. Besides, the Xanax hadn't kicked in for me to sufficiently, pause and ponder the question. 

      When Monica returns from her trip to the water closet I beam her a big ole smile and pat my coat pocket signaling that I've successfully acquired our scripts of passage. 

      "I've got a feeling from that big smile on your face that you got a sleeper?" 

      Half a sleeper I tell her.

      "Half a sleeper? So, where are you going to sleep?"

      "Ooh, that's good. Spit shined the claws while you were in there, huh?" 

      "Shined and sharpened." 

      "No, half a sleeper was all they had left. The other half was already taken by a lesbian couple, so we'll have company."

      Now she's looking at me like I got two heads and says, "So this is how you're working out a ménage à trois?" 

      "Quatre." 

      "Trois, because again, I ask: where are you sleeping?" 

      "Ouch again. Sharpened AND honed I'd say. Uh oh." 

      "What?" 

      "I think I'm getting turned on just thinking about it."

      "Get out of here Blue," she says laughing and slapping at me.

      We're both laughing like a couple of kids when, with bags in tow, we step out of the Gare du Nord into the crisp, charged night air of the City of Lights, and like a giant snort of grade-A coke we're both swept up in a wave of renewed energy. 

      "Oh, my God, it's beautiful," Monica, says. "It's like we popped out of the rabbit hole and into the heart of the most exciting city on the planet." 

      And the last thing I want to do now is catch a midnight train out of Paris. I want to be in Paris. I want to stay in Paris. Why would anyone want to be anywhere else? 

      "Come on let's find a hotel and call up a late night dinner," I offer despite knowing the two-room story will never fly. 

      "The two-room story will never fly." 

      "Who cares? We'll put wings on it tomorrow," I tell her practically begging. 

      "We've got a bed on rails waiting for us, remember?" 

      "Oh yeah. So does this mean I'm back in?" 

      "Only if the girls don't show."

      "There were never really any girls." 

      "I know," she says shaking her red mop-top, muttering I'm a goofball. 

      We flag down the first cab and tell the driver, "to the Gare De Austerlitz, James!" 

      One of the bennies with buying first-class tickets on the Eurostar was we got a voucher for one free taxi ride to anywhere in central Paris, which Monica retrieves from her purse and promptly redeems with the cabbie. 

      He's an early-to-mid-twenty-something and speaks English and is so excited that he's got two Americans in his cab he can't stop talking. He's either cranked up on something or simply thrilled he's found someone to practice his English on because his mouth and his little car run flat-out the whole time. 

      When we come into the roundabout at the Arc de Triomphe he barely slows down, changing lanes--on a roundabout without lanes--like an Italian. The boy's not even breaking a sweat and he's slaying what is probably the world's craziest intersection. Granted, it's nearly midnight and traffic is thin, but still, I can only admire the kid. 

      When he drops us off at the Gare d'Austerlitz train station, there's only one thing missing.

      The station.
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        23:44 Hours, Sunday, 31 August.

        Depart Gare d'Austerlitz, Paris.

      

      

      
        
        
        "If you wear a short enough skirt, the party will come to you."--Dorothy Parker.

      

        

      

      Standing at the entrance of a rail yard the size of three or four football fields and not a station in sight. The place is swarming with what looks like immigrants boarding already packed boxcars for a midnight run across the border. These aren't businessmen in suits. They're all dressed like workers, factory workers, or farm workers; I don't know, but workers.

      The moon hangs full as a tick in the night sky illuminating everything nearly as bright as day, but in monochrome. It's surreal, like an old black-and-white movie from the 1930s or '40's. Like we've been transported back in time. Strange, but also familiar, because, growing up, I'd seen all those old black-and-white movies.

      Hardly anyone's talking, just background white noise, mumbling, and murmurings. And it's mostly men, maybe all men. I'm not seeing any women, just lines and lines of men shuffling forward, up to other men in uniforms, train conductors, who punch their tickets with little hand punches holstered to their belts. They'd then walk another thirty yards or so, up to one of the train cars attached to one of several locomotives waiting in the yard like panting dragons, exhaling white billows of smoke. Air brakes groaning to hold the iron beasts steady at the gate. They look tired like they'd barely survived the war.

      Coming up to our man in uniform I hand over our tickets and ask, "Which train?" Without looking up, he raises a finger pointing one out. We make our way toward it. It's old. They're all old. These are not sleek Eurostar bullets. They're not even Amtrak's. And they sure aren't the Orient Express. They're the old locomotives with the faces and protruding brows of aged buses or RVs, and the cars, they're pulling look like something dating back before the war--one of the big ones. I'm reminded of the North Jersey Coast commuter I used to take into Manhattan. Some of those cars dated back to 1909.

      The closer we get, the worse it looks. When I spot a couple of sleeper cars, my heart sinks even farther.

      Through the large windows, harsh fluorescent lighting illuminates cars jammed with open, fold-down bunks stacked one upon the other with sweaty looking guys in wife beaters climbing into them. They look like rolling army barracks. I look around for crates of chickens and other livestock but see none.

      We're riding France's SNCF trains (Société Nationale des Chemins de Fer Français or "National Corporation of French Railways").

      "They don't look like lesbians in there," Monica says.

      "I don't know. My old man had a bar when I was growing up, and Sunday was gay-day. Some pretty rough butches showed up back then. Regulars. All tatted out, scars, some missing limbs. You couldn't tell them from the sailors half the time."

      "Well, I can tell you right now I'm not bunking up with those guys."

      "Me neither," I say nearly losing it under the mounting anxiety that any remaining chance for Monica to make a further contribution to this trip is slipping away. It's coming on midnight, and at this point, we don't have a lot of choices except to board, but it's not going to be one of those sleepers, so we walk a little further up the line until we reach the regular passenger cars.

      "I'm really sorry. Is this better?"

      "Yes," she says.

      With one hand on the handrail and my bag in the other, I pull myself up the few steps onto the car's platform before turning around and reaching down for Monica's bag. She hands it up. When I turn back and proffer my hand to her, she takes it with a smile, though I know it's only masking her disappointment.

      "I'm sorry. This isn't at all what I had in mind."

      "It's okay. I'd rather be here snuggling up with you than fighting off the lesbians all night," she says.

      "I'm glad to see your sense of humor's still intact."

      "It has to be. We're on an adventure, remember?"

      "Yes. We are. I'd only hoped it would've been a little more comfortable," I say.

      "But that's how it is with adventures. You never know what's going to happen or what to expect. That's what makes an adventure, what makes it fun, the not knowing. Hey, whatever happens, happens."

      "Yeah, you're right. I guess I wanted to make it a little easier for you."

      "No, you wanted to make it easier for you. You want nookie. That's why we're here in the first place. You want to get laid. It's just not going to be as easy as you'd like it to be. There are obstacles."

      "Obstacles?"

      "Of course you silly man. You should know there're always obstacles to getting what you want. Doesn't necessarily mean I'm the obstacle here. I'm a willing participant. I wouldn't be here otherwise."

      "Excellent point," I say with a little too much enthusiasm. Hot damn, my mind sings. It's gonna be a hot time tonight, a hot time tonight; I know. (To the tune of Heartache Tonight.)

      She gives me a little punch on the arm.

      "Don't think it's gonna be easy, mister," she says.

      I raise my hands in mock surrender. "Never."

      "Yeah, sure."

      "Swear."

      "Okay, find us a nice seat like the one on the plane," she says.

      "Better start at the rear then."

      "We're starting to think too much alike."

      "We are?"

      "Okay, go, Romeo," she says giving me a little squeeze on the butt.

      I love this woman.

      I slide the door open and step through holding it. Of the dozen or so people already seated or taking one, no one takes notice of us. A few are slumped against windows; with their eyes closed. A couple more are nodding off with their heads hanging, including one solitary fellow seated at the rear of the car.

      "How about behind the guy seated back there?"

      "Yeah, that looks good," she says.

      I grab both bags and begin crab walking down the aisle.

      "You don't have to do that, you know."

      "I know."

      Coming to the rear of the car, and the fellow nodding off, I now see he's actually hovering over an open textbook and scribbling away in a notebook. I can't see his face because it's hidden behind a thick curtain of black hair, but I do notice earphone wires coming out of the hovering mass and snaking across to the CD player resting on the aisle seat beside him. I turn to Monica with a smile and nod at the CD player then heave both bags onto the overhead rack. He doesn't budge. Neither sight nor sound is going to penetrate that curtain.

      "I don't expect any of our antics are going to bother this guy."

      "He's his own office cubicle."

      "That's good. For us," I say, offering her the window seat.

      "Slide over cowboy we've got seven hours to kill before Toulouse."

      And I thought the dwarf was already dead. So I wait, and I wait, and with every stop the train makes, I'm expecting it to be the kid's stop too, but it never is. Before long, Monica's dozing off. Shit. This is not looking very promising.

      With every clickety of the train's clack my hopes diminish a little more and then there's the other obstacle--the conductor standing guard directly behind us at the rear door like a Doberman. He disappears only when the train stops and new passengers board--not so much at this time of the night, morning rather. He'll step into the rear cars, draw the little hand punch from his holster, and punch their ticket. When he's done, he returns to the same spot, not five feet behind us, propping up the car's rear door.

      Occasionally, I'll turn around and check for him. And he's either standing in his smart conductor's uniform--a black three-piece suit, white shirt and dark tie with a scrambled-egg-billed hat--swaying to the motion of the train and jotting notes into a pocketsize notebook, or he's nodding off like a horse. Once, when our eyes met, he did give up a friendly smile.

      Sleeping was no easy accomplishment. Even on the straightaways the ride wasn't all that smooth, but whenever the train rounded a turn, everyone was thrown a little to one side, and the squealing and screeching of the metal wheels clinging to the steel rails stole any chance for peace and quiet.

      Then, of course, there was the problem of me.

      I'm finding it very difficult keeping my hands to myself, especially when the conductor makes himself absent. A few of those times when we're locked in a fully groping embrace, kissing away and working our way up to hot and bothered, I try to convince her that if we're careful, we could get away with the dirty deed, even with the kid not two feet in front of us. She'll have none of that.

      "I think he's asleep," I say because his head never came up out of his books, and it did bob around a bit like he might have dozed off, but with the swaying of the train, everything bobbed and swayed.

      Even when the conductor behind us nods off and I try pulling her over on top of me, she resists. "Stop it, we're in the middle of everyone. You must have patience grasshopper," she says.

      "Look, these people are French," I say, "They're used to people making out on trains all the time."

      "Maybe so, but I'm not, so you're going to have to be patient."

      
        
        "Ninety-nine bottles of beer on the wall,

        Ninety-nine bottles of beer.

        Take one down

        And Pass it around,

        Ninety-eight bottles of beer on the wall."

      

      

      "What're you doing?"

      "Being patient."

      "I'm gonna make you a patient if you don't knock it off," she says, then goes back to leaning against me with her head propped on my shoulder, so I can sit here and become all aroused smelling her. I gotta focus my mind on something else.

      This is exactly why men and women can never be friends, acquaintances maybe, but not friends. At least not friends like guys can be friends.

      Why you ask?

      Because there's no way that a man and a woman can be in each other's company for an extended period of time without something happening. Unless. They're related, or there's some significant disparity between them like looks or age, whatever.

      Otherwise, one of 'em's gonna break down and try to fuck the other. It's just gonna happen. And there goes the friendship. It's only to be expected, and it's because men and women were put upon this earth for one purpose--to fuck, or to be a little more delicate about it, to propagate. We weren't put here to be friends. That's why other guys were put here--to be friends so you can hang out and talk about women.

      But is the same true for women? That they were put here to be friends with women? No. Other women were put here for guys--so guys will have other women to fuck. Strike that... Er... Uh, propagate. Except even propagate is not exactly accurate either because guys don't seek out women to propagate, they seek out women to fuck. Or, to get fed. Women seek out guys to propagate. Except when they seek another woman's guy out, and that's just to piss the other woman off. Why? Because they're not friends. They're competitors.

      You see. It's all very simple.

      So, coming back to why Monica's leaning against me like she is, but refusing to let me... You know... Fuck her. Well, that's simple too. She wants to drive me crazy so that I'll want her even more. She's teasing me. That's what women do. You ever heard of a man doing this? Course not.

      Women make men their slaves in return for the occasional use of their vaginas. It's an unspoken barter system, and it's flawless.

      In a moment, she'll have to give in because if she doesn't the system will fail. Any system works only when both parties get what they want. In the meantime, I have to be patient, but even patience has its limits. And if those limits are exceeded, well, I'll have to take her out onto the platform between the cars and demand satisfaction. And if she doesn't put out? Then off the train, she goes. Bye, Bye. See ya. Sayonara.

      Just kidding.

      

      Back at the arrival's suite at Gatwick Monica changed out of her business suit into a little red dress--a red dress that ended above her knees and did an excellent job hugging her figure--showing off just what an excellent a figure she has. The plunging neckline didn't hurt either, providing a nice little window through which her excellent cleavage can greet the world.

      Frankly, I thought she must be a little loony to choose a dress for traveling attire at all--and especially this dress--but, like I said, I'm not complaining. Had she gone so far as to wear high heels, instead of the flats that she is wearing, I'd have been certain she's a fruitcake--but again, I wouldn't've complained there either. One thing she did do that I thought was particularly smart--especially, considering the short red dress--was to bring along a full-length, lightweight raincoat that covers everything.

      Karl Lagerfeld once said, "One is never over-dressed or underdressed with a Little Black Dress." Suppose that goes for a little red dress too? I'm only asking.

      

      Still having a little difficulty keeping my eyes off her, especially when she's curled up on the seat, leaning against me with her eyes closed and nodding off. Okay, the truth is; I can't keep my eyes off her, so I'm not even trying. Just lettin' 'em hang there like two contented testicles with my arm wrapped around her, pulling her into me. She snugs up nicely. Fits like a cup and ball. Her cheek's resting against my chest, and I can smell the lilac in her hair, sweet and fresh like springtime. I run my nose through it, a little, affectionately. Nose candy. Notches up my enthusiasm.

      Looking down, past the top of her head, her breasts are staring right back at me like hors d' oeuvres. Even her cleavage smiles and flirts--begging me to shove my face into it. I can almost feel its warm embrace wrapping around my cheeks to my ears. My eyes are glazing over with the hypnotic rise and fall of her breathing.

      What is it with these things? These breasts that make every guy who ever lived wanna bury his face in them? That the mere sight of them, even the suggestion of them, triggers such overpowering urges? We're like Pavlov's dog with these mammary glands, and it's only the threat of jail or some other unthinkable repercussion that keeps us tethered.

      I don't buy the theory that a man's urge to bury his face in a woman's breasts and suckle stems from his time spent as a suckling infant. Not all of us had that opportunity. Some of us were cheated out of the real deal and fed on a rubber nipple from a glass bottle instead, and there's no warmth in pushing your nose up against one of those. Yet, still, these things trigger an overpowering urge.

      And what about women? They were infants. Some fed on their mother's breast. I've never known of cleavage snaring one of them, leaving 'em all hangdog with tongues lolling like what happens to us guys. Okay, some may be boob-centric, but those are outliers. They don't count.

      They're mammary glands for Christ's sake! What's the big deal?

      Okay, here it is.

      They're living, breathing, succulent refuges for pushing your face into. The ultimate comfort food. They're titillating, mesmerizing mounds of female flesh no man can ignore, and showing them off is the whole purpose of scoop neck blouses and peasant dresses. They're the prow, the first impression, the eye catcher for Hello, My Name Is. They're the most prominent pair of weapons a woman possesses, and if she comes up short, well, that's why there's augmentation.

      Admit it, ladies. Surely, you've gotta look down at your boobs once in a while and say to yourself, Wow, these are fabulous! Am I right?

      So, here I sit with Monica leaning into me, my arm around her shoulder holding her close, like a prisoner guarding his dinner plate. Beyond the cleavage sprouts a fine pair of sculpted legs from the hem of that little red dress bent at the knees and tucked under her, poised to spoon.

      Skin as smooth as baby's milk, and all I want to do is to jump in, like coleslaw wrestling, and lose myself wallowing in it. Lick it, taste it, eat it, devour it. Jesus Christ! I'm getting so worked up devouring her with my eyes I'm startin' to appreciate cannibalism as a sex act. And who's to say madness isn't more than a step away for any of us?

      Still tucked in her fetal position, she drops her head from my chest into my lap.

      Holy shit!

      "Do you mind?" she asks, "This is a lot more comfortable. Is it okay for you?"

      "Sure. Fine," I croak.

      Then, out of nowhere, she bolts straight up.

      "Let me get something," she says standing and stretching her full length in front of me, brushing my face. She reaches into the overhead rack and brings down her raincoat.

      "I need a little cover. I'm getting chilled."

      "You're kidding. And here I am burning up a fever."

      "Yeah, I know. I could feel your Bunsen burner against my face. It's the rest of me that needs covering."

      She lies back down into her fetal position and drops her head back into my lap, and I'm as hard as quantum mechanics. She turns her head a couple of times, grinding against me, so I shoot back with a couple of Kegel-like, guy-pumps.

      "Ooh, a massage. How nice. So how much strength do you possess down here Mr. Blue?"

      "I don't know, probably dead lift forty pounds. I could see how many pushups I could manage while you're there. You wanna count or should I?"

      "You're not going to bruise me are you?"

      "I'll do my best."

      Just as things start to progress, the train decelerates, and so do I when the piercing shrill of metal on metal announces our first stop of the night--Gare des Aubrais-Orleans.

      Shit.

      

      Once we're underway again, the rail forks--right for Tours and left for Limoges. We press left on screeching metal through what appears to be some pretty uninspiring landscape, but it's dark now, the moon having shrunken away, like me coming into the station.

      When the conductor slides open the heavy door behind us, vanishing into the rear car, Monica, and I take the opportunity to slip out for some fresh air on the platform. Even with the chilly night air, it feels good to be outside, despite the decimal level rising to nearly half deafening, and we're gagging on the fumes from the locomotive's diesel.

      Vertical handrail's bookend the door, so we each grab one and hold on tight as the platform sways from side to side.

      "Too bad the sleeper didn't work out," she yells over all the noise.

      "Yeah, too bad is right. So, where do you think the sleepers of yore went?"

      "I don't know, maybe the way of black-and-white movies?" she says.

      "Well, that'd be a shame because this isn't exactly what I had in mind for our little train tryst through France. I was hoping for something a little more romantic than a cattle car. I only hope the kid in front of us gets off sometime before dawn."

      "He's really not a problem. Doesn't even know we're there."

      "No, s'pose not."

      She swings around in front of me--my back against the door--and gripping both handrails she leans into me planting her mouth on mine. Her left-hand leaves the handrail and runs down that part of me that's been suffering so much frustration, and I immediately rise to a standup hello.

      "Should I pull your pants down right here? Feels like you need a little relieving. What do you think? Would you like that?"

      "Are you kidding? I'd love it, but I think it might be a little tricky out here with all this swaying. I'd feel awful if you were suddenly launched off this thing going around a curve."

      "Yeah, that might not work. Follow me inside Tucker, and I'll see what I can do."

      My enthusiasm jumps into high gear.

      She turns and swaying to the door looks over her shoulder and pulls it open, we take our seat again. At about, that same time, the train slows to pass through the Gare de Salbis station, but this time doesn't stop.

      Thank you, Jesus.

      When the train picks up speed again, the conductor still hasn't returned so we settle back, up close to each other and against the window--a position from where I can keep an eye on both the kid in front and the rear door in case the man in uniform returns.

      Monica resumes her previous position leaning up against me, legs spooning across the seat, and her raincoat again spread over both of us, but mostly over her, removing the visual entertainment I was enjoying before. That's okay because now I can let my fingers do the walking and explore some of the curves and dips I'd already committed to memory. We must have been thinking alike because the same time my hand started roaming, hers did too.

      The old car sways from side to side, and lights flicker on and off like a New York subway before going dark altogether.

      Finally! I'm thinking; we can get down to a little business here and turn this into what it was supposed to be in the first place. And that's when the lights once again start flickering, and everything decelerates. Everything.

      It looks like we're stopping in Vierzon, and the first thing I'm swearing is I'm dropping my Verizon cell phone service as soon as I'm back stateside. Bloody thing doesn't work in Europe anyhow. But like Salbis before, the train only slows through the station before picking up speed again.

      "This is a real pain--not knowing if the train's going to stop or continue on through these little stations," I grumbled. "Let me check the schedule and see if it doesn't say where the actual stops occur so we don't have to cease our fun every time this thing begins decelerating."

      "Probably a good idea," she says.

      I retrieve the schedule from the inside of my coat pocket and start studying.

      "Looks like our next stop is going to be Gare de Brive though we'll pass through Chateauroux and Limoges first."

      "So, how much time have we got until Brive?"

      "Around three hours."

      "And how much longer until Toulouse?"

      I study the schedule some more.

      "After Brive, there're five more stations before Toulouse, and we stop at each one--Souillac, Gourdon, Cahors, Caussade, and Montauban, then comes Toulouse. Altogether, it looks like another two hours. That's on top of the three hours we've still got until Brive. So, roughly five hours more to Toulouse."

      While I'm telling her all this, she's curling back down into the seat with her raincoat over her, laying her head again in my lap.

      "Sounds good to me," she says.

      John Henry comes back to life.

      "Ooh...Feels good too," she says.

      The train schedule goes back into my inside coat pocket, and my hand burrows its way under Monica's raincoat.

      "Yes, it does."
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        Early Monday, 1 September.

        Gare de Chateauroux.

      

      

      
        
        
        "Scientists now believe that the primary biological function of breasts is to make men stupid."--Dave Barry.

      

        

      

      Forty minutes after Gare de Vierzon we're crossing the little Rives de l'Indre and blowing through the Gare de Chateauroux. The moon has crawled into hiding. I couldn't see a thing about the countryside except that with the curving of the rail it must be a rolling landscape. We were running full out with very little braking now. The engineer must be good. Probably knows this section of the run to Limoges like the back of his hand.

      And the conductor has returned, taking up his position at the rear door again.

      Monica sits up, leans against me, pushing me against the window. She drapes her raincoat over us and reaches her hand underneath, unzipping and freeing me then lifts the raincoat and peeks at what's filling her hand as if she's pulled a prize from a box of Cracker Jacks. 

      She squeezes and rolls me around in her hand, kneading like a tube of paste she's trying to extrude through the tip. Thinking aloud, she asks, "What is it that makes holding a man like this so irresistible? Is it because I'm doing something, I shouldn't be doing? Something wrong? Something forbidden?" 

      "I'm not going to forbid you." 

      "I'm not talking to you. I'm wondering these questions aloud to myself. I've never done this before." 

      "Sorry, go right ahead, I didn't mean to interrupt, but... do what before?" 

      "Hold a strange man in my hand like this. To be in a foreign land and in the company of a complete stranger where I can do anything I want because no one has any idea where we are or what we're doing. And because I'll never see you again," she laughs. 

      Her words are like a punch in the stomach, a wake-up call to reality. Wait, I want to say, I don't want this to end but instead I say, "So, you're using me, is that it? And then you're going to throw me over when you're done?" 

      "Jesus, you sound like a woman now. Are you upset you're being used, Tucker?" 

      "Course not. Use me all you want." But yes, I am being used aren't I? Can't say I'm not enjoying it and with anyone else it'd be fine but this time it's different because I want more. I want her. But, how do I let her know? Oh, the hell with it. There's plenty of time to go there. 

      "I intend to." She goes on like she's somewhere else, lost in thought, "I remember when I was little and the first time I saw my older brother naked. I'd never seen a naked boy until then, and I was shocked, he had this thing between his legs. But, it really wasn't so much he had this thing hanging between his legs, as it was that I didn't. It made me wonder what might have happened to mine. I must have had one at some point. So, what happened to it? Had it been cut off? When I saw his, I got so upset I ran to my mother and asked her why he had one, and I didn't. 

      "I remember her smiling at me, on the verge of laughing, really. She said only boys had them, and it was what made boys different from girls; that girls didn't have one, that girls weren't supposed to have one, girls had something else. What Mama, I asked, what is it that girls have and boys don't? She said girls have a vagina. Well, I didn't know what a vagina was, so I asked, and she told me it was the place between girls' legs. You mean the little hole? I asked. That's what a girl has that a boy doesn't?' And she said, yes. I felt cheated, and I said, well, that's nothing, that's having nothing at all, not like what a boy has - that's something, what a boy has. 

      "She agreed it was something all right, but it was the way God made us--boys have a penis, and girls have a vagina. Still I felt cheated. I said I'd rather have a penis. At least, it's something you can see and touch and even hold on to if you want. And I remember my mother saying to me, honey, someday you'll get one. After hearing that, I was more baffled than ever, but she wouldn't say anything more about it. For years, I would check down there expecting any time to find a penis sprouting between my legs. It wasn't until I got married that I finally understood what she meant. I wish she was here right now so I could show her I've finally got one right here in the palm of my hand," she says with a laugh. 

      "Yes, you do and it would appreciate very much if you could trouble yourself to do something with it. I think it's aching for attention," I say hopefully. 

      She takes a quick look around for peering eyes. The conductor is leaning up against the door with his chin dropped to his chest, eyes closed. The kid in front, not two feet away, is still tethered into a world of his own making. 

      With the coast clear, Monica pulls back the raincoat, bends down and takes me into her mouth and Oh-My-God. The moon rises and the birds come out and angels are knocking at the window trying to get in. There's nothing like it. No greater turn-on in the world than when a woman takes you into her mouth. Nothing else comes close.

      Then there's the watching part, watching it happen. Watching a woman take you in, watching her lips close around you. I don't know why, but it's the most incredible turn-on.

      With her mouth closed tightly around me, Monica's head begins bobbing up and down, her tongue working like a floor-waxing machine.

      Fellatio. What an interesting word. Sounds like an Italian opera - Fellatio, Fellatio, Fellatio!

      She pushes her head down and takes me so far into her mouth, I'm touching the back of her throat. Her teeth are pushing against my groin. She holds it for a moment and then comes up for air, face flushed, and eyes watery. She catches her breath and dives again taking me to the hilt. I lay my hands on the back of her head and push her down and me further into her throat. She comes up for air again, panting, flushed, eyes watery. She wraps her hand around me another time and with the other pulls the raincoat over both of us. Now we're two kids under the blanket tent, and she's grappling with the flashlight. 

      "You can't help doing that can you?" she says without the slightest edge of anger--an answer more than a question. 

      "Sorry, didn't mean to hurt you. It's very hard not to," I admit. 

      "I know. It's what a man does. You have this need to push yourself in and the farther you can push, the better. I understand it. I know it happens. It's natural for a man to want to ram himself in farther and farther. The farther in the better. I know because it's also a woman's tendency to want it rammed in. A woman wants to pull a man into her. She wants him buried inside her. It's just that down the throat, there's this gag reflex; you see."

      "I once heard someone say if anal sex wasn't meant to be, God would've put a gag reflex there," I say. 

      "Wow, never thought of it that way. Could we test that out?"

      "I don't know. I've always figured there're places made for things to go in and others for things to come out."

      "S'pose you're right."

      Am I detecting a little disappointment? 

      "But," changing the subject, "there's an ironic truth in what you said, about a woman wanting a man buried inside her, I mean." 

      She laughs, "Yeah, there is. The whole action is important. It has important meaning." 

      "Like what? Other than it feels good?"

      "That's the point. It does feel good. A man's tendency is to ram himself into a woman. I don't mean stick it in and move it around a little bit until they get off. Half-way won't do it any more than it would to eat chocolate and not swallow."

      I'm biting my tongue not to run after that one. 

      "I can see you're biting your tongue to go after that one, right?" 

      "Right." 

      She picks up where she left off without skipping a beat, "A man needs to ram it into the woman and keep on ramming it in until his blood pressure is sky high, and he's expending every drop of energy pushing into her as far as he can, even reaching the back wall, then spurt out everything he's got. It's all because of the equipment. That's the thing, you see. That's the difference between men and women--it's their equipment, and that's what makes men and women who they are. I know it sounds ridiculously obvious, but it's more than that because it's what defines their individual roles. It's the fundamental meaning of everything." 

      "Okay, so tell me the fundamental thing? And, by the way, I like it when you're enthusiastic like that, your hand squeezes very nicely." 

      She throws back the raincoat and drops down taking me in, bobbing up and down a couple of times before coming off sucking so hard she could extract sausage from its casing. Her lips smack audibly and without breaking stride she goes on. 

      "What I mean by the fundamental meaning is this. A man's cock is like a sword, or a knife or a spear or a battering ram. It's sole purpose, and design is to be inserted into a woman and drive itself home, to penetrate. The woman's design is to be penetrated. A woman is the scabbard receiving the man's sword. The man has the gun, the woman the holster - the male is the giver and the female the receiver. It's a very simple setup, and it works incredibly well. It's simple but not simplistic. But, it's more than that. It's the underpinning that defines the role of the man and the role of the woman in life. It's what separates the sexes, on the one hand, and brings them together on the other, what causes them to be dependent on one another, compatible with one another and essential to one another - essential to the species. 

      "Think about it, Tucker. With all the different women you've been inside of, aren't you always amazed how well you fit? Like a ball and glove, right?" 

      I nod. 

      "There might be the occasional exception, at least for a woman where a man's cock is larger than normal, but I'd bet out of a thousand random couples... 

      "Like us?" Me the smart ass. 

      "Yes, like us. I would bet that 999 random cocks would fit perfectly into 999 random pussies. Now isn't that interesting? How we all come with standard equipment that is so perfectly...

      "Standard?" I offer. 

      "Fitted," she says as if she didn't hear me at all. 

      "I think that's a very interesting hypothesis. Furthermore, I think we should put it to test, immediately, if not sooner," I say. 

      Ignoring me again, she continues. "The point is, the roles of the sexes have played out since the beginning of forever, and they're roles that each gender has not only become accustomed to, but proficient at. A man is driven to penetrate, and a woman is driven to be penetrated and the reward is mutual gratification, not to mention it also, conveniently, propagates the species." 

      "Wow, that's some analysis. You've really thought this through haven't you?" I say truly impressed. 

      "Yes, I have," she proudly admits and then presses her thumb against the end of me like a button on a ballpoint pen, "It's so soft, like a pillow, a cushy, blunt end made to push forward, cleaving through flesh until it has buried itself to the hilt." 

      "That would be true," I say though I'm becoming a tad concerned with her over-obsessing here. 

      "Isn't this precisely why virgins are so desirable, because they're tight? Sure, there're all the other attractions for having a virgin, like blazing new trails where no other Star Trek man has gone before and all that. But there must be something about the whole tightness thing.

      "Fortunately for the rest of us if the vagina has gone a little slack there're still a whole slew of alternatives to bringing on an orgasm, including this." She plunges down again and takes me all the way into her mouth and her head bobs in time with the clickety-clacking of the train passing over the rail. She comes off. 

      "Does that feel good?"

      "Do my crossed eyes tell you anything? But, hey, slack or not I'd still like to dive into other parts of you too." 

      "I know, but this'll have to do, for the moment." She flattens her palm and places it against the end of me. "I love to feel the soft bluntness of it, the strength of it against my hand. Even the little helmet looks like it's designed to penetrate. Sort of an aerodynamic spear." 

      "It does want to penetrate. And right now it wants to spear you." God dammit. I'm dying here. Can't you see that? 

      Paying no attention to that comment, she grabs the length of me and squeezes, hard. 

      "How hard can I squeeze it?" 

      "As hard as you want." 

      "Is there no limit to how hard I can squeeze it before it hurts?" she asks. 

      "I don't think your hand can squeeze hard enough to hurt me."

      This time she gives it a squeeze with everything she's got and releases.

      "And that didn't hurt?"

      "Felt great," I say, "I've got to tell you too I'm very impressed with your ability to weave real-world demonstration throughout your lecture. Are you a college professor by chance? Because if you are you've got to be a hit with the fraternities?" 

      "You betcha." 

      She curls up on the seat as before and lays her head back in my lap except this time her face is against the side of my exposed prick. 

       "Ooh la la, what's this?" she says rotating her head and taking me again into her mouth with a slow, steady bobbing, like a pigeon with a purpose. She comes up, catches her breath giving me a wicked look then dives back down and taking me all the way to the back of her throat and I'm praying she'll never let go. I know she's taken all I have to give when I can again feel her teeth grinding through my pubic hair and into my groin. God almighty this feels good! How does she do it? Who the fuck cares? She does it and that's all that matters. She pulls off with a long hard suck then she drops right back down and does it all over again. 

      Meanwhile, my right hand has gone off on its own and meandered its way under her dress, slipping into her panties and crossing the plains of her soft bare ass where it's now attempting to pry its way between her legs. When she cracks open the door, my thumb scampers into its intended target, and her leg slams shut like a steel trap. Christ! I've been snared in Chinese handcuffs - thumb in one end, dick in the other! 

      The noose around my thumb tightens and begins to pulsate and I'm thinking she's practicing her Kegels. But, when the pulsing begins synchronizing with the upstroke of her head, it's only a matter of moments before we're both rocking from the percussions of muffled explosions detonating between us. The air is sucked out of the train car for all I'm doing to restrain myself from gasping aloud and calling everyone's attention to us. As for Monica, she comes off panting barely peeping a sound. Damaged larynx no doubt. 

      I work up the nerve to turn around for a quick check on the conductor.

      Busted! There he is, standing at his post directly behind us, obviously having witnessed everything. When our eyes lock it's apparent we're cooked, and he'll probably throw us off the train at the next stop. But, that wasn't to be. The man just shakes his head in a mock disapproval, shrugs his shoulders "c'est la vie" ("that's life") then offers up a silent applause. For what? My studliness? Coming from another guy, probably. I love the French. 

      But, then that's the way it is, isn't it? If a guy makes it with a lot of women, he's a stud, but if a woman does a lot of guys, she's a whore. Right? Doesn't seem fair. 

      When the train decelerates into the Gare de Limoges-Benedictins Monica's fast asleep in my lap and the conductor is absent from the rear door. So I nod off too until the next thing I hear is a loudspeaker off, in the distance, announcing Gare de Souillac. The train stops at Gare de Souillac but we don't. We continue sleeping wrapped around each other through the next four stops: Gare de Goudon, Gare de Cahors, Gare de Caussade, and Gare de Montauban-Ville-Bourbon. 

      It's not until Toulouse-Matabiau is announced over the loudspeaker, and the train begins decelerating that we both begin to wake. Outside, the sun is rising and stirring to life that run-down part of Toulouse lying alongside the tracks. Not the picturesque French countryside one might imagine. More like what most towns have alongside the railroad tracks--the graffiti, the poverty and crime--the shitty part of town. At least until the station, the Gare, and, in Europe, the stations are nice and usually near the City Center, also nice.

      In Perpignan, which we'll get to later in the day, Salvador Dali called the train station there the, "center of the world," which leads me to believe he must have spent a lot of time at the station scoring drugs to cop the peculiar inspiration that shows in his work.

      So it is Toulouse where we come to the end of the first leg of our journey. From here we'll have to purchase new tickets to continue on to Barcelona. Hopefully, we'll be able to snag a nice private compartment without worker bees or lesbians; something more on the order of, nice. I have no doubt Monica will appreciate more comfortable lodgings as will I; and now that she's warmed up, I expect the payoff should be everything I could hope for.

      Come on Toulouse. I'm counting on you to come through.
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        Early Monday, 1 September.

        Castrum Libiae Llivia, Spain.

      

      

      
        
        
        "There is no fouler fiend than a woman when her mind is bent to evil."--Homer

      

        

      

      Forty minutes earlier, when the sun rose over the mountains, Doctor Drusilla Libica, known as the Raven, had already been up for hours waiting for Jacques's text message with the man's name, the station and time he'll be boarding the train for Barcelona to claim his lottery winnings. And a photo, she must have a photo. There cannot be any mistake about who they'll be looking for to intercept. The van's ready, and the boys have finished breakfast when her cell phone signals an arriving text.

      
        
        
        Subject Paulo Marti boarding train at Carcassonne, 11:41. Destination: Barcelona. Subject traveling alone. Photo attached. Details to follow.

      

        

      

      She looks over the attached photo smiling to herself and then calls the two young men preening like peacocks in the hallway mirrors.

      "Burn this man's face into your puny minds boys. This is who we're after."

      "Thirty-six, about," says Tiber.

      "He's an old man!" says Drusus. "We can take him."

      "Brown eyes, black hair," Tiber continues.

      "Not blonde Adonises like us."

      "Or a blue-eyed beauty like Mother," Tiber says turning to the Raven, who's scowling at their antics.

      "And check out the schnoz. Who could miss that?"

      "Very prominent," says Tiber. "A Gérard Depardieu nose."

      "All right dimwits, enough," growls the Raven, but even she can't help but smile inside. "Let's go. With two-and-a-half hours to Carcassonne, leaving now should give us an hour's leeway. Jacques's booking a private compartment for us on the 11:41 train so we shouldn't have a problem, but with you two there's no telling."

      "Come on Mama," whines Tiber. "Have faith. We won't let you down."

      "Better not or I'll take your Game Boys away for good," she says cracking a smile at her own joke. The boys look at each other and laugh too. She likes teasing them once in a while. Having to play Hitler all the time gets tiring but how else is she to keep these two and two hundred more of the dumbest bumpkins living in the Pyrenees in line, without putting the fear of God in them?

      "Go start the van," she says.

      As the sun continues ascending over the Pyrenees into the nearly cloudless sky she thinks, this day is hers. And this evening when you're setting behind Montserrat Mountain, she thinks to the sun, €120 million will be settling into my SuisseBanc account.

      Maybe she should show a little faith in the boys today, she asks herself. Forget it. This is no time for experimenting. The ticket is far too important to leave to chance. One whiff of pussy and they'll be off like hounds on a scent. Maybe another time when there's nothing to lose. She's not even telling them what they're after. Just that they must get this man and incapacitate him. As long as they can get him, she'll gladly do the incapacitating.

      

      Driving two-and-a-half hours over two-lane asphalt even on a beautiful day passing through the lush green of the Pyrenees seems like a lifetime when all she can think about is the €120 million waiting for her in the pocket of... Who is this Paulo Marti? She wonders and taps out a text message pushing Jacques for the details. NOW you imbecile. Wondering why God--if the gullible are right and there is one--would curse her with so many morons? Even the two heads in front of her plugged into earphones and bobbing away to some hip-hop trash. The spawn of her own loins.... Vibrating. Curious. What's that? She smiles when she realizes it's her phone signaling an incoming text.

      
        
        
        Subject is military personnel: Capitaine, age: 35, resides: Perpignan, wife: Michelle, age 33, daughters: Lillie, age three, Annabelle, age six.

      

        

      

      Came up with that awfully quick, she thinks and gnaws over Jacques's loyalty. Can the little mofeta be setting her up? He's the tip-off and the only one who knows what this Paulo Marti is carrying. Then her thoughts skip to Pello Azaura, for it was under his nose, she planted Jacques.

      He says they're a team and the only hope for Catalan and Basque independence. Ha. Azaura might have everyone else fooled. It's not freedom he wants for his people. Oh no. He wants her business, her empire--the empire her father created, and she spent a lifetime building. Over her dead body; better yet, over his. The real fool will be the one standing on the platform in Barcelona waiting on a man with a lottery ticket. Oh, what she'd give to see him standing there wondering what went wrong while ten minutes away she's collecting the €120 million.

      So he's a military man, this Capitaine Marti she's thinking, and it reminds her of her grandfather, Marcus, and the gunrunning operation he'd started at the outbreak of the Civil War in '36 under the guise of the International Marxist movement. Marcus supplied arms to the Republicans fighting the Nationalists, but whenever the Republicans ran dry of funds or were late on payments, he'd supply the other side, turning a sizable profit from each. The man possessed not a shred of loyalty, and neither did his son, her daddy, but then they were businessmen. And she was their little butterfly.

      Unconsciously, she reaches into her purse and squeezes her prized little Colt 25, the coin purse pistol her daddy gave her when she was only thirteen after she'd field tested six low caliber pistols for him and came up with this winning 1908 model.

      At first, the field test was scary. The heads she shot the bullets into were gross, but her daddy assured her that they were only mannequins. The test involved placing the muzzle of each pistol behind an ear and pulling the trigger to see which pistol successfully shot the bullet into the head without exiting. The idea was for the bullet to rattle around inside the head and shred the brain but leave only a small entry wound.

      After the first few test firings she got over the grossness part, and the testing became fun. Altogether she destroyed 37 heads in one afternoon. He was so proud of her that he gave her the Colt 25 as a prize and she's carried it ever since. She cherishes the weapon as much as she cherishes the Drusilla DermaDagger.

      Oh, and her father later confessed that the heads were actually real, but wasn't it fun anyway? A fond smile comes to her face every time she thinks of him. What a trickster he was.

      Jacques, you rat. You better not be... Wait. He doesn't know what the Raven looks like. She laughs at herself for worrying.

      Drusus hears her and asks what's so funny. Oh, nothing. Just that she's so happy to have two handsome sons to drive her on such a lovely day.

      The boys exchange looks and Tiber signs to Drusus that maybe she's dipping into her cache of pharmaceuticals.
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        06:58 Hours, Monday, 1 September.

        Arrival Toulouse, France.

      

      

      
        
        
        "A man who won't lie to a woman has very little consideration for her feelings."--Ibid.

      

        

      

      Once off the train, we walk to the nearest cafe and order up two coffees and a baguette with cheese and take everything to a small wooded area outside the station where we ravenously dispose of our feast while watching the sunrise like a barn cat on a rainy Saturday. Only it's not raining, and it's not Saturday.

      "Maybe we should call and let 'em know we're en route," Monica says.

      "Does your cell have battery?"

      "No, I check earlier, and it's dead. We'll have to find a pay phone."

      "And what should we tell them?"

      "The truth. Well, not the whole truth but, yes, the route we're on. Just say we couldn't get on the Air France flight and decided the only way to get to Barcelona was how we came. It might seem a bit outrageous, but at least if we tell the truth, we won't have any trouble keeping our story straight."

      "We'll leave out the more interesting details."

      "That's up to you. I'm not the one with the girlfriend."

      "Neither am I."

      "You still don't get it do you?"

      "No, I think I do. I get it that because I'm with her on this trip--or at least, I was, and I suppose will be again when we get to Barcelona," I say looking at her, hoping she might make another suggestion. She doesn't so I, disappointedly, go on. "And that because I'm with her, it would be incredibly rude for me to be carrying on an affair with another woman who also happens to be on the trip. I get it. And, yes, I'm guilty. I admit it. And for that, I suppose I am the ultimate cad, contemptible and all. But, there are extenuating circumstances too."

      "You were hijacked by me."

      "Gee, I hadn't thought of it that way, but, yes, that would be one," I say taking a liking to the idea. "Come to think of it, that's exactly what happened. In fact," as I think this through, "I'm the innocent party here. The victim actually."

      "A victim of circumstance?"

      "Yes, a victim of circumstance--circumstances beyond my control. It wasn't my fault, I didn't make the flight."

      "And it wasn't your fault you found me either."

      "Right. It wasn't. It was Nanette who pushed me to hook up with you and Ebba herself who told me where to find you." Though I failed to mention that Ebba said to stay away from that woman.

      "So, who could possibly argue you're not the victim of all this?"

      "Right. I am the victim here."

      "And you're an excellent victim too. I think in the end everyone will agree," she says.

      "The end?"

      "When everyone's able to see the whole picture."

      "Yes, though, I'm not so sure Ebba will see it that way. Not at first. You know how women can be."

      "Boy, do I. No, she'll know for sure you've been fooling around on her. She may not be able to prove it but believe me; she'll know."

      "So, you're saying no matter what, I'm cooked?"

      "Through and through."

      "But, she's not my girlfriend?"

      "Doesn't matter. You're supposed to be with her, remember?"

      "Maybe, but it's not the same."

      "She's a woman. She can point all she wants. Fairness has nothing to do with things like this. You're thinking like a man. You need to think like a woman."

      "Yeah, right. So, how do I think like a woman?

      "You can't. You're a man."

      "Right."

      

      So we make our way back to Gare de Toulouse-Matabiau where I locate a public phone and attempt, unsuccessfully, to charge a call to my credit card.

      "I couldn't make it work. All the directions were in French, and I got totally lost. I got ahold of the operator but had language difficulties, so I gave up. Let's check out the schedules and see what we have to do for the second leg of this trip, and I'll try again along the way."

      "Okay, but it would be best to give her the story over the phone and let her get used to the idea before we get there."

      "I agree. I'll figure a way to get a call through."
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        09:33 Hours, Monday, 1 September.

        Arrival Carcassonne.

      

      

      
        
        
        Breaking up with a woman means it's over, and they'll only sleep with you two or three more times.

      

        

      

      An hour after leaving Toulouse, we're coming into the Gare de Carcassonne where we're to purchase tickets for the final leg of our journey into Barcelona.

      "I'm still hungry," Monica says.

      "Me too but maybe we should find a ticket agent first."

      "Tell you what. I'll buy the tickets this time, and meet you over there at the Brasserie de la Gare," she says pointing at the sign over the station doors.

      "Don't buy the tickets," I insist to which she steps up and wraps her arms around my neck whispering that she wants to.

      "You find a table and order coffee and a ham and cheese sandwich with fries for me," she says licking her tongue across my ear leaving the scent of her breath. Cinnamon, and I think Big Red chewing gum. I almost call her Big Red but catch myself knowing it can come to no good calling any woman big anything.

      Instead, I tell her, "Yes, ma'am," and salute to which she shakes her head.

      While Monica heads off to find the ticket agent, I exit the station for the cafe next door and find it empty except for one fellow behind the counter who greets me with, Bonjour Monsieur.

      "Bonjour. Two coffees, two ham and cheese sandwiches and two fries, please. Someone will join me in a few moments," I tell the man.

      A moment later, Monica walks in holding up two tickets like she'd won the lottery. "Check it out Blue."

      I inspect the tickets.

      When I read, 'Compartiment privé lit', I say, "Tell me this word 'privé' means toilet."

      "It means private."

      "As in private compartment?"

      She studies me. "I get it. You turned down a private compartment back in Paris thinking privé meant toilet, didn't you? The agent said prive, and you heard privy?"

      "That's about the long and short of it," I confess.

      She shakes her head. "Well, they do sound the same."

      "You wanna reconsider hanging with such a knucklehead?" I ask her.

      "Non, seulement ne faites pas un achat lorsque je suis chez les dames," she says in what sounds like perfect French.

      "Wow, I'm impressed. Guess I shouldn't have bought those tickets while you were in the ladies' room. So what'd you say?"

      "I said, no, don't make a purchase when I'm in the ladies." And we're both laughing.

      "That's crazy," I say. "See? We're already thinking alike." Mock fear flashes across her face and I have to laugh.

      "I think it's time to give our Barcelona friends a call," she says, and this time I'm prepared.

      "I don't," I say startling her. "When we get to Barcelona, I'm telling Ebba the truth."

      "Which truth?"

      "The one where I've met someone, and I'm moving on."

      "So who'd you meet and where are you moving on to?" she says, feigning surprise.

      "Her name's Judy," and Monica bursts out laughing.

      "Good one Blue."

      I can't keep a straight face either but then say in all seriousness, "I think it's only fair to Ebba, and to us, that I tell her straight up and not over the phone. I don't want to make up a story for why we're together."

      "You don't have to. We're together because we want to be," and Monica says it so matter-of-factly, that if I weren't paying attention, I would've missed this declaration of love no adjective or metaphor could improve upon.

      "Right," is all I can say and mean it.

      "And that you don't care about Ebba anymore," she adds with a snicker.

      "Or Judy," I say, and she laughs. "So, you're okay with this? Because if you aren't?"

      "Tucker, there's nothing I want more than for you to make a clean break with Ebba. Just not right now," she says catching my surprise. "There's something I have to take care of first."

      "What something?" I ask, and her face goes quiet.

      "Tucker, sweetheart," she squeezes my hand, and I'm thinking, uh oh, here it comes. "This is where I have to ask you to trust me. I can't tell you why I want you to hold off with Ebba, only that it's important you do."

      A little voice inside is warning me something's not right, but I'm not listening.
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        11:41 Hours, Monday, 1 September.

        Departure Gare de Carcassonne.

      

      

      
        
        
        All women are born evil. Some just realize their potential later in life than others.

      

        

      

      Once on board the train, Drusilla shows the boys Paulo Marti's photograph again, telling Tiber to start from that end of the train and Drusus the other. "We'll meet in the middle and force him into our compartment." 

      "Why are we doing this, Mama?" Tiber asks.

      "I'll tell you once we have him in the compartment." 

      "Yes, Mama," and they leave in search of Paulo Marti. 

      As the Raven walks toward their compartment three cars ahead, and she's passing between two cars, she comes across a man leaning over the handrail watching the blur of the tracks below him. She steps up behind the man and shoves him over then smiles when he yelps and his head smashes onto a railroad tie. God that felt good she thinks resuming her walk with a little more bounce in her step.

      When she comes to her compartment, she takes a seat outside to await Paulo Marti's arrival and to savor again how such a tiny shred of paper will turn her dream into a reality. Finally, she'll be surrounded by intelligent life instead of lording over the ragtag dregs she calls, The Revolució Popular per una Catalunya Independent or People's Revolution for An Independent Catalonia (PRIC). Another joke. Though she has to admit that Willie Skye, the mercenary she hired to shape them into a passable facsimile fighting force, did his job well. Such a shame he left this earth so unexpectedly, nose-diving into the Mediterranean. 

      Tiber and Drusus can watch over the Catalonian operation...

      Where are they anyway?

      

      When Tiber spots Marti at the rear of the car, braced against the door reading a newspaper, he pulls out his cell phone and makes a quick call to Drusus.

      Marti watches Tiber's approach out of the corner of his eye and signals to his partner Rakim, who's standing in a Yankees baseball cap at the opposite end of the car. Rakim raises his camera and snaps off a couple of shots as Tiber comes to Marti and reaches out as if about to open the door. But then Tiber turns and slipping between Marti and the door, he presses a pistol into the man's back.

      "Walk to the other end quietly if you want to live," he whispers into the man's ear, and Marti folds the newspaper and starts walking with Tiber attached to his back.

      When they come to Rakim, Marti winks that they're taking the bait, and he thinks to himself, today he came as a captain, but he'll leave a major.

      Once they've passed, Rakim falls in a few steps behind, and the train begins slowing for its next scheduled stop at Narbonne.

      When the train's doors open departing and arriving passengers crowd the aisles, slowing their progress, but once the aisles are clear, they pick up the pace, and soon they've made it through three cars.

      

      The compartment's nice. Two high-backed upholstered seats against a paneled wall hiding a foldaway Murphy bed and a large picture window to enjoy the passing French countryside. And then there's the private bathroom with toilet, basin, and shower. The infamous privé kicking at my stupidity.

      "I'm going to take care of a few things then shower, and if you don't mind I'd like you to wash my back for me," Monica says, "and I'll do the same for you."

      "I'd be happy to provide that service for you, Madame," I tell her.

      "Never doubted you would. I'll let you know when I'm ready."

      At last, lady luck is smiling.

      When water from the wash basin signals it's time to begin preparations, I step to the window, pull the drapes closed and locate the switch controlling the ambient lighting. Nice. Next, I find the piped-in music and set the mood with the sexy voice of Diana Krall singing Peel Me A Grape.

      When the sound of running water shifts from wash basin to shower, show time is nearing, and I begin a little peeling of my own while watching ropes of steam twist out from under the privy door tickling my imagination with what's on the other side. The door cracks open, and a blast of steam shoots out like a steam engine exhaling at the station, and a soapy arm pierces the fog beckoning me through the gauzy curtain and...

      There she stands in all her glory.

      You would have thought I'd been shot with a Taser, as paralyzed as I am by the sight of her. The perfect feminine form; her image hitting me with the velocity of a Slurpee-like brain-freeze rendering me the helpless, hapless male. Any trace of logic or even common sense that might have been present before is quickly abandoning ship, leaving Dickbrain at the helm and Lust navigating.

      "Now aren't you a fine-looking specimen in waiting," she says holding out a soapy washcloth. "You mind?"

      I roll my tongue in and tell her, "It would be my pleasure Madame."

      "Are we pulling into another station?"

      "Narbonne," I tell her. "Now up against the wall lady and spread 'em," and she assumes the position.

      "Yes, sir officer whatever you say."

      That was easy. Now, what should I do? Okay... "Spread 'em lady. I'm going to frisk you with this washcloth."

      "But officer, your gun is pointed at me."

      I look down and sure enough.

      "Are you going to shoot me?"

      "Definitely."

      "Ooh, la la."

      With the enthusiasm of Alexandros bathing Venus de Milo, my soapy washcloth begins making little circles over her shoulders then sets out for more exotic destinations down her spine to the small of her back. Her skin glistens like icing on a red velvet cake, and I can't help but steal a lick.

      Giving up the rag for the flat of my soapy hand, I start circling the round of her derriere, dragging a finger through her couloir teasing out a little shudder. She flattens against the shower wall like a deflated doll, and with her fingers flared over the smooth wet plastic she slides down folding herself into an offering.

      It's every man's fantasy come true.

      And just as I'm about to enter a warm 98.6...

      WHAM!

      The train lurches, throwing the shower door open, and launching Monica out, onto the cabin floor where she's sprawls like an all-you-can-eat buffet. The only thing preventing me from following her is the doorjamb.

      

      Just as they've got the Raven in sight, without warning, the train lurches forward then sideways bringing yelps and cries as people standing fall into the nearest seats, some on top of others. Marti is thrown backward into Tiber, pressing him into the car's rear door but Tiber grabs him and shoves his pistol into the man's back. "Keep steady," he says. When Marti finds his footing, and the train settles, Tiber nudges him forward.

      As the Raven stands on a seat holding fast to the overhead rack, appearing to arrange luggage, Marti, and Tiber approach. When they come even with the Raven Tiber pulls Marti to a stop, and she turns with a coat in hand pretending to lose her balance. She grabs Marti by the shoulders to catch herself and with sleight of hand stabs him in the neck with a hypodermic needle. He yelps and shrugging her off staggers away with one hand clutching the newspaper and his other pulling at his neck.

      When the train lurches a second time, the unbalanced Marti is thrown against the door of a private compartment with enough force to pop it open. He stumbles through, and the last thing he sees is a naked woman sprawled across the floor. His mind screams MOVE but his tongue refuses to obey, and as his legs turn to rope, he drops like dead weight on top of her.

      He never feels the fall, but he hears the ...

      

      "Oof."

      Monica's breath expels like bellows. Her eyes scream, and she's thrashing like a landed tuna trying to free herself from under the weight of the unexpected intruder.

      Just as I get to my feet to rescue her, I'm punched by a scream so intense it couldn't have emanated from a human, but it did. Monica caught her breath. And following, on the heels of that she fires off a tirade of expletives that would cause even Cemetery residents to file complaints.

      "The hell are you doing?" I yell at the carcass, grabbing the man's belt in one hand and his hair in the other, raising the lump of flesh.

      "Quick slip out!" I yell.

      She tries, but to no avail until the man's head rolls over and his empty eyes and sagging mouth pass within a breath of her face, and she shoots out, just as my grip fails, and the man's head hits the floor with an ugly thud.

      Meanwhile, bunched in the doorway with their mouths agape like carp on ice, stand half-dozen people, all struck dumb by the scene sprawled out before them. When the man's face turns their way, and his dead goat eye lands on them, their collective gasp nearly sucks the air right out of the cabin. One lady faints, another one screams, and I holler, "Get a conductor!"

      A camera flashes, then again, triggering another round of invectives from Monica.

      Someone yells for the conductor while another drags the fainted one off. And still another man, maybe twenty-five, in a military uniform, pushes his way into the cabin, stepping over the dead man and looking at me to assist. He grabs the dead guy's arms, and I lift the man's feet, and together we struggle to move the limp corpse from the middle of the floor. A little woman scurries in with a blanket and covers Monica--the poor thing curled into a corner, her arms wrapping her legs, tears staining her cheeks.

      My heart takes a hit and when I go to step over to her. FLASH FLASH and I turn an angry finger at the man in the Yankees baseball cap and yell, "One more time and I'll shove that camera up your ass."

      He shoots me a dare, and when I go to jump at him, he's off like a Jackrabbit out of a woodpile almost running over the conductor who's pushing his way through the remaining knot of gawkers. None of whom are about to give up their place for this once in a lifetime exhibition of naked flesh and death.

      The conductor is yelling something in French like, "move the fuck outta the way," until he reaches the doorway, then one peek inside, and he too is reduced to the same dumbfounded stare as on the rest of them. And who could blame him when before him, crouches a naked woman wrapped in a blanket with another woman trying to console her. A soldier hovering over what appears to be a dead man on the floor, and then there's me.

      His eyes lock on me in abject disgust at the sight of my deflated self, and it is not a moment of personal pride; I can assure you.

      Raising his finger, he takes aim and barks, "Cover you."

      Holy shit! I've been standing here all this time stark naked! I grab my clothes and dress while the conductor produces a whistle out of thin air and blows a shrill so loud that hands shoot up covering ears. When a second one cuts through the air, the little woman watching over Monica leaps up like a Ninja and slaps the whistle right out of the man's mouth, shouting, "Stop que vous idiot," freezing him like a schoolboy smacked by a nun.

      She then steps over to the dead man and drops down on him, straddling him. Tearing his shirt open she presses her ear to the man's chest. A moment passes, and she bolts upright and placing both hands against the man's sternum she pumps while counting, "Un deux trois." She pauses and repeats, "un deux trois," and pauses again.

      After a couple more of these, she whirls around, pulls his head back and jams her finger into his mouth clearing it then drops again and gives him two hard breaths, his chest rising with each one.

      No one dares utter a word to the only person with enough presence of mind to try and save the man's life. Meanwhile, the conductor ushers out the soldier and urges the gawkers to move along.

      FLASH FLASH.

      The man behind the camera is back, and the conductor slams the door in his face. When he turns around, Monica signals for him to do an about-face while she dresses and like a well-trained husband, he complies. He retrieves a walkie-talkie from a belt holster and says into it, "Je ferai appel à un médecin." But before the radio can respond, the little woman performing CPR spits back, "Je suis un médecin vous idiot," causing the man to stiffen like he'd been stabbed in the neck.

      Without another word, the poor conductor returns the walkie-talkie to its holster, opens the cabin door, and steps through without looking back.

      Pointing at the dead man, Monica asks the little woman, "What about him?"

      "There's nothing anyone can do for this fellow," she says.

      "He's dead?"

      "As dead as they come."

      Jumping back like the man's got cooties Monica cries, "A dead man was laying on top of me?"

      "I'm afraid so dear."

      And here I am thinking, do you think if he were alive he could lay on top of your naked body without moving a muscle? Silly girl.

      Monica complains, "This is too creepy. Can't we get him out of here?"

      But the woman says, "I'm afraid he'll have to be with us until we arrive in Perpignan (Perpinyá) and the police can take over."

      "Great. This is all we need Tucker, Getting involved with the police."

      "What do you mean 'all you need?'" the little woman asks.

      After some hemming and hawing, Monica says, "Well we're not supposed to be here. Together I mean."

      "So you two are having a little rendezvous romantique?" asks the little woman with a smile.

      Monica blushes back, "Something like that."

      "Was it when the train leaped forward that this gentleman came through your door with cardiac arrest?"

      "He had a heart attack?"

      "I'm afraid so dear."

      She turns to me. "What're we going to do, Tucker?"

      "Nothing," I say. "If we talk to the police, we'll tell 'em what we know. We've done nothing wrong."

      The little woman steps in and says to Monica, "There are unique circumstances at work here dear. It will be fodder for the Perpignan police. They probably haven't had a case involving foreigners, sex, and death... Maybe never. Then there's the local newspaper. They probably haven't had something this scandalous to write about in twenty years," she practically laughs at the idea.

      "Scandalous?" Monica says, her eyes widening with fear.

      I can see this is going bad. "We need to find the photographer."

      To which the little woman pulls a cell phone from her pocket, and punching in a two-digit speed dial says, "Avez-vous obtenu le photographe?" She listens before screaming, "Obtenir que baise caméra maintenant!" Then she hits END and returns the cell to her pocket.

      When she looks up and sees Monica, and me stunned, she says. "Forgive me. I am traveling with colleagues. I asked them to retrieve the camera from the photographer. I can tell you from my observation, the scene, here was unique--not something one sees every day, at least not on this route."

      Which sends Monica off the deep end with, "Oh my God, those photos could be on the Internet by tonight."

      "Maybe I can help," chimes in the little woman.

      We both turn and ask, "How?"

      "I'm not sure. Let me think about it."

      Monica asks the woman who she is, and she says, Doctor Drusilla Libica. Now we understand why the conductor stood down, and we go on to introduce ourselves. When I press Doctor Libica again about how she might help with the Perpignan police, she claims to have influence, that she's maintained a long-time practice in Perpignan and asserts she's well-known and respected in the community.

      Monica and I are visibly relieved, and when the doctor suggests that we switch compartments for the duration of the ride and let her work it out with the Perpignan police, we accept without hesitation.

      "If you want to pull your bags together, I'll call my colleagues, and they'll escort you to my compartment," Doctor Libica says dialing her cell phone.

      There wasn't much to pull together since almost nothing had been taken apart. We're wearing the same clothes as before the fateful shower. Monica goes into the bathroom to collect the few things she took in there. When I step over to collect my bag, I see a newspaper on the floor, and without giving it a second thought, pick it up and stuff it into my bag for something to read later. When I look up, there's Monica. I give her a smile and go over to sit beside her and hold her hand.

      A voice breaks over a crackling intercom, "Excussm mio massures and madams. Please take your seats while we resume. Thank you."

      "That's all he has to say after throwing us from one end of the train to the other?" I say. Monica just shrugs.

      So here we are waiting, with a dead man at our feet and a stranger with her back to us talking into her cell phone in hushed French.

      Our savior. Thank you, Jesus, for good Samaritans.

      

      When the knock comes to the door in walks, without a word, two young men, identical. Yep, twins. Just who these two, "colleagues" are and what their relationship is to the good doctor, who knows? From the moment, she ended her phone call, and the knock on the door, there wasn't enough time to ask Doctor Libica much of anything. And as much as we want to get out of here and away from the creepy dead guy something in the back of my mind urges me not to leave without first getting some information. So I pull out my notepad and Stealth Pen (a camera masquerading as a ballpoint pen I sometimes use in museums and places where photos are not allowed) and ask Monica for her cell number. She gives a questioning look at first but then the number, and I write it along with our names and the name of our hotel in Barcelona--the Fira Palace.

      I tear out the page and hand it to Doctor Libica. "This is the hotel where we'll be staying in Barcelona and Monica's cell number."

      I ask her for a business card, but she says she's out and gives me a cell number instead. As I'm writing that down, I'm also snapping photos of her, the corpse and her "two colleagues" on the sly since none of them strike me as the kind to stand for a group photo.

      We thank the good Doctor Libica for all her help and leave with the twins--one in front leading and the other taking up the rear. The passageway is clear of anyone observing our move, which strikes me as odd considering all the gawkers earlier, but I don't give it a second thought.

      Our new quarters are identical to the previous compartment with four seats, two facing two. Monica and I take two side-by-side while our watchers sit opposite.

      Guessing, I'd say these fellows are mid-to-late twenties. They're well groomed, good-looking, and both appear to be in good shape, and except for their clothes, you couldn't tell 'em apart. They're identical right down to the green dragon tattoos on their necks.

      When the silence lingers too long, I interrupt with, "Just want to thank you, fellows. We appreciate you helping us out."

      I may as well be speaking to the dead, so I try again. "So you're both with Doctor Libica?"

      "No spake Inglas," one snaps. Monica and I trade glances. We have concerns.

      When the train begins decelerating, and the intercom comes on announcing, "Prochain arrêt Gare de Perpignan" they both stand. One unlocks the door and steps out while the other follows. We stay put. The first sticks his head back inside and says, "You lock and stay," then tosses me the key and closes the door.

      "No spake Inglas?" I mock. "What the hell was that?"

      "Jesus, Tucker. What're we going to do?"

      "I don't know. Okay. How 'bout we go to the cops and tell them the old lady, and the two jerk-offs did the guy in. Tell 'em, they shoved him into our compartment, and he fell on top of you, and we're suing all of 'em--the train company, the city of Perpignan, hell, France too. Tell them to ask the conductor if the old lady isn't a bitch. Bet he'd love to throw her over."

      That gets a smile out of her. "You're nuts. So what do you think we should do, really?"

      I shrug. "Got me. On the one hand, I think we should give ourselves up."

      "But we didn't do anything," she objects.

      "I know. That's the other hand. Maybe not give ourselves up but... Try not to look like we're avoiding the authorities?" I offer.

      "And hiding out in here isn't avoiding the authorities?" she shoots back.

      "Hey, we're only following directions. She's the doctor."

      "Oh please," Monica says with her eyes on a roll.

      So I give it to her straight and say, "Look, if she can deflect this thing and has the influence she claims to have, I'd much prefer to walk away and let her take care of this mess. Isn't that what she said she'd do?"

      "Yeah," she says but not buying, "that's what she said, but I'm not so sure. Doctor Libica spooks the hell out of me. And those two freaks of hers; were they weird or what?"

      "Weird," I agree. "Military maybe or paramilitary?"

      "Or gangsters," Monica says.

      "And what's with the green dragon tattoos?"

      Her eyes go wide. "Maybe they're part of a gang."

      "Could be," I ponder. "Pretty sure they weren't nurses."

      "Criminies Tucker," she stomps her foot. "Stop joking. This is serious."

      "It's my way of coping," I tell her and smile.

      She gives up a smile back. "Guess it's as good a way as any."

      When angry voices start up outside our compartment, I say, "Sounds like the police are here."

      "Great. Suppose they'll be knocking our door down next," Monica says.

      "Think we should turn ourselves in or wait?"

      "Why don't you go turn yourself in. I'll wait."

      The train jumps. We're moving, and I draw the curtain back enough to peek outside and watch the Gare Perpignan platform moving backward.

      "Take a look," I say, and Monica comes up behind me, wrapping her arms around my waist.

      "Looks like the little doctor worked her magic after all," she says.

      We still have time until Barcelona, so I pull out the Murphy bed hidden behind the wall above the seats, and we climb in. What I fail to do, however, is to heed the posted instructions to, pull this lever down over brackets when...

      WHOOP BLAM

      And we're folded into the wall.

      "Tucker?"

      "Yeah?"

      "Did you pull the lever down over the brackets?"

      "I was going to after I got in."

      "You were supposed to do it before you got in."

      "Oh."

      "So how do we get out of here?... Tucker?"

      "Got me."

      "Hmmm. Know any songs?"
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        12:00 Hours, Monday, 1 September

        Medical Examiner, Perpignan, France

      

      

      
        
        
        Necrophilia - That uncontrollable urge to crack open a cold one.

      

        

      

      On the elevator ride down to the Medical Examiners office and morgue, Tiber is shaking like a Chihuahua. Drusilla laughs, kidding him that they haven't reached the morgue yet.

      "You know I hate it here," he says refusing to meet his mother's eye.

      Drusus tells him to think of all the new bodies he can play with, and when Tiber raises his fist, she tells them both, enough, and they quiet.

      She can't help but smile, recalling the happy days when the boys, and Julia too, were young, and she would occasionally stand-in for the regular ME. She'd bring the kids with her and show them the many ways to deconstruct a human body. Funny how the boys never took to it like their little sister Julia except for the one time when she caught them examining the naked corpse of a young girl lying in one of the refrigerated drawers. Typical boys, she chuckles.

      Tiber's shivering catches her eye again, and she's torn between slapping him for his weakness or slapping Drusus for causing his brother's phobia for morgues after he had locked the eight-year-old in a drawer with Señora Garcia's withered old corpse.

      The elevator dings and the doors slide open to a 42-degree odorous assault reminiscent of a putrescent slaughterhouse setting off both boys gagging before they step out. She throws them a scornful glare then mocks them by inhaling a deep breath of happy childhood memories.

      When her father was Perpignan's medical examiner, she would tag along, and he'd show her how gutting a human was much like gutting a fish.

      For little Drusilla, the morgue was a playground full of life-size dolls, anatomically correct, for the most part, though many were modified with mangled or missing limbs and other body parts.

      Then there was the time of her crowning achievement, she recollects. The terrible train wreck when a propane tank exploded in the kitchen serving the dining car and a dozen people were blown to bits. It took her father and two assistants two full days and nights to put the twelve Humpty Dumpty's back together again. But it took Drusilla only three hours to reassemble everyone into a macabre tableau of the Last Supper--a banquet of cannibalism. She titled it, The TrainSubstantiation of Christ.

      She wanted to enter the tableau into the school's science or art fair, but her father thought it might upset those with weak constitutions and forbade it, but he was proud of her, and that's all she really cared about.

      While the morgue was a fun environment for her to explore and play with the remains death left in its wake, it fell short when it came to her real fascination, which was to engage death. Not that she had some perverse desire to die herself. No. That would be stupid. It was more like she wanted to be a sommelier of death. She wanted to inhale the bouquet, sip for taste and roll it around in her mouth enjoying the flavors, then spit it out.

      She wanted to play with it, poke at it and watch it in action but once in the morgue the moment has passed, and it's in the passing where the rush lies. Drinking in the flicker of surprise the moment the dying realizes they're actually passing on. That's the ultimate turn-on.

      "Madame doctor," a voice calls her out of her reverie.

      Occupying the center of the large room on a stainless steel gurney is Paulo Marti still hanging in the fulcrum of the neuromuscular blocking agent's version of anesthesia awareness. And next to the gurney stands the nervous, cadaver-like figure of Doctor Broussard, the local medical examiner--a pathetic little man whose taste for methamphetamine and opiates has landed him on Doctor Libica's permanent roster of patients.

      "Report Señor Marti's death as a simple myocardial infarction," she tells him. "We'll take the body and return it in time for the funeral. Find a John Doe and tag him as Paulo Marti. Place it in a refrigerator and lock it. Let no one under any circumstances inspect the John Doe."

      "Yes, Madam Doctor."

      "You will receive your usual scripts."

      "Thank you, Madam Doctor."
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        19:40  Hours, Monday, 1 September.

        Barcelona Sants Train Station.

      

      

      
        
        
        "Love is like quicksand. The deeper you get sucked in the harder it is to get out."--Unknown.

      

        

      

      Be careful what you wish for because you just might get it. 

      I wished to share a bed with Monica on a train traveling through France to Barcelona, and I got my wish. Only it wasn't exactly how I imagined it would be. That's the "be careful" part. Under normal circumstances, an hour-and-a-half spent in a Murphy bed with Monica Reyes would be heavenly. Folded into a wall and that same hour-and-a-half can turn into hell unless you adopt the right attitude and accept the situation as an accidental joke, a funny story to tell later. Monica and I did that, at first. Up until someone--and I won't say whom--cut the first fart. 

      The miracle is, even that didn't kill our desire to be together. Okay, maybe it did for one of us when it happened. But, once the kindly Nigerian porter came by and rescued us from the maw of the Murphy. What's the saying? Separation makes the heart grow fonder? 

      "Get it right Blue. It was circulation that made this heart grow fonder--air circulation," Monica laughs. 

      "Right, but I won't say whom."

      

      Coming off the train, we look like we'd traveled via compartiment à bagages rather than compartiment privé, not to mention being perfumed in Gaz de Toilette.

      We are royalty. Crowds part for us. 

      If this was France, we might melt into the crowd unnoticed, a la Pepé Le Pew. But this is Spain, so we duck into the nearest restrooms and spruce up our personal hygiene before hiring one of Barcelona's ubiquitous black and yellow taxis to carry us to the Fira Palace Hotel.

      

      Barcelona the beautiful...

      Wrapped in a balmy Mediterranean breeze as the day melts into evening, the city bathes in the shimmering gold of a setting sun under a cobalt-blue sky.

      Our eyes are as wide as the tree-lined Carrer de Tarragona carrying us through this modern metropolis of contradictions. On the left, we pass the Joan Miró Park where the 22-meter-high multicolor erection of Dona I Ocell stands--a phallic with a black vulva on its shaft. Erect testimony to confusion as an art form and as Monica points out, a man whose daddy named him Joan. 

      And following Joan's vulva-nised penis is the Arenas de Barcelona--a 19th-century former bullring, reminiscent of a Roman Colosseum--since repurposed into a gigantic shopping mall. 

      I turn to Monica and say, "We haven't gone a half-mile, and already we've witnessed two rapes, one of art and another of architecture."

      "Don't get any ideas Blue."

      

      In an old neighborhood of lovely buildings rising no more than half-dozen stories, many with French doors opening onto wrought-iron balconies, decorative cornices and friezes and other small architectural touches of character, stands a square lug of granite and glass protruding out of the ground like a miscarriage of nature--a zit in the middle of an otherwise pretty girl's face--The Fira Palace. Even the name, "Fair Palace," is a deception. No doubt concocted by some masturbating advertising genius because from outward appearances, there's nothing fair nor palatial about it.

      None of that matters much at the moment because after 46 hours, and God knows how many miles, we've finally arrived and are now about to come face-to-face with...

      "They're going to flip," Monica says as we enter the Fira's expansive lobby. "Think we should call their rooms from here and give 'em a heads-up?"

      "And miss seeing the expressions on their faces? No way," I say.

      "So what are you going to tell her?" she asks pushing hair behind an ear.

      "The truth. That we were held prisoner by a Murphy Bed until the train terminated in Barcelona and if the Nigerian Porter hadn't heard our screams we'd still be lost in transit."

      She laughs. "No, I mean about not calling them."

      "There wasn't a phone in the Murphy Bed?" She shakes her head in exasperation. "The truth, I guess. I don't have a phone, and your battery's been dead since JFK and 1963 is a long time back?" She laughs. "And we thought we would arrive earlier, but we got held up by a dead guy. I don't know. We didn't get a chance. We tried, but it didn't work out. Who cares? What I want to tell them is the truth. And get our own room. In another hotel."

      "You can but not yet," she says. "Come on Tucker; we talked about this remember?"

      "Yeah, I remember. I just don't understand."

      "Trust me. You're going to have to trust me to take care of this thing I can't tell you about. After that, you can tell Ebba whatever you want, and we can be together. Jesus, Tucker we talked about this. Can't you go along with me here? I don't like it any better than you," she says, and I relent and put my arms around her and whisper okay. Still, it doesn't seem right.

      We collect the two key cards waiting for us at the front desk and head up to the second floor where our rooms, 221 and 222 are next door to each other. In the elevator, we make kissy-face until the doors open, and two old blue-haired ladies on their way down catch us. One shoots a disapproving glare while the other breaks into a smile.

      Now we're standing at room doors neither of us wants to go through. Monica looks at me and smiling says, "I should let you go in that way."

      "What way?" I ask, and she wets her thumb and rubs off a lipstick smear on my lips. "Oh Jesus, thanks."

      "Guess I'm not ready to sacrifice you yet."

      "Thank you. Guess we should knock first, huh?" I say.

      "Suppose so."

      "You first."

      "Don't be silly," she says reaching over and knocks on Ebba's door. I jump to the side so Ebba can't see me through the peephole. Monica laughs. No one comes to either door, and she knocks again. Still nothing, so she runs her key-card through the reader and opens the door with, "see you later alligator" and disappears inside.

      I do the same and stepping into the room call out Ebba's name but get no response. Bed's unmade so either housekeeping didn't come, or she took an afternoon nap. When I go to open the closet, her luggage is there, and her clothes are hanging, but there's something else. A man's uniform, American Airlines with a name tag pinned to the coat. Captain Pat Johannsen. Hmm, appears Ebba hasn't missed me too much after all.

      Now unsure about my future status with this room I decided to wait for Ebba before settling in. I throw the bedspread back over the bed and stretch out for a minute. When I go to reach into my carry-on for my computer, a newspaper falls out. El Mundo, the newspaper I picked up from the train. Why did I pick this up? I can't even read Spanish. When I go to throw it into the wastebasket by the desk, an envelope falls out, and inside the envelope is what appears to be a lottery ticket. Loteria Nacional is boldly printed along with La Primitiva. A stapled receipt too.

      It's only one section of the paper--the one reporting winners from the August 28th drawing.

      Wow, the biggest winner is worth 120 million euros. Out of curiosity, I check the ticket's number against the list.

      Wait, this can't be right. I check again. What the hell! This is the winning ticket! Holy shit. Mother of God! He must've been on his way to Barcelona to claim the prize money. Now he's dead, and I have it, and no one knows.

      Then it hits me. The little doctor. Uh oh. The two creepy colleagues. Uh oh again. Were those three after this? After the dead man? Could they have caused him to crash through the door and what about the heart attack? A bit convenient that the little doctor would show up like she did, jumping right in and taking charge of the situation.

      Uh oh. I could be screwed. Rich. But screwed. I gotta call Saul.

      I grab the laptop and log onto my Hotmail account and write a quick email to my attorney Saul Goldstein asking for answers. Then I start thinking...

      What about Monica? She was every bit a part of this as me. It's only fair that she should share in the winnings too. I need to keep a calm head here. I won't say anything yet. Besides, I need to see what Saul finds out. It might be that I can't collect at all.

      A key card slides through the door lock, and the door opens.

      "Do we have time for a quickie?" a man's voice asks followed by a high-pitch, "Ahhh!"

      "Ahhh!" I yell back.

      Ebba yells, "Tucker!" She runs up and throws her arms around me while the tall, blonde, handsome man with her backs out the door giving me a two-finger salute. "When did you get here?"

      "Half-an-hour, hour ago," I say. "Your friend left." She turns around and back.

      "That's ..." she says avoiding eye contact. "We were... You'll meet him later. Tucker!" She steps back, stomps a foot and with fists on her hips says, "Where the hell have you been?" Her cell phone rings.

      Saved.

      She picks it up. "Hey, Nan. You're not going to believe this... What? You know? How? She did?" she says giving me the stink eye. "They did, huh? Right. No. Why not? Screw 'em then. Okay, we'll meet you there in thirty?"

      She hangs up and turning back to me says, "So, you found your way here by train? With Monica Reyes? Are you kidding me, Tucker?"

      "We didn't make the Air France, so we took another route."

      "Never mind that now. We're going to meet the others at Taverna La Tomaquera for dinner in thirty minutes. Are you ready?"

      "Ready? I just got here. No. I need to shower. We're meeting who?"

      "Some of the other crew members. That was Nanette. She said Janet and Monica aren't coming. Take your shower and get dressed. You've got fifteen minutes," she says, and when I turn for the bathroom, she stops me and gives me a kiss. "I'm sorry. You startled me. I didn't hear anything from you, and Janet and I called both of you several times. I thought you got mad when you were bumped from the flight and decided not to come at all." She gives me another peck then, "I'm glad you made it. Now go. Go shower."
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        Afternoon, Monday, 1 September.

        Driving to Llivia, Spain.

      

      

      
        
        
        "Ignorance can be educated. Crazy can be medicated. But there's no cure for stupid."--Unknown.

      

        

      

      The van is as quiet as a morgue on the drive back to Llivia until Drusus breaks the silence with, "Why did you kill the man Mama?"

      "I felt like it."

      "But you put yourself at such risk."

      "Sometimes you have to take risks Drusus. Did you get the photos?"

      "Yes, Mama," he says holding the camera up to show her.

      "Give it to me," she says fumbling in a bag for the notebook computer and a USB cord to connect the two. The computer boots and she taps the keyboard to transfer the photos. Nothing.

      "No photos are on the camera."

      "Check the memory card, Mama."

      She turns the computer every which way checking the ports. "The memory card is missing."

      "What?"

      Her temper flares. "What did I say, idiot. Did you check the camera before you took it?"

      Drusus slaps Tiber on the arm, "Didn't you check the memory card?"

      "I handed it to you."

      Now her temper is spiking into regions she doesn't want to go, but she's been there so many times it's beginning to feel like she's always there, especially with these two. "Damn it, I raised two idiots?"

      "It's Tiber's fault, Mama."

      "No, It's your fault," Tiber spits.

      She rolls her eyes at the stupidity that she'll never get used to. "Shut up, you're both to blame. You're both idiots."

      "Sorry, Mama. We'll find him and the photos. I promise," says Drusus.

      "We will, Mama. I promise too," adds Tiber.

      A few minutes pass in silence.

      "Bastard!" Drusus yells out startling everyone. "Do you think he's working with Marti, Mama?"

      "Yes," she mumbles, already tired having to go down this same road and wondering if having children wasn't some kind of looping punishment that humans were destined to inflict upon themselves as the price for living.

      "So he was also a special agent like Marti. Damn. Do you think this was a setup all along?"

      At first, the question doesn't register because she's lost in the depressing thought that everything she built from what her father spent his life creating will go to these two idiots. How long will it take them to destroy everything once I'm gone?

      Then the question registers and she asks Drusus, "What did you do with the man? Did you kill him?"

      "What man Mama?"

      "The photographer, idiot!"

      "No, Mama. You only said to get the camera."
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        20:00  Hours, Monday, 1 September.

        Fira Palace Hotel, Barcelona

      

      

      
        
        
        All women like getting paid for sex.

      

        

      

      I waste no time getting into the shower happy to get out of range of the woman's highly tuned olfactory in case some of Monica's delightful scent might still be lingering on me. It wasn't that long ago, one morning maybe six months ago, when I'd met up with Ebba at a Fred Astaire studio for the free dance lesson. The offer designed to bait you in for the full enchilada. Ebba wanted to learn the Tango because she thought it was a sexy dance, and she wanted to be sexy. 

      Anyhow, it just so happened, I'd spent the prior night with another woman I was dating. When I showed up for the dance lesson, all was okay until I gave her the obligatory peck-on-the-cheek hello and that's when her humor slammed the door in my face and walked out. I couldn't figure it. We hadn't even begun the dance lesson, so I knew it couldn't have been my Molinete Counter Clockwise, and when I asked about it, she wouldn't say, so the lesson commenced and ended on the same sour note. 

      The poor dance instructor didn't have a chance selling us lessons, and it wasn't until months later, in the midst of some miscellaneous argument, that she resurrected the "morning after" incident and enlightened me that her sudden change in attitude was because she'd smelled the other woman on my breath. Oops. That's when I learned to be a little more cognizant of a woman's keen sense of smell and to take steps to either pass, or avoid altogether, any future sniff test. 

      So that's why I'm wasting no time scrubbing every square inch and orifice until I'm clean as a baby awash in innocence. And as I'm luxuriating under the hot water, a short burst of cool air punches through the steam, and a pair of arms encircle me from behind and work their way across my chest and down my stomach, pulling me back into a slick wet body fronted with a rather large pair of pressing breasts. 

      "You didn't really think I was going to leave you here to your own devices did you?" Ebba says.

      "I didn't ..." 

      "You didn't what?" She takes me into her hand and pulls me tighter against her with her other arm. "You didn't think that maybe you needed to put out a little something for me?" 

      "I didn't ..." 

      "You didn't what? Think about me?" 

      "No. That's not it. I'm just so bloody tired is all."

      "Well, forget it. You can take a moment and take care of me right now, and if you do a good job then, I'll let you go to bed and get some rest after I take you out and get you drunk and then bring you back here and make you finish working off your room and board--at least room and board for the first night. Now, turn around." 

      When I do, she drops to her knees. 

      "What the hell is this, Tucker?" 

      "What's what?" 

      "This thing looks like it's been put through a meat grinder; it's all red," she says standing up and confronting me eye to eye. 

      "Whaddya expect? I've had to do a lot of wanking off over the last couple of days. You were supposed to have had me with you in your room, remember? We were going to screw like little Spanish rabbits the whole time? So, what do you expect? That's all I'm thinking about all the way down here, and all I can do is go to the head and wank the brat five times a day," I lie mustering as much miff-ness I can. 

      "You sure it wasn't someone else doing the wanking for you?"

      "Just for saying that I'm going to wank your ass right now," and turning her around I push her up against the tile wall, lift her leg and push myself into her hard. She let's go with a surprised yelp at the wet squeaky invasion so I push again, and there goes another. One more time and I bury myself, and she's yelling, "Oh, Tucker, fuck me, Tucker, fuck me; I've been really bad, Tucker." 

      She likes to make noisy love, and I have to admit, it's a kind of a turn-on for me too, even if she is putting on. Occasionally, I'll even participate with my own moans and groans and nasty talk--something I never did when married. But, that's the point of it all, isn't it? Doing things you never did before, trying things out and seeing how you like 'em. I mean, what's the point of dating around if you're not out there tilling up new ground? 

      It's strange, but it seems when it comes to trying out new things, especially sexual things, it's safest to do it with someone else, someone you don't know. Even better, someone you can figure on never seeing again. That leaves pretty much two options. Buy it or date it. 

      Ebba's pretty good at role-playing these things so I go along as much as I can to hold up my end, but it's not working out as well as usual. I'm a bit mystified too. I can't seem to bring things to their normal conclusion, so I start thinking of Monica for inspiration. That helps a bit, but I'm still just too damn tired to make it happen. Seems to be happening for Ebba, just not for me. So, I do something I'd never done before and take a tip from the female playbook. I fake it. And by golly, it worked. At least, she didn't question my contribution and any evidence, or lack thereof, would've been down the drain lickety split. I'm happy. She's happy. The end. 

      And wouldn't you know, just like a guy, once Ebba gets hers, she's outta there. And boy, do I ever feel used. Thankfully, it's a fleeting moment because like a typical wife or girlfriend, on her way out, she turns back and hollers, "I'm taking a hundred from your wallet, Tucker. Fuckin's not free you know."

      I wanted to tell her that I'd have given her two hundred if she'd have only let me alone, but that would've surely brought on a DEFCON-1, and I'd like to think I'm not that stupid.
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        20:30 Hours, Monday, 1 September.

        Taverna La Tomaquera, Barcelona.

      

      

      
        
        
        "Jealousy is all the fun you think they had."-- Erica Jong.

      

        

      

      It's a beautiful balmy Barcelona evening, and we're walking the streets under a waning moon and a dusting of stars. It would've been a lovely evening for a stroll through Barcelona's Poble Sec barrio if not for the stormy high-pressure system threatening acid rain walking next to me.

      A walk that should take ten pleasant minutes turns into thirty because Ebba cannot quit complaining about Janet and Monica bailing from dinner.

      "Who cares if they're not coming? What's the big deal?" I say.

      "It's rude is all," she says with her mouth turned down and her face in a pout.

      "Nanette said they were tired."

      "She said Monica was tired."

      "Whatever, Monica's tired. Hell, I'm tired, and I don't blame her for not wanting to come. I'd rather be sleeping too."

      "You mean sleeping with her," she says with a sharp turn of her blonde tresses.

      "So you think I slept with her?"

      If you only knew how much I wanted to sleep with her.

      "Well, didn't you?" Her sky-blue eyes boring into mine, challenging.

      Would an hour-and-a-half in a Murphy bed count?

      "And exactly how were we to do that on a packed train? Wait. Does falling asleep while sitting qualify?"

      "You know what I mean."

      "So what you're asking is, did I screw her?"

      She stops walking. "Well?" she demands, standing there with her fist resting on a cocked hip.

      Before I say the one thing that will shut her down I can't help but admire the cute little defiant Danish figure standing before me, but she's asking for it.

      "Should I first apologize for interrupting the quickie Captain Pat had in mind when you two came into the room back there at the hotel," I say, and all the defiance propping up her cute five-foot-six figure sputters out like air from a deflating balloon.

      She turns and starts walking without looking at me. "How'd you know who he was?"

      "His uniform is in your closet. It has a nametag."

      "I'm sorry Tucker," she says. "I didn't mean for you to see that."

      "I know you didn't. I should've given you some warning instead of just showing up. I'm sorry I made it awkward. I mean, it's not like we're married or anything," I say trying to smooth the skids. "We're friends."

      "Fuckin' friends," she says taking my hand in hers.

      "Yeah," I agree a little short on enthusiasm.

      

      Had we not spotted the jumping tomato and yawning snail on the sign over the entrance of Taverna La Tomaquera, we could've easily walked past the small, nondescript building cornering Carrer de Margarit and Carrer de Magalhaes. Except for us, it seems no one's out taking a stroll tonight. Just about every building we pass has its windows barred, and steel security grilles rolled down over the front doors, sure clues why it's so quiet around here.

      All that changes when we pass through the double, glass-and-wood doors and into the bright lights and frenetic atmosphere of Taverna La Tomaquera where waiters are shouting and rushing about setting out hearty platters of meats and carafes of wine on long wooden tables covered in red-checkered tablecloths. And the aromas! Oh, my God. The grilled meats wafting from the open kitchen are setting my salivary glands off like a starter's pistol.

      Ebba spots a table occupied by five people, two waving us over. The other flight-crew members we're to meet up with tonight, of course. We walk up all smiles, and Ebba makes introductions.

      "So, you're the lost one who's finally found his way down to Barcelona," says one fellow standing up and offering his hand. Ebba introduces him as Captain Pat, the pilot. I remember him standing in the plane's doorway back in New York with Ebba and Nanette waving good-bye and most recently walking into the hotel room with Ebba.

      "That I am," I say shaking Pat's hand.

      A second fellow stands alongside Pat with his hand outstretched, "Hi. I'm Randy, First Officer, and I'm sorry I missed the opportunity to advise you ahead of time that we have direct flights to Barcelona these days," he kids.

      "Yeah, I tried for that, but was thrown off the plane, and you flew off without me."

      At that point Nanette, the exquisite brunette flight attendant and Laura Harring look-alike from David Lynch's Mulholland Drive stands and intercedes. Clearly another member of the coveted catch club and the FA that was so friendly with me on the plane back in New York before I got kicked off.

      "And for that, Tucker, we're all very sorry. It's the downside with flying on a companion pass if (she looks directly at Ebba) you haven't been given one with the proper priority," she says.

      Ebba takes the jab and before she can respond, a small rat-faced man sporting a bad comb-over stands. "Hi, Tucker. I'm James, also an FA but flying with a different crew this trip. Just joining these jokers for dinner. And (pointing at the woman sitting next to him) this is my sidekick, Lisa, also crewing the other flight." 

      Lisa, a mousey, dark-haired girl with a pleasant face despite a nose the size of a Volkswagen remains sitting but waves. "Hi, Tucker. I'm an FA too, but my FA stands for Finally Available."

      Everyone laughs, and James clarifies, "Lisa's joined the ranks of the recently divorced, Tucker, so stay clear of her. She's like a sixteen-year-old with a new driver's license, test driving everything."

      "Am not," she says slapping James on the arm. "I'm picky. Okay, maybe not that picky. I am sitting here with you after all." Everyone laughs again.

      "Nice to meet you both. So, all of you know each other?" I say.

      Pat and Nanette who are sitting together separate and Nanette pats the place next to her. "Here sit Tucker." I do with Ebba taking the other side of me while Pat moves next to Ebba.

      "Actually, I've never met James or Lisa before tonight," says Pat.

      "I know them quite well though," says Nanette turning to me.

      "With over 10,000 flight attendants alone working for American, it's pretty impossible to know everyone," chimes in Randy.

      "When I heard we were coming to Taverna La Tomaquera tonight I invited James and Lisa to come along," says Nanette.

      "We've never met either I don't believe," Ebba says extending her hand out to James and Lisa.

      "So, how many different crews are there in Barcelona at any given time?" I ask no one in particular.

      Captain Pat takes the lead and says, "American runs flights almost daily."

      "Eastbound flights run Thursday through Saturday," interjects Nanette.

      "And westbound flights Wednesday through Sunday," says Pat.

      "Wow. So, how many people crew a single flight?" I ask.

      "Eight to eleven," says Ebba.

      "So, at any one time, there may be as many as forty crew members staying at the Fira Palace?" I ask.

      "Oh, no. Planes are disembarking from several different airports in the States throughout the week, and when you add all that up, you're talking about dozens and dozens of crew at any one time," chimes in Randy.

      "Yeah, there's probably another half dozen, other than us, scattered around this restaurant tonight," Nanette says.

      "Popular place," I say.

      "Very," says Randy.

      "So, have you all ordered?" asks Ebba to no one in general.

      "Nope. They won't serve the table until everyone's present and seated," says Pat.

      "So, where are Janet and her companion? They aren't coming?" asks Randy.

      "No, they bailed on us," complains Ebba. "Monica was tired, so they stayed in tonight."

      "Too bad. They're missing out on what's probably the best Catalan restaurant in town," says Pat. Turning to Ebba and me, he says, "If you two are game we were discussing the menu and thought we might order a little of everything, the tapas, grilled meats, sausages and share it all. That okay?"

      "Sure," we both say.

      "Some caracoles," chimes in Randy.

      "Ugh. You can count me out on those," says Lisa making a sour face.

      "Snails," offers Nanette leaning into me.

      "Got it," I say to her and to the group in general, "I'll go for the snails."

      "Good. Another slugger. You'll love 'em, Tucker. It's the restaurant's specialty. Lots of garlic though," says Pat.

      "Sounds good. Keep the vamps at bay."

      "Not this vamp buster. I like my snails doing the backstroke in garlic," says Ebba.

      Nanette leans in front of me and says to Ebba, "You just like the backstroke Ebba, admit it."

      Everyone gives a little laugh.

      "Do I hear a note of jealousy?" Ebba kids back.

      "Okay, you two. Retract your claws. No cat fights until after dessert," says Pat.

      Nanette and Ebba both laugh and hiss at each other with friendly humor; I think.

      "Can we start with some pan con tomate and quail's eggs for the table?" asks James.

      Everyone murmurs agreement.

      Nanette leans into me again and explains, "The pan con tomate is wonderful if you haven't had it."

      "I'm not sure I have," I say.

      "Well, its very simple, just toasted bread with garlic and tomato spread over it, but the way they do it, here is really special," she offers.

      "Sounds good."

      Just like on the plane in New York Nanette is particularly attentive and friendly. Maybe it's nothing, but I think I might be sensing some negative vibes coming from Ebba sitting on my other side. Hopefully, it's all just my imagination. Between Ebba and Monica, I've got enough unstable dynamite on my plate.

      The waiter appears, and Pat places the order for the table, including a couple of pitchers of Sangria. Once into the meal and disposing of Sangria pitchers numbers five and six Pat says, "Ebba said you and Janet's friend... what's her name?"

      "Monica," says Ebba.

      "Yeah, Monica. So you two caught a flight to London, and trained all the way down through France? Is that right?"

      "Yeah crazy, huh?" I say expecting the subject to surface and knowing I had no choice but to deal with it.

      "Guess that depends on what Monica looks like," he says. Spoken like a genuine guy. I think I might like Pat.

      "What does that have to do with anything?" Nanette asks, throwing Pat a warning shot.

      "Nothing. Just picking up on what Tucker's already said about it being crazy. You know Nan, a lot of times its women who cause men to do crazy things," says Pat.

      "Amen," says Randy raising his glass of sangria in toast, "I'll drink to that."

      "Here, here," joined in James raising his glass in salute, followed by Lisa raising her glass.

      Nanette looks at Lisa and says," Lisa, put that glass down."

      "Okay," Lisa says lifting her glass and downing what remains then slamming the empty on the table. "Fill me up, somebody." Breaking everyone into laughter, including Nanette, who's shaking her head at her friend's antics.

      "No, really, Tucker. What made you two decide to take such a crazy detour?" Pat asks again.

      "Neither of us made your flight, and the Air France flight was booked, so rather than sitting in the airport all night, we decided to catch the flight to London. We figured we could make it across the Atlantic. After that, all we had to do was head south."

      "So, from London, you took the Eurostar to Paris then trained the rest of the way?" Randy asks, transparently dismayed.

      "That's about it," I say.

      "Sounds like fun to me," says Nanette.

      "Me too," Lisa chimes in.

      "Well, I can assure you it was an adventure I could've done without," I say. "Actually, it was a nightmare of a trip. The train was uncomfortable and slow, and it was impossible to sleep with all the stops and the noise."

      "And besides, Monica's married, and you had your girlfriend waiting in Barcelona, worried sick about you," jabbed Ebba.

      "Right, yes, that too," I acknowledge without bothering to bring up that she's divorcing. She is divorcing, right? I ask myself. Without even looking, I could feel Ebba's eyes burning into me.

      "Next time, Tucker, take me. I'm not married," blurts Lisa, obviously well schnockered.

      "And that's why you're not married, Lisa," Ebba strikes.

      "Look who's talking, I don't see a ring on your finger, Ebba," returns Lisa.

      "Now girls. Retract your claws," says Nanette as her right-hand moves onto my thigh giving it a squeeze. Oh, shit.

      "I wanna be though," cries James.

      Lisa turns to him and asks, "You wanna be what, Jimmy?"

      "I wanna be married."

      "You wanna be married? I thought ..." says Lisa.

      "I wanna marry Steve," James cries.

      "Not that old song again," says Lisa, "you know that's never going to happen as long as you two live in Georgia."

      "I know, but I can't leave Mother."

      "Honey, she's dead. Buried. What do you mean you can't leave her? You can go to San Francisco and do what you want. Marry Steve," says Lisa.

      "Don't even say that. I still can't leave her. I shoulda had her cremated. At least then I coulda taken her with me."

      "Yeah, she'd have been portable," says Pat.

      "It's still illegal in San Francisco too," chimes in Randy.

      "That settles it," says Pat before mumbling beneath his breath. "Shoot me if I have to hear any more of this." He gets up and goes to the men's room.

      Now another hand has found my other thigh. And it's Ebba's.

      Oh, Jesus Christ. You've gotta be kidding.

      The first hand, Nanette's, moves to my crotch and begins to circle causing me to flinch in surprise. Ebba's hand retracts.

      "So, how 'bout that guy who won the La Primitiva?" I blurt out, and Nanette's hand retreats.

      "What guy?" Randy asks.

      Ebba asks, "What's La Primitiva?"

      "The lottery. Spanish lottery," I say.

      "So how much did it pay?" Lisa asks.

      "120 million."

      "Whoa, that's a lot of dinero," James says.

      "Who won?" Nanette asks.

      "I did."

      Silence. Everyone's blank-faced, staring at me like I'd told 'em I was into bestiality.

      Ebba breaks the silence with an elbow to my ribs. "He's kidding," she says, and I give up a tight smile.

      "Guess that means you're picking up dinner, eh Tucker," says Pat holding his glass of sangria up in salute.

      James adds, "Why not pick up the whole restaurant?"

      "And me with it," slurs Lisa giving me an exaggerated wink just before she slides off her chair and lands on the floor and in a perfect sitting position, her drink still in hand.

      Everyone jumps up startled. James stoops down and pulls her back into the chair Pat is holding steady for her re-entry.

      "I'm okay. I'm okay. Just taking a little break," Lisa says laughing like a fool.

      James admonishes her with, "You need to slow down on that sangria girl. You're turning into a slut."

      "Turning?" she snorts, then, "Damn, that was one slippery chair."

      Once back in our seats we resume in silence until Nanette breaks the moment with, "No one at this table can claim innocence. No one."

      "Except James, he's a nun," Lisa snorts again. 

      "In my other persona, I'm Mother Angelica," James says with his hands in prayer and his eyes rolling heavenward.  

      Nanette leans into my ear and her warm breath whispers, "Remember Evelyn the FA on your flight to London? She's a friend of mine. Said you and Monica were honeymooning?" 

      Uh oh.
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        Afternoon, Monday, 1 September.

        Castrum Libiae, Llivia, Spain.

      

      

      
        
        
        “The gods have sent medicines for the venom of serpents, but there is no medicine for a bad woman. She is more noxious than the viper, or than fire itself.”—Euripides.

      

        

      

      "Take him into the operating room. Remove him from the body bag and lay him on the table," the Raven orders.

      "Do you want us to undress him, Mama?" Tiber asks.

      "No. Do not touch him except to move him. Do not take his clothes off and do not remove anything from him. Do you hear? Nothing!" she screams and walks out.

      "Yes Mama," the boys say in unison.

      "This is creepy, Tiber. What's she going to do to this poor bastard?" Drusus says.

      "I don't know, and I don't want to know. Just do as she says."

      

      They've dropped him on the table. A door slamming sends an echo over the tiled room where a glaringly bright light suspends above. She called it an operating room? Oh no! What is this maniac going to do? Cut him open? Does she know he's alive? That he can hear and see everything? He can't move anything, but he's alive! How does he tell her he's alive before she cuts?

      The door opens and closes again. Minutes pass, then hours and Paulo Marti falls into a fitful sleep.
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        22:30 Hours, Monday, 1 September.

        Fira Palace Hotel, Barcelona.

      

      

      
        
        
        "Vaginas beat penises every time. They're like kryptonite. Penises are defenseless against them."--Emma Chase.

      

        

      

      Our walk back to the hotel from Taverna La Tomaquera is far different from our walk to the restaurant. We were sober then, now we're lucky to negotiate our way through crosswalks without being run down by a stray car out at this hour. And Ebba's hand grabbing at my crotch doesn't make it any easier.

      When we come upon an alleyway, she swerves into it pulling me along, telling me she can't take it anymore, and that I've got to do her now or else. I don't bother asking what or else means but seeing no one's around, and it's dark as pitch in here; rejecting her will only cause more trouble than if I comply. Besides, what did Monica say? I have to remain with Ebba until she gives the nod otherwise?

      The stench of alley crawls up my nose like a mugging, but it doesn't seem to affect Ebba. Halfway down the alley, she throws me against the wall, drops to her knees and tries unbuckling my belt. Struggling, she complains that it's some kind of chastity belt for guys, so she gives up and demands that I release Little Johnny for her. When I tell her humiliating Big John like that will not coax him out to play, she relents and starts into the chorus of Tennessee Ernie Fords, Big Bad John.

      When she takes me into her mouth, it feels like I've inserted myself into some forbidden part of heaven except for the stink of the alley, and my growing concern that her deep-throating might encourage all the snails she consumed at Taverna La Tomaquera to rally for an escape. To avoid that possibility and move things along, I pull her to her feet and bend her over a dumpster standing only a few feet away with its maw open. If she's going to give up her dinner, I'd rather it be in there and not all over me.

      The woman's drunk and doesn't seem to care where she's standing when she gets it as long as she does, so I bend her over the dumpster and slip her pants down exposing a very lovely and well-proportioned derriere. Pulling the heart-shaped invitation against me and spreading her legs as far as her pants will allow, she demands that I fuck her until her eyes cross.

      "Hard Tucker, I want it hard and deep," she says, and I give her all I have when two things occur at the same time. I immediately come into her like a sixteen-year-old virgin, and she upchucks her dinner into the dumpster. As gross as that sounds; there's something remarkable about it because with each heave comes a corresponding ho gripping me like a fist contracting, and I achieve a velocity of ejaculation heretofore unknown. She attempts to blame my canon blasts for triggering her projectile hurling, but no. It was the other way around.

      Once emptied, she says she feels much better, and we find our way back to the hotel where ensconced in our room, we strip, brush our teeth and gargle with mouthwash before hitting the sheets. Ten minutes later, I'm fading, and she's climbing on top of me trying to manipulate Big John, now Little Johnny, into her, but it's like putting toothpaste back into the tube. Still, she doesn't give up. She goes down on Little Johnny turning him back into Big John, then resuming her previous position she works Big until she's satisfied herself. For me, it's an incredible experience being the sexual plaything for once, and for the life of me, I cannot understand why anyone would object to the role.

      

      Today is the craziest day ever!

      Seven hours ago, I came into town folded in a Murphy bed with a woman I didn't know existed 48 hours before. Now, at the behest of that same woman, I'm lying next to another woman I've made love to three times tonight yet I'm unable to sleep pondering how this could be? Even crazier, I'm sitting on a lottery ticket worth €120 million! 

      Saul! Did he ever answer my email about claiming the winnings? 

      I look over to Ebba who's snoring like a bear and gently pull the covers back and slip out of bed, grab the laptop and retreat to the bathroom behind a closed door. As my email inbox populates, there's one from Saul.

      
        
        Subject line: Don't Be A Sucker. Things Aren't Always As They Seem.

        

      

      He points out the Spanish Lottery is rife with fraud. Should the ticket have come into my possession by any means other than purchasing it from a legitimate outlet, I should have it authenticated. I don't want to find myself in, as he puts it in Spanish legalese: Deep Caca if it's counterfeit. He goes on to address my questions.

      
        	Players must be at least 18 years of age and are not required to be of Spanish citizenship.

        	To be recognized as the bona fide lottery winner, the claimant must possess a physical ticket.

        	Should a suspected forged ticket(s) be presented as bona fide, but cannot be readily substantiated; the claimant must also present the original sales receipt.

        	Winnings are not taxed by Spain but are taxed by the United States.

        	The timeframe to collect winnings is ninety days from the date of drawing after which unclaimed winnings will return to the general lottery fund.

        	The holder of a winning ticket may remain anonymous as long as a legally designated substitute is assigned to claim the winnings.

        	At the ticket holder's request funds can be electronically deposited into any bank account in the world.

      

      
        
        To your question regarding a local contact to advise you and assist in claiming your winnings, please contact:

        Jose Fernandez, partner

        Fernandez, Lopez, Carbello, Attorneys at Law

        Barcelona, Spain

        I spoke to Jose and apprised him of your circumstances and requirements.

        As to your question regarding a local bank to establish an account and to provide other necessary services we recommend:

        Bank Of America

        Entenza 332-334, Barcelona

        Contact: Miguel De La Guarda, branch manager.

        I also spoke to Señor De La Guarda on your behalf. He does not know the specifics of your situation, only that you require banking services.

        You have an appointment to meet with both Jose Fernandez and Miguel De La Guarda at the bank's office scheduled for Friday, September 5th at 4:00 PM Barcelona time. Please call Jose if you need to reschedule.

        Contact me if you require further assistance.

        In the meantime, I wish you good luck and hope that your's turns out to be the winning horse. If it does my fees double.

        Seriously, Tucker, take every precaution.

        Regards,

        Saul

        p.s. Your divorce is final, but property settlement does not finalize for another sixty days. You have ninety days to claim the winnings. Wait for the settlement to finalize before collecting your treasure.
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        20:30 Hours, Monday, 1 September.

        Fira Palace Hotel, Barcelona.

      

      

      
        
        
        "If it wasn't for Gossip women would have no use for each other."--Unknown.

      

        

      

      Thankfully, Janet didn't give her a hard time about not joining the others at the Taverna La Tomaquera. She didn't want to appear aloof, but she also didn't want her first night in Barcelona to be an evening with the Spanish Inquisition either, sitting at the same table with Tucker coupled to Ebba. The heat from the curiosity alone, with that group, would drive most people to spill a full confession before appetizers.

      Sure hope Tucker holds up, she thinks as a pang of guilt shoots through her that she'd abandoned him to a shark tank of four flight attendants and pilot. Never got the pilot's name. Doesn't matter. Men aren't in the game compared to what a handful of women can do to extract the details of an illicit affair.

      Still, she's glad to be with Janet tonight, an old friend she can talk to, but even that's looking doubtful as they pass through the etched doors of the hotel's polished contemporary bar. All the hard glass, hard marble floors, and harsh lighting might be impressive for a modern art museum, but it's about as conducive to a cozy conversation as a gynecologist's examination table.

      When Janet makes a beeline for the bar, and the handsome young hombre standing behind it with the smile beaming bright enough to light that end of the room, she now understands why Janet insisted they come here.

      Janet introduces Juan like a prized Marlin she'd already landed. Said they'd met when she and Nanette came down for a drink the first night. Nanette introduced them bragging over Juan's limousine, and that he gives private tours of Barcelona when he's not bartending.

      Janet winks and turns to Juan, "You have us booked for tomorrow evening right?"

      Juan lights up, "Senora sí Janet," switching to Monica, "Salutacions bella dama. Heu arribat. Tothom estava preocupat. Cosmo? [Greetings beautiful lady. You have arrived. Everyone was worried. Cosmo?] She gives him the stink-eye asking in Catalan, how he knows her friend doesn't speak the language?

      "Oh my, I'd nearly forgotten you're fluent," Janet says. "But how'd he know you drank Cosmopolitans?"

      She told her friend he'd merely made a good guess then turns to Juan and tells him no games. He nods respectfully and goes to prepare their drinks.

      "What'd you say to him?" asks Janet, concern crossing her face.

      Just that he made a good guess with the drink, but Janet doesn't appear to be buying.

      "I saw you do your little number on Tucker back in New York. Ebba saw it too. Took less than ten seconds. So is that a record?" Janet laughs. "What happened afterward? Is he following you around like a puppy now?"

      Her hand goes to her chest at the sudden machine-gunning of questions. "Whoa, there honey. So many questions."

      "Inquiring readers want to know," Janet smiles.

      She can't help but grin and shake her head that her friend must've forgotten her meds again. "I have no earthly idea what you're talking about," she feigns.

      "You have no earthly, yeah, right. C'mon Monica, this is me you're talking to."

      She gives her friend a little smile and suggests they move to a private corner as though the story's too good to be told from a mere barstool. Janet, locked and loaded for the juicy details agrees until she glances Juan and hesitates. He nods he'll follow with the drinks, so she's happy.

      All the tables in Scruples are little round purple jobs flanked with cube-shape club chairs and like Janet says, look about as comfortable as Ole Sparky, the electric chair. "At least they have backs to catch me. After a few more drinks, I'm sure to start into the swirlies unless I get something to eat."

      Which is a testimony to Juan's sixth bartender's sense because when he arrives with their drinks, he brings menus too. He tells them the Catalan style seafood paella for two is the house specialty, and Janet's head is bobbing like a dashboard Virgin Mary giving Juan the dreamy eyes then riding his backside as he retreats.

      Monica orders the paella for two then snaps her fingers breaking the spell, startling Janet and she picks up with, "So was he putty in your hands? And how long did it take for the putty to harden into something useful?" She laughs as if their conversation never skipped a beat.

      Over the years, Monica has gotten used to her ADHD friend's scatter-brained focus. That Janet medicates seems to help some, but when she gets overly excited about something--like Juan-Hot-Tamale here--nothing can keep the woman down. Or, those times when Janet's dying to hear about her proclivities for turning a man into a slave, like with Tucker.

      "So what'd you do once you learned you wouldn't make the flight?"

      "The only thing left to do," she says, "find the nearest bar and order up a Cosmo to kick off the three-hour wait. No way was I going back down to the stew lounge and listen to those old cows moan about their alimony checks or complain about their ex's new adolescent girlfriend."

      "Hey watch it, missy. Those old cows happen to be me."

      "That's not true honey," Monica says placing a friendly hand on her shoulder. "You don't moan." Janet rolls her eyes and moans her way to a fake orgasm until they're both laughing.

      When Janet starts pressing for details again, Monica describes how Tucker looked like someone told him his dog died after she'd pointed out where compartiment privé lit was printed on the ticket she'd procured. And while, yes, privé sounds identical to privy--the toilet or outhouse--in French, the word actually means private, throwing Janet into a round of snorting guffaws.

      "Serves him right," Janet says, and she continues.

      "Watching him kick himself for what he was missing out on was worth it. If I couldn't have him at least I'd have that," Monica says startling at her own words ricocheting, striking her momentarily mute. And the doubt whittling at her resolve that Tucker Blue's just another job is now swinging an ax. "Did I just say what I think I said?"

      "Yep."

      "Criminies Janet. What am I saying?"

      "I don't know. What are you saying?"

      "Maybe I do want him? This is crazy! How could this happen?"

      Janet's hand slaps across her mouth, astonished. "Oh, my Gawd you're love-struck by this guy aren't cha? He's gotten to you, and now you've got a thing for him don't cha?"

      She protests how Janet could think such a thing? But it's a weak protest, and Janet doesn't buy. If that's not it then what? That she doesn't want Ebba to have him? Why?

      Janet can't get over the nerve of the guy. Calls him the biggest two-timer there is. Here Ebba's brought him on this trip, and before he's even boarded the plane, he's going ga-ga over another woman!

      "Oops," Janet giggles because Ga-Ga's sitting across the little purple round table from her.

      "All true except Jack didn't use Ebba's companion pass. He bought a ticket."

      "Why in the world would he do that? Is he nuts? He had a free ride."

      Her thoughts exactly she said. "Tucker didn't use her pass for the same reason you were complaining about him. He didn't think it was the right thing to do."

      "Least he's got principles," Janet backtracks. "Not a bad catch either, what, forties? Successful, tall, distinguished with salt and pepper hair. Men! They've got all the luck with this aging business. We grow wrinkles they grow wise. We go gray they go silver. We grow old they grow distinguished. Men age like a fine wine, and we age like a glass of milk. It's not fair," she whines.

      "Of course, there's the spouse too," Monica says.

      "What spouse?"

      "My spouse, for crying out loud. What spouse do you think?"

      "Oh, yeah, there's that, I guess. I don't know. Just seems different somehow."

      "It is different. I'm married, and he's not." Well, not exactly.

      "But, you're divorcing."

      Pause.

      "Monica, you are divorcing aren't you? You said you were."

      "Yeah, I'm divorcing."

      "Wait. Does Al know you're divorcing?"

      Pause.

      "Monica?"

      "He ought to know shouldn't he?"

      "But, does he know?"

      Pause.

      "Damn girl, you haven't even told him, have you?"

      "You know Al. He'd kill me."

      "Good gravy girl. What're you thinking?"

      "I'm thinking I still want to live, is what I'm thinking."

      "Well, I guess I can't blame you there. So, what does Tucker think? I mean what'd you tell him?"

      "He's confused."

      Janet bursts out laughing. "And you're going to keep him that way, right?"

      "He's settling in."

      "Settling in? What does that mean?"

      "It means he's getting comfortable with not knowing for sure either way."

      "Hmmm, sorry, you lost me with that one."

      "It's simple really. Tell him the truth, or keep him confused. Confusion abrogates guilt."

      "I see. And for you, Monica?"

      "I don't have to lie."

      "So, it leaves you room to go either way, if it comes down to that, I mean."

      "That's the beauty of confusion. Besides, it's a natural state of mind for men as far as their understanding of women goes. The way I see it, I'm providing a guilt-free comfort zone for him to operate."

      "Girl, you are a genius."

      "Not a genius, just a woman operating within my womanly ways. No different than you. It comes so naturally to you that you give it no thought." A subtle but agreeable smile crosses Janet's face.

      "So, I take it; you were busy with this guy?"

      "Let's put it this way, I had a lot on my hands... er, I mean, in my hands," Monica says with just enough snigger to tease up Janet's nosiness a few hundred notches.

      "Details?"

      "What do you want to know?"

      "Everything. So, what's this prick like?"

      "Now if you're going to be nasty, I'm not going to tell you what it is about his prick that I like."

      "Oh, my Gawd. Okay, make me like him."

      "You've seen him. What's not to like? He's good-looking. Makes a good living, apparently. Has his own company and people running it for him while he just does whatever it is he does, whenever he wants to do it. I think he dates around a lot, travels."

      "Must be nice, but then that's all you do too, isn't it--whatever you want?"

      "Not quite, I'm married remember, and bored, like to death, at least until this trip."

      "Okay, so tell me about Mr. Two-Timer. I already know from Ebba he's filthy rich."

      "Filthy? I think he does well, but filthy rich? I don't think so."

      "Monica, Ebba says he's worth over ten million."

      "What? You're kidding, ten million? I can't believe that. You sure Ebba's not full of it?"

      "No, I'm not sure. Ebba's full of a lot of things, and it wouldn't surprise me for a minute that she's exaggerating just to make herself look good like she's snagged a really big fish."

      "Maybe, but I don't so. I think it's more likely Ebba's full of baloney."

      "Yeah probably. Still, she thinks this guy's the cat's meow. So, once he got bumped off the plane how did you two hook up exactly?"

      "I'm sitting at that little martini bar ..."

      "Drink."

      "Yeah, that's the one. Anywhooo, I'm sitting at the bar, Cosmo in hand, and who should walk in but Whatshername's boyfriend."

      "Ebba the girlfriend, Tucker, the boyfriend."

      "Yeah, Ebba," Monica says rolling her eyes.

      "I take it; you're not nuts about Ebba?"

      "Duh. That's obvious. You know I had never heard the name Ebba before. Tucker told me it was German. I was curious, so I looked it up and do you know what Ebba means in German?"

      "What?"

      "Oh, come on, you can do better than that. Take a guess."

      "A bear?"

      "Close. A boar. Can you believe that? Ebba means B-O-A-R. Damn. Think I'd rather be called the village whore than the village boar. Grunt, grunt."

      Now they're both laughing hysterically.

      "Oh, that's rich. What were her parent's thinking?" Janet says.

      "I can't believe she hasn't changed her name."

      "Guess it doesn't matter if no one knows what an Ebba is."

      "Unless you're in Germany."

      "She probably calls herself Mindy over there," and they both burst out laughing.

      "Who cares? I think this new revelation calls for another drink, how about you?"

      "Absolutely, can't let all this fun get in the way of a good buzz."

      Janet motions to Juan for another round.

      "So, where was I?"

      "Whatshername's boyfriend."

      "Whatshername's boyfriend who had to get off the plane."

      "Yeah and Nanette was really upset about it."

      "So, why would Nanette care that Tucker was bumped?"

      "I dunno. I don't think Ebba was all that concerned about it. She knew he could catch the Air France. She was more aggravated about Nanette making such a big deal over it. She also said it was Nanette, who asked her to bring Tucker along in the first place. Said, she wanted to meet this hunka hunka burning love Ebba had been bragging about, and I think Ebba did it just to show him off."

      "You think Nanette has designs on, Tucker?"

      "Who knows? It might be she just wanted to mess with Ebba. You know how obnoxious Ebba can be. Always trying to impress everybody. Nanette probably just got fed up with it and figured this trip would be a good time to put Ebba in her place."

      "By snatching her boyfriend?"

      "Nanette's no slouch, and Barcelona's her home turf. If anyone can do it, it's probably Nanette. Oops," Janet says catching herself. "My stupidity's showing again huh? Because the one person we know who can snatch away Ebba's boyfriend and who, in fact, has already snatched Ebba's boyfriend, is sitting right here with us."

      "Who? You mean moi?"

      "Duh."

      "Maybe, but there's a difference."

      "Which is?"

      "I didn't try to snatch away her boyfriend. He was the snatcher. I, the snatchee."

      "Okay, get back to where you were telling me how you and Tucker hooked up--you know, at the bar and Whatshernames boyfriend shows up."

      "So, I'm sitting there and who should show up but Whatshisname."

      "Bet he was happy to see you."

      "I'm sure."

      "How'd you know he was coming?"

      "Nanette tipped me off with a call. Told me he was on his way, that she'd told him to find me because I hadn't made the flight either."

      "Why would she do that?"

      "I don't know. Thought he might bag the whole trip, so she told him I knew the ropes with the Air France backup and to find me for help."

      "Some help. If she had any designs on him for herself, she sure sent him in the wrong direction," Janet says laughing.

      "I think she was just trying to help the guy out."

      "Yeah, and I'm Mother Teresa. So, was he pissed about getting kicked off?"

      "If he was he didn't show it. I think he forgot all that and decided to take up the hunt instead."

      "Take up the hunt?"

      "You know. Guys on the hunt for girls, bagging the prey, all that."

      "Oh, right. The cave guy. Club the woman and drag her back to his cave."

      "Right. Anyhow, he comes over and takes the empty stool next to me, and we start commiserating about missing the flight and the downsides of traveling on companion passes. He's a perfectly pleasant guy, and we spend the next hour drinking and talking and whatnot."

      "Whatnot?"

      "Yep, whatnot."

      "So you just went along with this whole take the train through France idea."

      "Yep, barely gave it a second thought. Look, Janet, I've been bored to death for the past ten years, and I'm not getting any younger. And Al's sure not getting any friskier either. Except with his secretary."

      "You're kidding? His secretary? The son of a ..."

      "Forget it. Let's not get sidetracked."

      "So, obviously you went for it, and you guys caught the flight to London. Unbelievable. So, what happened then?" she asks giggling and shaking her head in utter disbelief.

      "The whatnot of course."

      "Oh, my Gawd."

      Juan returns. This time with another young Spanish stud in tow bearing a tray with one huge covered dish. Juan unfolds a side station, and the assistant sets the tray. And with a relish of showmanship, he removes the cover, and the most fabulous aromas waft over them. Their hunger pangs, until now, held at gunpoint by all the alcohol they'd been consuming, rise up and welcome the seduction like an eager lover.

      A basket of warm bread and two small dipping plates are set before them by the assistant while Juan dishes out the paella. The deft hand of his assistant draws golden circles of olive oil across the smaller plates and a drizzling of dark balsamic vinegar until it looks like a Jackson Pollack painting.

      When the paella is served, Juan produces a little bottle and says, "Ladies, the paella is wonderful, but it will be even more wonderful if you also add Juan's special sauce."

      "This is your sauce, Juan?" Janet asks.

      "Si. I make it myself, and I will be honored for you to try it," he holds a small bottle out for their inspection, and Janet takes it.

      "Wow, and this is your picture on the label too, isn't it?"

      "It is," he says proudly.

      "How could we not try it? I'm sure it must be wonderful," she says passing the bottle to Monica.

      "Thank you, Juan."

      "Bon appetite," he says with a smile.

      "Castilian huh?" Janet cracks.

      "Pyrenean Castilian," Juan says with a twinkle as, he and the young stud muffin assisting him, turn and withdraw.

      "Mongrel," Janet mutters under her breath as both of them lock on the two cabooses receding across the room.

      Turning back to their plates they begin devouring the paella. Janet picks up Juan's special sauce, inspects it again, and twists off the cap.

      "I wonder how this is?"

      "Only one way to find out," and with that, she shakes a drop onto her finger and tastes it.

      "Hey, it's good. Try some?"

      "Sure." She shakes out a drop. "Wow. This is good. Go for it."

      She shakes sauce over her dish of paella then passes the bottle to Monica.

      "So what is it, Monica? What is it about this guy that's got you hooked?"

      "I don't know. I don't know if I'm hooked on him at all. I think maybe it's just; for the last two days and nights, I've been with someone who's paid attention to me. I'm not saying that he didn't have ulterior motives. He's a guy. If he didn't have ulterior motives, I would've been worried. The biggest thing was that he made me feel like I was the most important person in the world, and he treated me like I was. I guess I just had a big craving for it, and he was there to fill it. No. It was more than that. He actually enjoyed dishing out the attention. It was real. And I enjoyed being with him.

      "Of course, some people might not consider him such a gentleman having me go down on him. You know, right there, in the seat with all the other passengers around us, and the conductor standing behind us watching. Some people might not exactly classify that as a proper way to treat a lady, I suppose. But ..."

      "What?" Janet says practically choking on a mouthful of paella.

      "Still," she continues, "he was a perfect gentleman, well nearly a perfect gentleman, as perfect a gentleman as I've had in a long time, a very long time, and I had him for a very, very long time."

      "Oh, my Gawd," Janet says with a forkful of paella hovering in front of her wide-open mouth like it's waiting for clearance from ground control.

      "Boy, I haven't done that in quite a while either."

      "Did you really do that? Go down on him in front of everyone? Even the conductor?"

      "You betcha. And you know what?"

      "Holy mother of Christ and all the angels, I'm afraid to ask."

      "It was even better than the first whatnot."

      "Holy mother of Christ and all the angels and all the saints too, I'm afraid to ask, but how?"

      "Because this time I had an orgasm that nearly derailed the train."

      "Oh, my Gawd! In front of the conductor too?"

      "In front of the world!"

      "Oh, my Gawd. I can't believe the conductor didn't throw you both off the train!"

      "I didn't know the conductor was watching. You think I'd do that if I had known he was back there watching? I don't think so."

      "Tucker said when he turned, the conductor was glaring right at him with a scowl at first, but then he shrugged a c'est la vie, as Tucker described it, then, get this, he applauded."

      "You're kidding? He applauded? That's rich."

      "I'm not kidding. I couldn't believe it either. It was a good thing he didn't tell me until we were off the train. Otherwise I don't think I could've faced the man."

      "Those French. Figures. Heck, they were the ones who invented fellatio. I'll bet it wasn't the first time he'd seen someone do it on the train."

      "Maybe, but I'd bet he hasn't seen too many people our age doing it."

      "Yeah. That's why he applauded. So, what about the other passengers?"

      "The only other passenger we had to be careful about was a young guy, a student, sitting in front of us."

      "The seat directly in front of you?"

      "So, close I could've blown him too." And that really sent Janet into a spasm of laughter.

      "So, did Tucker make you yodel?"

      "Riiiicolaaaa!"

      "Ha, ha, ha."

      "And how did you manage to accomplish that?"

      "Remember the red dress?"

      "Yeah, so?"

      "Here kitty, kitty, kitty."

      "Oh, my Gawd."

      "Yeahus," a voice answers and Pat walks up to our table.

      "So, what's up Capeetan? Dinner over already or are you just calling it a late night," asks Janet.

      "Over, done, ate enough snails to safeguard most of the gardens in Barcelona for another month or two."

      "Yuck," Monica lets out.

      "And, you must be, Monica," his interest level clearly rising.

      "Oh, you two haven't met. I'm sorry. Yes, Pat, this is Monica, my lost flying companion who has finally arrived."

      "Very nice to meet you, Monica," says Pat the gentleman, offering his hand and when Monica extends hers, he bows and takes her hand to his lips, kissing it with, "enchanté."

      "Oh, Pat, such the gentleman," gushes Janet, surprised.

      "Pleased to meet you too, Pat," Monica says.

      "So, you're the famous lady who trained through France to be here with us in Barcelona?"

      "That's me," Monica says with a little blush.

      Juan approaches the table with the check, and Pat sidesteps.

      "Well, I'm calling it a night. I just wanted to stop by and say hi to the lovely lady I've heard so much about tonight and who has been traveling with the man who won the 120 million euro Spanish lottery."

      "What?"

      "Your friend, Tucker of course. Surely, he told you," he says mocking surprise.

      "And surely you know a jest when you hear one, Pat. What in the world were you all drinking for the boy to say such a silly thing?" Monica asks.

      "Sangria of course."

      "Then there's your answer."

      "In a bottle. Message in a bottle," slurs Janet.

      "I know he was just kidding, but I've got to say, he had us there for a moment. Quite a character, your Tucker."

      "Not my Tucker, Pat. He belongs to Ebba," Monica corrects him.

      "Oh, right. Well, I suppose if exaggeration is a character trait, they're a good fit. Ladies I do apologize profusely for interrupting, but when I saw you sitting here tonight, I couldn't resist stopping by and introducing myself to the talk of the table."

      "The what?"

      "The talk of the table, at least at the Taverna La Tomaquera. You and Tucker were the talk of the table tonight."

      "Well, that's just lovely."

      "Yes. I think it's now time that I take my leave for the evening, so I'll bid you ladies, adieu until we meet again, tomorrow perhaps?"

      "Good night, Pat," says Janet.

      When Pat staggers out of the room Monica turns and says, "And he's the pilot?"

      "Crazy huh?"

      "Not as crazy as 120 million euro Tucker."

      "Yeah, what's that all about?"

      "I haven't the foggiest."
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        8:00 Hours, Tuesday, 2 September.

        Fira Palace Hotel, Barcelona.

      

      

      
        
        
        "A quiet man, is a thinking man. A quiet woman, is usually mad."--Rita Ghatourey.

      

        

      

      I don't know if anyone emerging from a coma is ever actually happy about it or even comes willingly. Or, if like a stubborn tooth, they resist being extracted from their cocoon of oblivion.

      "Leave me alone I want to sleep."

      "You can't. We're meeting Janet, and Monica for breakfast, remember? Then we're driving down the coast. Come on and get up, it's a million-dollar day."

      Now that was like reveille, and my head comes off the pillow in an instant.

      "Had the strangest dream last night... that I'd won the lottery."

      "You did. Don't you remember? 120 million euros."

      Fortunately, before I could say anything more--some stupid thing that might reveal my secret--the synapses across the barren plain of my frontal lobe begin firing, and clarity dawns like Genesis. Invisible hands wrap around my throat and shake me until I promised not to open my mouth again lest I blow my one chance to collect on a once in a lifetime jackpot.

      "You won La Primitiva last night. But, that was last night; today you're just a regular taxpayer like the rest of us. Come on and get up, Tucker. I've already let you sleep in while I showered and dressed. I'm going down to meet them. Don't dilly-dally now. Breakfast is in the restaurant, L'ARIA, on the first floor."

      "Okay, I'll be down in a few minutes," I say as she closes the door behind her.

      Just the thought that I'm waking up a One-Hundred-Twenty-Million-Euro-Aire is blowing my mind. 120 million euros! I can't believe it!

      One-Hundred-Twenty-Million-Euro-minutes later and I'm standing in the breakfast buffet line, plate in hand and offering everyone a big smiling, "Buenos Dias." No doubt I'm the happiest guy in the restaurant on this morning.

      I spot the girls and saunter up to the table where they're sitting and offer up my smiling Buenos Dias, but to no avail. Other than a cursory smile from each, Janet and Monica are looking like they're having their last meal before the gallows. But then, with Ebba in their faces cheerfully chirping on about the Taverna La Tomaquera and doing her best to rub in the good time they'd missed out on, who could blame them?

      The day hasn't even begun, and the forecast already looks like a high-pressure system packing a lot of turbulence and at a female to male ratio of three-to-one--one being my alleged girlfriend, the second my alleged secret paramour and the third? Not entirely sure but from all indications, I think Janet's still seeing me as the world's biggest scalawag. It's looking like this is going to be a dicey day.

      Two friendly hellos approach our table from James and Lisa--James as perky as a chipmunk, but Lisa's looking like she's dragging anchor.

      "So, how are ya'll this fine morning," asks perky James.

      "Hello, James. Good to see you again," I say then turning to Lisa, "And good to see you too, Lisa."

      "Had a lot of fun last night, Tucker. Can you tell?" she asks.

      "Nothing, a little hair of the dog, won't cure."

      "Hair's all that's left this morning I'm afraid. Seems she ate the dog last night. Or, maybe it was the dog that ate her. Which was it Lisa darling?" laughs James.

      Lisa looks at him and says, "Watch it buddy before that dog's barf is worse than its bite."

      "Yuck Lisa," says Ebba, "we've got breakfast going on here."

      "Sorry, hon. I gotta find the coffee pot." She turns and heads off toward the two twenty gallon coffee urns located at the far end of the buffet.

      "Nanette darling," James says, "still here? Thought you'd be back all snuggled up in your luscious apartment by now."

      "I wish. They're finishing up the remodeling today, so I should be home tomorrow."

      Then turning to Janet and Ebba, he says, "So, what're y'all up to on this fine day, girls?"

      "Ebba's taking us on a drive down the coast in her convertible," says Janet.

      "Oh, my, how fine," he says, then turning to Monica, "I don't believe I've had the pleasure. You must be, Monica."

      "I'm sorry," Janet says. "Yes, this is my friend, Monica." Turning to Monica, "Monica this is James Culpeper. He and Lisa are FAs crewing another flight."

      "Pleased to meet you, Monica," James says with a small wave. Sorry, we missed you two last night. I understand Mr. Sandman showed up at your door a little early. Can't say I blame you. It must have been utterly exhausting having to ride one of those dinosaurs for all that way." He turns to me and says. "Tucker, you should be ashamed of yourself, treating a lady with such primal behavior... (catching himself) I mean, utilizing such a primitive means of transportation, and all."

      "Yeah, Tucker, you should be ashamed," mocks Ebba.

      "It wasn't an adventure for the faint of heart," Monica cuts in with a snicker, "Required stamina, aye, Tucker?"

      I nod and smile anticipating Ebba inserting a knife into my ribs, but she says nothing. Thank you, Jesus. The burning stare she's leveled sideways at me is enough, but I refuse to acknowledge it.

      "Well, I am very happy that you survived your adventure, Monica." Addressing the group, James says, "and I hope all ya'll enjoy your trip down the coast. It's such a fine day for driving with the wind in your face and the sunny shine overhead," he says turning away, then turns back as if remembering something he'd forgotten.

      "Come to think of it, I made the same drive myself a couple of years back. It was quite enjoyable. If you happen to find yourselves near the lovely little town of Tarragona around lunchtime--it's only a couple of hours down the road--ask someone for directions to a little restaurant called El Balcon. It means the Balcony, and it's situated with a lovely view over the Mediterranean, being right there on the water, and all. The food is good, but there is something else that I think you'll find quite surprising."

      "What?" I ask.

      "Just go there and discover for yourself. If I tell you, it'll ruin the surprise. Trust me on this. Ya'll won't be disappointed," he says. "And, on your way down, just before Tarragona there's an old Roman Aqueduct called, Pont del Diable. It means 'Devil's Bridge', and it's well worth a stop. And it's free. It's just off the side of the road back through some woods in a very secluded area. There's seldom anyone there, so it's not like something touristy. Anyhow, ya'll have fun. And it was nice to meet you Monica, honey."

      "Nice to meet you too, James," Monica returns. "Now isn't he a friendly fellow."

      "Just one of the girls," says Ebba.

      "Okay, so how 'bout we get this show on the road," I cut in to head off any premature turbulence from my earlier forecast.

      "I'm ready," says Janet. "And I think that's a great idea about the Devil's Bridge. I'd love to see it." She turns to Monica. "Say, you think we could bring Juan along for a little devil worship?"

      "Who's Juan?" asks Ebba.

      "Probably the best set of buns in Barcelona. Monica and I discovered him last night. You'll probably meet him before this trip's over... but if you do, just remember, I've already claimed him."

      "Okay, can't wait," says Ebba a bit put back. "But then, with this group there seem to be lots of claim jumping going on."

      "Don't even think it," Janet warns her with a grin.

      

      After a quick stop by our rooms to collect jackets and scarves against the breezy ride in Ebba's topless BMW, we meet at the elevator. 

      Ebba tosses me the key. "You're in the driver's seat Tucker." 

      "Figuratively speaking," I say. 

      "Of course," they say laughing in unison and breaking the morning chill. 

      While Janet and Monica settle themselves into the back seat, I'm getting a clear line-of-sight on Monica with the rearview mirror. She notices and smiles. 

      Once out of Barcelona traffic thins and thirty-six miles later, we're on the AP-7 zipping through farmland. Another sixteen miles and we come across the sign for the Pont del Diable James mentioned, and I turn in and park. A small sign points to a dirt path through the trees leading to the two-thousand-year-old aqueduct. 

      Considering that it dates back to Caesar Augustus--the Roman emperor who was instrumental in the deaths of Mark Anthony and Cleopatra and who was married to Llivia Drusilla for 51 years--the structure is in remarkably good condition. And as with any decent historical site, the legend here is universal. The aqueduct was built by the Devil after winning a bet and the soul of a fair lady. 

      While the girls explore the bridge's stone walkway crossing the valley, I'm photographing the structure with my Nikon, and the Garmin GPS attachment is embedding the latitude-longitude coordinates within each digital image. 

      After a while, nature calls and I make my way to ground level dodging all those things living out here that exist for the sole purpose of maiming or killing you or leaving you with an impossible itch. 

      Once out of sight, I start hydrating one of the ancient columns while mulling over my newfound riches. And it's in this state of bliss that my eyeballs lock on an ideal hiding spot--a crevice between two stones. A little dirt and gravel covering the void and a fortune worthy of Caesar is now buried in his waterworks. I shoot the spot with the Nikon, and the Garmin marks my buried treasure, with a digitized X marking the spot. 

      With a little less than ninety days to collect the booty, I doubt anyone will be looking for a lottery ticket in this old aqueduct. That's what I'm counting on, and from all appearances, no one's messed with this built-to-last-an-eternity structure for two thousand years. Surely it'll be good for another ninety days. Unless the devil confiscates my treasure, in which case, it'll end up a story no one will believe. 

      On the climb back up I cross paths with Janet and Monica on their way, one look at Monica and my hidden treasure feels like a hidden betrayal. I have to remind myself that I'm protecting her. No one else would see it that way, of course, but then no one else is obsessed with the certainty that something or someone is coming to take it all away because nothing's this easy. 

      I tell them, "Restrooms are out of order ladies. No toilet paper." 

      Janet gives me the hairy eyeball saying, "That's what you've been doing down here?" 

      "No ma'am, I would never stoop to desecrate any historical monument. Like any self-respecting man, I desecrated a tree," I lie. 

      "Brought my own," Monica, says holding out a small packet of tissue. 

      "Come to think of it I did notice several wads of those lying behind the bushes over there (I point), so I expect that would be the ladies' room." 

      Janet says she's heading back to the car, and I tell her we'll meet her there hoping to grab a moment with Monica, but she's already heading away, and when I look up, Ebba's on her way down. 

      Today's drive was about as pleasant as anyone could reasonably expect with three women until our little stopover at the Devil's Bridge, and I'm not exactly sure what changed there, but Monica hasn't spoken two syllables since. She's even swapped seats with Janet for the drive back. I can't figure it. She couldn't know about the lottery ticket unless she hypnotized me back there, and I spilled the beans. Then again, coming across the lottery ticket in the first place only proves that nothing's impossible.
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        16:00 Hours, Tuesday, 2 September.

        Fira Palace Hotel, Barcelona.

      

      

      
        
        
        "A fool and his money are lucky enough to get together in the first place."--Gordon Gekko (Wall Street)

      

        

      

      While Ebba returns the rental car, I head up to the room.

      Just as I'm passing the key card through the reader, I get an uneasy feeling that someone's on the other side waiting, but there's no one. Doesn't look ransacked either. So I leave Ebba a note that I'm going out to take care of some unfinished business.

      At the hotel's front entrance, I grab the first black and yellow taxi in the cue and pass the driver a page from my notebook where I've written the intersection of Carrer d' Entenza and Avinguda Diagonal.

      "Take me there. Pronto por favor."

      Traffic is thick but moving, and it's not but a few minutes before the cabbie's announcing, "Entenza and Avinguda Diagonal, Señor."

      Two more blocks and I'm walking through the bank's revolving front door making only one embarrassing full-circle before being spit out into the main lobby where tellers flank left and office cubicles on the right. A single desk stands at the rear of the cavernous room like an Oracle, beckoning; occupied by a lovely young lady dressed in banker's pinstripe. She peers over tortoise-shell glasses like a school marm watching me approach.

      "May I help you, Señor?" she says in cool business-like fashion.

      "I have a four o'clock meeting with, Miguel De La Guarda."

      "And you are?"

      "He's expecting me."

      "Excuse me, Señor, but I must announce your name to, Señor De La Guarda," she says, put off.

      "Tell him, George Bush."

      "George Bush?"

      "Yes."

      Clearly not pleased, she, nevertheless, picks up her phone, dials, and without taking her eyes off me, says, "Señor De La Guarda, the president of the America, is here to see you.

      "Si Señor. He says his name is, George Bush, and that he has a four o'clock appointment. Si Señor." She returns the receiver to its cradle and throws me an incredulous look.

      "It's a common name," I say.

      She doesn't reply.

      The door behind the young lady opens and out walks a tall, elegant gentleman, sixties, wearing a double-breasted, blue pin stripe suit, crisply starched white shirt and burgundy tie with a perfect Windsor knot. A full head of salt and pepper is combed back in a stylish, mature cut. He breaks into a well-rehearsed smile bright enough for a toothpaste commercial as he approaches offering an outstretched hand. It's Cesar Romero, I swear to God.

      "Welcome, Mister President, I am Miguel De La Guarda, at your service, and may I say it's an honor to meet you, sir. Please, won't you come into my office? Prime Minister Blair is anxiously awaiting your arrival."

      When I glance over to the young lady and say, "thank you," her expression has moved from miffed to dumbfound. Now she wants me I can tell.

      "I appreciate your discretion sir and moreover, indulging a bit of humor," I say to De La Guarda.

      "Banking offers little opportunity for indulging in such levity, so it is entirely my pleasure, Señor, although I'm not sure it was Claudia's. Had you pulled that stunt not so many years ago she would have pressed a button on the floor beneath her desk, and you would have been whisked off to one of the Generalissimo's pleasure palaces for an extended interview."

      I cringe at the thought and decide it might be best to heed his advice in the future and not assume everyone over here has a sense of humor. Others may not be quite as indulgent as Señor De La Guarda.

      As I walk into De La Guarda's office, another dapper gent rises from one of the two-wingback chairs fronting an expansive mahogany desk and introduces himself as Jose Fernandez, my new attorney. A younger version of De La Guarda, Fernandez is around forty-years-old and looks like a U.S. Congressman in a conservative three-button gray flannel suit. And then there's me, red-faced and wind-blown from a day driving the coast, standing in my well-worn Levis and Polo shirt. It's a three-car pileup of dapper businessmen and vagabond client.

      After introductory formalities and espressos brought in by De La Guarda's lovely secretary, Claudia, Fernandez passes me a document.

      "Señor Blue, this is a document drafted by your attorney, Saul Goldstein, appointing me as your designated representative to claim, accept and transfer certain funds upon your instruction. Once I receive your instruction to collect these monies, one-third will be deposited into an escrow account at this bank for payment of taxes as required by the Tax Code of the United States. The remaining monies will be electronically transferred to an account at Credit Suisse Bank of Geneva, which will activate as soon as you sign this document, both copies, please."

      Leaving the bank, I'm spun out of the revolving door into what sounds like a gaggle of geese with all the horns honking. My heart's racing and my head's spinning with the idea that I'm now the richest guy I know, and I want to yell it out, but I don't. I'm also as nervous as a chicken dancing on a hot plate with lawyers and foreign bank accounts--a Swiss bank account no less. Jesus, what have I gotten myself into? Nothing can be this easy.
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        Evening, Tuesday, 2 September.

        Castrum Libiae, Llivia, Spain.

      

      

      
        
        
        Eat right. Stay fit. Die anyway.

      

        

      

      Someone's here? Who? God, please don't let it be her, Paulo worries.

      "Well, well, Señor Marti. Finally, we're alone. And I'll bet you're hungry aren't you? And thirsty? You don't have to answer. I know you can't, but I also know that you can hear, see, and understand everything I'm saying to you. Let me first say, welcome. You will be my guest here for the next few days, and we're going to have a grand time together. I can promise you that. But first, I want to make sure that you're feeling okay so let me get you some sustenance."

      She leaves, and after a few moments, she returns rolling a vertical stand from which hangs a bag of clear liquid.

      "I'm going to insert this I.V. into your arm, and in just a few moments you'll start feeling invigorated all over again. Consider this your breakfast. I'm also going to give you another injection so that you can continue to live as one of the living dead. Hasn't it been fun so far?" Drusilla says as she plunges a needle into Paulo injecting another NMBA cocktail.

      Warmth courses through his bloodstream like the laying on of hands, and just as he's beginning to feel sensations returning, they're now retreating, again.

      The little doctor's face hovers over him, and she's brandishing a pair of... are those scissors? Oh, God, what is this evil woman going to do with those? Please, God help me.

      "Señor Marti, you know what I am looking for, what I want from you and I hope for your sake that I find it. I would simply ask you where the ticket is, but I don't think you'll tell me, not yet at least. But you will. I assure you. You just need a little persuasion. Think of it like roasting a turkey. You want the turkey to come out moist and delicious, and the way to ensure that it does is to first brine it for a few hours, maybe a day. Soften up the meat and make it tender before roasting. Well, that's what I'm going to do with you, Señor Marti. I'm going to prepare you for your roasting so that when that time comes, you'll be as tender as a newborn and ready to tell me everything.

      "But for now we're going to start with a thorough cavity search just to make sure that you haven't hidden the prize somewhere on your body. We know where that somewhere is, don't we, Señor Marti?

      "First, we need to remove these clothes. Then we can get down to business. But, before we get started, let's have a little music, shall we?"

      The little doctor takes a remote from her coat pocket and pressing a button The Crazy Serbian Butcher's Dance begins. She twirls the shears like a gunfighter and begins cutting Paulo's clothes off, throwing the remains into a pile on the floor. She takes a couple polka back-steps then sidekicks the clothes against the wall.

      She twirls and slip-slides to the wall where she presses a button on a control panel and two cables, looped at the ends, begin descending from the ceiling. When they've reached the level of Paulo's feet, she executes another twirl and moonwalks back to the table.

      Paulo is awestruck at what he's seeing. The woman's insane.

      Gently lifting one of Paulo's feet, the little doctor brings it through the looped cable then pulls and tightens the noose. She does the same with the other foot then moonwalks back to the control panel. Another button and the cables raise Paulo's legs off the table spreading them wide and The Crazy Serbian Butcher's Dance pounds on. Satisfied with his position, she does two side steps, a twirl, and two more side steps on her return to the table.

      If it weren't for the sheer terror coursing through Paulo as his face mashes into the stainless steel table while the rest of him rises, he wouldn't feel anything. It's all that remains to convince him he's still living. But when the midget of a doctor steps within view, stretching a white rubber glove over her hand and past her elbow, he's now certain that whatever life his body still clings to, will soon abandon him.

      "Señor Marti, if I find the ticket where I suspect it is, I hope that you at least took precautions to properly seal it and protect it. Body fluids can cause irreparable damage to materials that are not properly protected," she says. "And by the way, while I'm at it should I examine your prostate?" she says laughing at her own witticism.

      She coats her gloved hand, and arm with globs of petroleum jelly then leans down to Paulo and, shouting over the music, says, "Señor Marti, if you've ever wondered what it feels like for a woman when her gynecologist reaches into her to turn a breeched baby, you'll now know. Wait! No, you won't. You can't feel anything. I nearly forgot. What a shame. It's an experience you'd never forget. Oh well, maybe we'll do this again sometime but without the NMBA."

      She twirls around like a girl performing a dance recital, and the next thing he knows is he can feel her pushing him. No pain, but he can feel something pushing him, inside, and his face is sliding across the steel table. God almighty, what is she doing? Is she ripping him apart?

      The next thing, she's coming into view. Her hand is empty, and her arm is covered with shit and blood. Oh, my God. What has she done to him? He wants to scream, but he can't. He wants to cry, but he can't find the tears. He's nothing but a piece of meat hanging here for this maniac to do whatever she pleases. She's going to kill him. She's furious. He's a dead man.

      The little doctor says nothing. The fury coursing through her has rendered her mute. She peels the glove from her hand and tosses it into a wastebasket near the wall. She walks, not dances, to a side table where she extracts a stainless steel scalpel from the table's small drawer then returns to the table and into Paulo's view. She presents the scalpel, turns it, so the gleam upon the stainless steel blade from the overhead light is sure to catch his eye.

      "I didn't find what I want Señor Marti, as you well know. And because you refuse to give me what I want I am going to take something from you. I hope that you have already made your family Señor Marti because after I am through with you today, you will never be able to bring any more little Marti's into this world again."

      Oh, God no! She's going to castrate him! He can feel her pulling at him, and now he can smell something burning. Flesh! His flesh. Oh, God no!

      When she returns, her hands are covered in blood.

      "You're a gelding now Señor Marti. Your wife should be glad. She won't have to be bothered with any more brats from you. So, you see, Señor Marti, I've done you and your wife a great favor. Now, take these," she says and stuffs Paulo's testicles into his mouth, "and taste yourself, Señor Marti. Get a good taste of yourself because it'll be your last meal.

      "Tomorrow, I will see you again. The NMBA will have worn off, and you'll be in great pain. Just keep in mind, Señor Marti, pain means you're alive, so be glad for it. Tomorrow, I will ask you where you've hidden the ticket, and you will tell me. You'll have tonight to think it over. I want you to think about your wife and your children, Señor Marti because if I don't have that ticket, the next thing you'll be witnessing will be your wife and children hanging from this ceiling in front of you while I remove parts of their bodies.

      Until then, I will bid you adieu and sweet nightmares."
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      Word-of-mouth is crucial for any author to succeed. Please leave a review on Amazon. Even if it's just a sentence or two. I would very much like to hear what you honestly think of the book--good or bad or anywhere in between. Your opinion could be helpful to others who might be considering the book too.

      Click on http://lrd.to/DetourParisSeries to go straight to the series on Amazon. Or, go to Amazon and search on Detour Paris Series.

      If you'd like to leave any comments on this book or to communicate with me, please visit www.JackDancer.com. Also visit www.JackDancer.com for other Jack Dancer books, free e-book downloads, links to actual places cited in the story, news on upcoming Tucker Blue books, and other goodies.

      You can also find me at:

      
        
        Jack Dancer Amazon Author

        Jack Dancer Goodreads

      

      

      Thanks for reading. I hope you enjoyed it.

      Sincerely,

      Jack Dancer
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      This story is based on an actual experience but there's more to it than even that.

      Locations cited in the story are real. Especially interesting are the Spanish enclave of Llivia and Drusilla's castle, Castrum Libiae or Castle Llivia. Go to www.JackDancer.com and the hyperlinks to get a Google-Eye's view of the castle.

      The characters, Doctor Drusilla Libica, Tiber, and Drusus, are also based on real people.

      The idea of using Drusilla came about when I was looking for an out-of-the-way location for the story's antagonist to have a secret hideaway. And because the train trip took us to Perpignan, France (for real) and that's where Drusilla and her sons depart the train along with Paulo Marti's near-corpse, I needed someplace nearby. Somewhere unique. The Pyrenees were a given, but it took a lot of Google Map searching before I came across the little Spanish enclave of Llivia.

      It was the perfect place for the leader of a criminal organization because it was Spanish territory surrounded by France. But more than that, there was a castle, and from the castle, one could exit onto French territory or Spanish territory. What could be better for someone evading authorities? If the Spanish are after you, you exit onto French soil, and if the French are after you, you exit onto Spanish soil. Perfect!

      When I discovered Llivia and the castle (or the little that remains of it) I also learned that the castle was not only built by the Romans eons ago but it was named after a woman named Julia Lybica. The name evolved into Julia Livia and then Llívia. That led me to Livia Drusilla, also known as Julia Augusta, wife of the Roman Emperor Augustus throughout his reign, as well as his adviser. She was the mother of Emperor Tiberius (our character, Tiber).

      The name, "Drusilla" has been synonymous throughout history with evil doings though actually, she wasn't evil at all. She just got a bad rap, and it stuck. Some believed that she had murdered her husband Augustus but it didn't happen. Still, it stuck.

      Other fictional characters have been based on Drusilla too:

      
        	Drusilla, a DC Comics Amazon who works with Wonder Woman.

        	Drusilla (Buffy the Vampire Slayer), in Buffy the Vampire Slayer and its spin-off series Angel.

        	Drusilla Paddock, in The Worst Witch children's novel series.

        	Drusilla, a succubus in the Pibgorn webcomic.

      

      Llivia Drusilla has also been featured in the following works:

      
        	The popular fictional work I, Claudius by Robert Graves, where she's portrayed as a thoroughly scheming political mastermind.

        	Livia was also dramatized in the HBO/BBC series Rome.

        	In Antony and Cleopatra by Colleen McCullough, Livia is portrayed as a cunning and effective advisor to her husband, whom she loves passionately.

      

      And that's only a little of what you'll find at my website. Go there for hyperlinks to places in the series, freebies, out-takes, new books and more ...
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